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The War on Drugs  
Is Burning Out
Americans are charting a path  
to a saner national drug policy.  
By Tim Dickinson

Darling Nicki
The many moods and manic 
genius of hip-hop’s killer diva, 
Nicki Minaj. By Jonah Weiner
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Hollywood Hills
Welcome to the middle age  
of Marilyn Manson.  
By Erik Hedegaard
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How an anti-narcotics task force 
became the most brazen drug 
thieves in Texas. By Josh Eells
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Beat the Odds
Band overcomes bad blood, bad 
haircuts to return to the Top 40.

Yusuf’s Golden Years
The former Cat Stevens is still 
wrestling his past – and winning. 

Azealia Banks Is Free
After years of fighting with her old 
label, the MC unleashes her debut.
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Sleater-Kinney’s Return
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back with a righteous fury.
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Selma, about the 1965 civil rights 
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    COUNTRY: 
THE YEAR IN 
BOOZE SONGS
From Dierks Bentley’s “Drunk 
on a Plane” to Little Big Town’s 
“Day Drinking,” 2014 was truly 
the year of twangy tunes about 
getting tanked. Read our essay 
about the beer-soaked trend. 

Marky Ramone joined the Ramones in 1978 and was there through their 
most tumultuous years. His new memoir, Punk Rock Blitzkrieg: My Life 
as a Ramone, tells the whole sordid tale. We’ve got an exclusive excerpt. 

 EXCERPT: THE WILD TRUE 
STORIES OF THE RAMONES

The 
Ramones 

circa 1980

    COLIN MELOY: 
RETURN OF THE 
DECEMBERISTS
Four years after going on hiatus, 
the Portland, Oregon, folk-rock 
crew is back with a new album 
and a spring U.S. tour. Frontman 
Colin Meloy gave us the scoop 
on the band’s return.

    CHRISTOPH 
WALTZ: IN 
CONVERSATION
The Austrian actor has had 
an amazing run since landing 
a key part in Inglourious 
Basterds. We chatted with 
Waltz about his role in Tim 
Burton’s new fi lm, Big Eyes.

BOOKS

Little Big 
Town Q&A FEATUREPREVIEW

Lena 
Dunham
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3. Rae Sremmurd
“Up Like Trump” video 
In their new clip, the Mississippi MCs behind the 
goofy-fun hit “No Flex Zone” party through New York, 
swinging nunchucks and chilling with a guy in 
a Donald Trump mask. What more do you want? 

6. Kendrick Lamar
“Untitled” live
Lamar reaffi  rmed that he’s argu-
ably the greatest rapper of his 
generation with this intense Col-

bert Report performance of a 
jazzy new refl ection on race, 

class, fame and all the rest. 
Awe-inspiring. 

1. D’Angelo “Really Love” 
Hallelujah! A decade and a half after his last album, D’Angelo 
fi nally released a follow-up – and it’s a next-level masterpiece. 
Black Messiah is full of incredible peaks, but this stunner of a love 
song, with D’s caramel falsetto gliding over honey-sweet strings 
and a buttery bass groove, is our favorite moment. 

7. Father 
John Misty

“Chateau 
Lobby #4 
(in C for Two 
Virgins)”  
Monsieur Misty 
looks back at his 
2013 wedding the 
only way he knows 
how: with a louche, 
luxurious, lounge-y 
ballad. Weirdly 
romantic!

EXPERT
OPINION

The British pop star, 
whose Sucker was one of 
last year’s best albums, 
listened to fi ve songs 

(old and new) and told us 
what she thought. 

OLD

Lou Reed
“Satellite of Love”

This song is so euphoric 
to me – especially the 
outro, which always 

makes me want to cry. 
To me, it’s the perfect 

lyrical balance of 
whimsical and blunt.

10cc
“I’m Not in Love”

The most incredible 
synths I’ve ever heard in 
a song. It’s so emotional. 

It sounds like falling 
in love to me.

Britney Spears
“Piece of Me”

This is my favorite Britney 
song of all time, and it 

still sounds like the 
future to me. The tuning 

of the vocals always 
blows my mind. 

NEW

Becky G
“Shower”

This song makes me feel 
like dancing in a glass 
box fi lled with cotton 

candy and a wind 
machine. Every melody 

is impeccable.

Gwen Stefani
“Spark the Fire”

Gwen still sounds sassy, 
and her voice cuts 

through so much. I can’t 
wait for her new record. 

She always kills it.

Charli 
XCX

2. Laura Marling
“Short Movie” 
The 24-year-old folkie already has 
four great albums under her belt. This 
sharply witty shot from her next LP, due 
in March, has us thinking she’s about to 
make it fi ve.

4. Pusha T
“Lunch Money” 
Pusha gets delightfully arrogant 
over a Kanye beat that sounds 
like a sequencer having a seizure: 
“This is crime by design/If the 
crown ain’t mine/Tell me, who am 
I behind?” Now we’re even more 
psyched for his next album.

5. Modest Mouse
“Lampshades on Fire” 
It’s been almost eight years 
since the Pacifi c Northwest’s 
reigning anxiety-rock kings 
made an album, but this super-
catchy, extra-jumpy jam from 
their comeback LP reminds us 
what we’ve been missing.
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CORRESPONDENCE LOVE LETTERS 
& ADVICE

The Foo Fighter
i’m a devoted foo fighters 

fan – more than 100 shows – but 
seldom come across an article 
about them that doesn’t repeat 
the same old tales. Not only was 
David Fricke’s “The Passion of 
Dave Grohl” [RS 1223] original 
and heartfelt, but it provided 
personal insights that I deeply 
appreciated.

Alex Paravicini, Las Vegas

i am completely geeking 

out over the new cover: Dave 
fucking Grohl! And he is 
coming to Indianapolis next 
summer. Just checked an item 
off my bucket list: to see the 
Foo live! 

Tori Nichole 
Via the Internet

i’ve been an rs subscrib-

er since your 16th issue, and 
Dave Grohl is all that is good 
with music. I cried reading 
about him meeting Courtney 
Love and their hug. I thank my 
kids for turning me on to Nir-
vana. Keep the f lame burn-
ing, Dave.

Wayne Halper, Nashville

reading the dave grohl 

story, and admiring his ener-
gy and enthusiasm. One ques-
tion: How in the hell do you do 
an eight-part television show 
about American rock-and-
roots music cities called Sonic 
Highways and not include De-
troit – the city that invented 
highways and gave the world 

Motown and the Stooges? How 
can that even be possible?

Bob Bennett
Roscommon, MI

The Hot Issue
thanks, i guess, for put-

ting the GOP’s brilliantly cyn-
ical campaign strategy into 
one easy-to-read chart [“Hot 

LETTERS to ROLLING STONE, 1290 Avenue 
of the Americas, New York, NY 
10104-0298. Letters become the 
property of ROLLING STONE and may 
be edited for publication.
E-MAIL letters@rollingstone.com
SUBSCRIBER SERVICES Go to 
rollingstone.com/customerservice
•Subscribe •Renew •Cancel •Missing Issues 
•Give a Gift •Pay Bill •Change of Address

Contact Us

I n rs 1223, sabrina rubin erdely wrote 

about a brutal gang rape of a young woman named 
Jackie at a party in a University of Virginia frat house 
[“A Rape on Campus”]. Upon its publication, the arti-
cle generated worldwide attention and praise for shin-
ing a light on the way the University of Virginia and 
many other colleges and universities across the nation 
have tried to sweep the issue of sexual assault on cam-
pus under the rug. Then, two weeks later, The Wash-
ington Post and other news outlets began to question 
Jackie’s account of the evening and the accuracy of 
Erdely’s reporting. Immediately, we posted a note on 
our website, disclosing the concerns. We have asked 
the Columbia Journalism School to conduct an inde-
pendent review – headed by Dean Steve Coll and Dean 
of Academic Aff airs Sheila Coronel – of the editori-
al process that led to the publication of this story. As 
soon as they are fi nished, we will publish their report.

Jann S. Wenner

Editor and Publisher

Political Strategy,” RS 1223]. 
That Americans gleefully vote 
against their best interests con-
tinues to shock.

Andrew Brinson 
Via the Internet

as an adult one direction 

fan, I thoroughly enjoyed Rob 
Sheff ield’s piece on Harry 
Styles [“Hot Golden Boy,” RS 

1223]. Styles is indeed “a new 
paradigm of manhood.” How 
many 20-year-old boy-band ce-
lebs are as socially progressive 
and humble as Styles? I look 
forward to hearing a lot more 
from him when the One Direc-
tion days have faded.

Sarah Thompson
Williamsburg, VA

The Wu Reunite
by now, these epic feuds 

seem part of the Wu-Tang Clan’s 
creative process [“Wu-Tang 
Reload Their Chambers,” RS 
1223]. I really liked the story, 
but I’m sorry all that bickering 
didn’t result in a better record. 

Gabriel Hunt, via the Internet

King of Kinks
ray davies felt the doors’ 

“Hello, I Love You” ripped off 
the Kinks’ “All Day and All of 
the Night” [Q&A, RS 1223]? 
The first two bars of the two 
melodies are similar, but the 
rest is as different as night and 
day. Noticing similarity in the 
technically primitive world of 
rock & roll is like discovering 
greed in the banking industry. 

Hal Howland, via the Internet

Rock or Bust
as a longtime fan of both 

David Fricke and AC/DC, I 
was deeply saddened to read 
Angus Young’s descriptions of 
his brother’s illness and how 
Angus is shouldering the band 
without him [“Hard Rock, 
Harder Times,” RS 1223]. 
When Angus says that Mal-
colm hasn’t even heard their 
new album, it broke my heart.

Steven Varley, via the Internet

A Note to Our Readers
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Fall Out Boy Beat the Odds
F a ll ou t boy’s ca r ava n of

SUVs has been barreling down 
Interstate 95 in Florida for about 

two hours when Pete Wentz realizes he 
doesn’t know where the band is head-
ed. “Are we going to Tampa or Orlan-

do?” Wentz asks his road manager. “Be-
cause if we’re going to Orlando, I want 
to go to Harry Potter Land.” The man-
ager tells Wentz that Fall Out Boy are 
playing Tampa tonight and Orlando 
tomorrow, but with an acoustic radio 

show in the morning and an electric 
one at night, they have no time for an 
amusement park. This is news to Pat-
rick Stump. “What acoustic show?” says 
the singer, from the back seat. “We didn’t 
even practice that shit! 

How one of the biggest ’00s bands became unlikely Top 40 survivors. By Andy Greene

[Cont. on 12]

ENCOUNTER YUSUF ISLAM’S GOLDEN YEARS PG. 14  |  PROFILE AZEALIA BANKS PG. 24
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FALL OUT BOY

[Cont. from 11] We literally don’t know 
how to play ‘Centuries’ acoustic.”

Things are going really fast for Fall Out 
Boy right now: They are in the middle of 
a run of playing 15 radio-station festivals 
in just 20 days, stopping everywhere from 
Oakland to Duluth, Georgia. “Centuries,” 
the band’s new single, has climbed to Num-
ber 22 on the charts and racked up more 
than 30 million plays on Spotify. Fall Out 
Boy just finished their sixth album, Ameri-
can Beauty/American Psycho, due January 
20th, and also have a song, “Immortals,” 
on the soundtrack to the Disney animated 
movie Big Hero 6 (that one’s 
climbing the charts too). 
Which means that, along 
with Maroon 5 and Imag-
ine Dragons, they’re one of 
the very few rock bands in 
the world capable of compet-
ing with the likes of Taylor 
Swift and Meghan Trainor in 
the Top 40. 

Nobody could’ve pre-
dicted this kind of come-
back, least of all the band 
members themselves. Fall 
Out Boy ruled the hearts 
of emo kids in the mid-
2000s, scoring a half-dozen 
Top 40 hits in the process. 
But when they returned in 
2012 after a three-year hi-
atus, poppy punk rock was 
dead as a mainstream sound, and dance 
was ascendant. “We thought that was the 
end of radio for us,” says Stump, 30. “We 
thought we would go out, play some shows 
and, you know, whatever. This is a disco 
era, so to hear our songs on the radio is 
kinda surprising.”

Wentz, the band’s 35-year-old bass-
ist and lyricist, is delighted Fall Out Boy 
can still make hit singles. “We’d survive 
without radio,” he says. “Batman can go 
out and fight without the fucking cape. 
But when he shows up, people want to see 
him wear the fucking cape. My mission 
statement has always been, ‘I want to be 
the biggest.’ Patrick’s has always been, ‘I 
want to be the best.’ At some point, we re-
alized they were two different versions of 
the same thing.”

Fall Out Boy were in a bleak place after 
their 2008 LP, Folie à Deux, failed to gen-
erate a big hit. The paparazzi hounded 
Wentz and his new wife, Ashlee Simpson, 
and the group members were fighting with 
one another. “I literally spent my twenties 
as the most selfish person that I know,” 
says Wentz. “I didn’t have the capacity for 
understanding other people’s time and 
empathy for what other people thought 
about things.” After the final gig on their 

2009 tour, Fall Out Boy went their sepa-
rate ways, barely speaking to each other 
for several years. 

The low point seemed to come in 2012, 
when Stump, who had gone solo with 
2011’s Soul Punk, posted a shockingly 
frank letter on his personal blog, in which 
he revealed he was too broke to contin-
ue a solo tour and was getting taunted by 
fans saying, “We liked you better when 
you were fat.” “People genuinely thought 
it was a suicide note,” he says. “Every part 
of me wishes I hadn’t written that thing.” 
The note inspired Wentz to reach out to 
Stump. The pair rekindled their friend-
ship and, soon, their band as well.

Fall Out Boy didn’t want to do a quick-
ie nostalgia exercise. “We asked ourselves, 
‘What would we want if the Smiths or 
someone like that reunited?’ ” says Wentz. 
“We’d want a new album, new song, a tour 
right away and don’t just go play state 
fairs.” Instead of touring, the bandmates 
returned to the studio and found they still 
had monstrously hooky songs in them. 
Their comeback single, “My Songs Know 
What You Did in the Dark (Light Em Up),” 
hit Number 15 on the Hot 100 in 2013. 

The band spent a year and a half on the 
road behind its next LP, Save Rock and 
Roll. While on tour, Fall Out Boy began 
fiddling with a track built around a live 
sample of the refrain from Suzanne Ve-
ga’s “Tom’s Diner.” They fleshed it out into 
the anthemic “Centuries,” and were so 
psyched with the results they rushed into 
the studio and squeezed out American 
Beauty/American Psycho in three weeks.

At heart, Stump and Wentz are still 
pop-culture geeks. They spend the four-

hour trip to Tampa debating topics like 
the difference between Ridley Scott’s Alien 
and James Cameron’s Aliens. (“One is un-
settling and leaves you uncomfortable, 
while the other is a giant popcorn movie,” 
says Stump.) When I mention the 2007 
video-game documentary The King of 
Kong: A Fistful of Quarters, Stump and 
Wentz spend several minutes trading lines 
from the film. 

Soon, FOB arrive at the 97X Next Big 
Thing festival, where they’re headlining 
a bill that features Young the Giant, Alt-
J, New Politics and other groups that are, 
on average, a decade younger than they 
are. Fall Out Boy are shepherded into a 

meet-and-greet tent, where 
50 fans, almost all teen girls, 
squeal with delight. “I hear 
from kids on social media 
that I inspired them to pick 
up a guitar,” says guitarist Joe 
Trohman. “Hopefully what it 
does is pave the way for other 
bands to do the same.”

When Fall Out Boy take 
the stage at 8:45, they’re 
greeted with an eardrum-
shattering roar from the 
young fans. The loudest 
cheers are reserved for the 
new songs, and security can 
barely keep up with the flood 
of crowd-surfing fans pour-
ing over the barricades. 

Fall Out Boy are dripping 
with sweat and buzzing when 

they come offstage after a final encore of 
“Saturday,” from their 2003 debut, Take 
This to Your Grave. “That felt really good,” 
says Wentz as he changes from his stage 
clothes into a tattered Metallica shirt. “It’s 
crazy how young everyone was. Two circle 
pits broke out during a song that nobody 
knows from our first album. It occurred 
to me onstage that maybe we aren’t on an 
island if there’s so many kids like that out 
there. Maybe they’re the movement now.” 

Right now, Fall Out Boy are book-
ing a summer amphitheater tour. In the 
meantime, they remain an anomaly in 
the pop universe. “We aren’t the last rock 
band,” says Stump. “But we’re the last rock 
band that doesn’t think that pop is a four- 
letter word.” 

Stump, who just became a father, has 
been in Fall Out Boy since he was 17. 
The singer knows full well what hat-
ers think of his band – and doesn’t care. 
“We’ve been saddled with several dispar-
aging genre things,” he says. “ ‘Oh, they’re 
this fucking pop-punk band,’ or ‘They’re 
this fucking emo band – these guys suck,’ 
or ‘They’re this fucking stadium-rock 
band – these guys suck.’ Nobody can de-
cide why we suck – to me, that means we’re 
doing the right thing.” 

“My mission statement has always 
been, ‘I want to be the biggest,’�” 
says Wentz. “Patrick’s has always 
been, ‘I want to be the best.’�”

GLORY 

DAYS  
Stump and 

Wentz in 
2007
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Lou Reed, Green Day, Joan Jett and Ringo Starr 
lead the latest batch of inductees into the Rock 
and Roll Hall of Fame. The ceremony will be 
held on April 18th in Cleveland.  ANDY GREENE  

Meet the 
Rock Hall’s 
Class of 2015

The Paul Butterfi eld 
Blues Band
Featuring late guitar hero Mike 
Bloomfi eld, among others, this 
blues group inspired countless 
players. Butterfi eld died in 1987, 
but “Paul would be happy,” says 
guitarist Elvin Bishop.

Bill Withers
“I guess I’ll have to buy a suit,” 
says the man behind “Lean on 
Me” and “Ain’t No Sunshine.” The 
question is whether Withers, who 
hasn’t performed in more than a 
decade, will sing: “We’ll see. I don’t 
want to be one of those old guys 
who sounds like a gerbil trying to 
give birth to a hippopotamus.”

Stevie Ray Vaughan 
and Double Trouble
The blues-guitar great died in a 
helicopter crash in 1990, but his 
band Double Trouble will be on 
hand to accept the award. “Our 
time together meant a lot to us,” 
says drummer Chris Layton. 

Joan Jett and 
the Blackhearts 
“I’m fl abbergasted,” says the 
former Runaways singer. Her 
version of “I Love Rock ’N Roll” 
could make for a pretty great 
all-star jam at the ceremony. 
“I’ve always kept that song 
away,” says Jett, “but this could 

be a perfect instance to whip 
it out.”

Lou Reed
Reed was inducted with the Velvet 
Underground in 1996, but now he’s 
being honored for his solo work. 
“Like the Beatles, he kept changing 
styles,” says friend Tony Visconti. 
“He experimented with a lot of 
music that wasn’t very commercial.”

Ringo Starr
Starr is already in the 
Hall as a Beatle, but, unlike 
his three ex-bandmates, he 
hadn’t been inducted as a solo 
act until now. Ringo hinted that 
Paul McCartney might show at the 
ceremony: “He said he needed 
something to do that night.”

When Billie Joe Armstrong found out that 
Green Day will enter the Hall of Fame, 

“I had to go for a walk,” he says. “I’m still 
trying to make sense of this.” When the 
band released its fi rst record, in 1989, 

“Mike [Dirnt] was 16 years old and I was 17,” 
Armstrong remembers. “The fact that 

we kept hanging on to this thing we believe 
in for so many years is incredible.” 

Green Day
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More than at any 
point since his 
return to music, 
Yusuf looks like 
a rock star. 

[Cont. on 16] D
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N
obody was expecting much 

from Yusuf Islam at the 2014 
Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in-
duction ceremony. The press 

had fixated on Nirvana’s reunion and the 
endless soap opera that is Kiss, mostly 
overlooking the fact that the former Cat 
Stevens was about to play his most prom-
inent American gig since quitting music 
in 1978. 

After a cheerful acceptance speech that 
avoided any mention of religion or politics, 
Yusuf took the stage with an acoustic gui-
tar and delivered a stunning rendition of 
1970’s “Father and Son” that silenced the 
rowdy crowd at Brooklyn’s Barclays Cen-
ter. By the time a gospel choir joined Yusuf 
for a euphoric “Peace Train,” it seemed like 
the entire arena audience was on its feet, 
singing along to every word. “It was glori-
ous,” says Yusuf. “It was great to sing with-
out any barriers, and the choir really made 
the end very climactic. My son turned me 
on to Nirvana years ago, and their perfor-
mance at the end was just explosive.”

It’s now eight months later, and Yusuf, 
66, is sipping tea in a conference room 
high atop the Sony Building in midtown 
Manhattan. His ever-present bodyguard, 
a beefy dude who stands at least six feet 
four, is perched on a nearby piano bench. 
Yusuf’s 29-year-old son, Yoriyos, is seated 
and gazing at a laptop. Yusuf’s salt-and-
pepper hair is saltier than ever, and he’s 
wearing sunglasses, a gray peace train 

2011 T-shirt and a stylish blue jacket. More 
than at any other point since his return to 
secular music eight years ago, he looks like 
a rock star.

Yusuf is relaxed and friendly, but every-
one else seems a little on edge. His son anx-
iously looks up from his laptop when the 
conversation veers from music, 
and two publicists sit outside 
the door. Prior to the interview, 
they urged me to be “sensitive” 
when it comes to “religion and 
past controversies.”

The conversation starts on 
solid ground: Tell ’Em I’m 
Gone, Yusuf ’s R&B-f lavored new LP, 
his third disc since 2006. Yusuf moved 
to Dubai in 2010 (“I like the sunshine”) 
but traveled to Los Angeles to cut the 
album with Rick Rubin. “We did the whole 
thing in a week,” Yusuf says. “A couple of 

He was born Steven Demetre Georgiou 
in London, the son of a Greek father and 
Swedish mother. Georgiou came of age just 
as his hometown was becoming the center 
of the rock universe. “I was very lucky,” he 
says. “I lived on the same street as the 100 
Club, and [Beatles publisher] Dick James 
Music was four doors down from my fa-
ther’s cafe. Everything was in this small 
radius in the West End of London.”

Hearing Bob Dylan for the first time 
changed his life. The 18-year-old Geor-
giou began playing London coffeehouses 
under the name Cat Stevens and penning 
future classics like “The First Cut Is the 
Deepest.” A case of tuberculosis in 1968 
nearly killed him, but his career exploded 
in 1970 when “Father and Son” and “Wild 
World” hit radio. It was the 

songs were first takes. I don’t like hang-
ing around studios. There was a couple 
of times where he wanted to go over bits 
again, and I said, ‘I’ve done it, Rick. I don’t 
want to do it again.’ ”

Yusuf is preparing to kick 
off his first North American 
tour since 1976. A show at New 
York’s Beacon Theatre sold out 
instantly, though he canceled 
it when he learned that New 
York outlawed paperless tick-
eting, causing tickets to sell for 

hugely inflated values on the resale mar-
ket. “It just institutionalizes the scalping 
business, and that’s not fair,” Yusuf says.

The Beacon cancellation is just the lat-
est bold, principled and (many feel) self- 
defeating move of Yusuf ’s long career. 

Yusuf Islam’s Golden Years
The former Cat Stevens is still 
wrestling with his past – and 
winning By Andy Greene

MORNING  

HAS BROKEN   
“It was glorious,” 
says Yusuf of his 

Hall of Fame 
induction. “And 

Nirvana was 
explosive.” 



GIVE YOURSELF
A REASON TO SAY
“EFFERVESCENT”
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YUSUF ISLAM

[Cont. from 14] era of the sensitive sing-
er-songwriter, and Stevens fit right in on 
the airwaves next to James Taylor and 
Carly Simon. 

Even when he became a superstar, Ste-
vens had a hard time enjoying himself – tu-
berculosis helped see to that. “TB is a very 
bluesy kind of illness,” he says. “I did LSD a 
few times, but I stayed away from the rock-
star life because I was so worried about my 
health. I became a vegetarian, and I car-
ried around a suitcase full of vitamins and 
special drinks everywhere I went.”

Everything changed one day in 1976, 
when Stevens went for a swim in the ocean 
near Malibu. As he tried to swim back 
to shore, he realized the current was too 
strong to fight, and after struggling for 
a time he found himself on the verge of 
drowning. “I didn’t have any strength left,” 
says Yusuf. “There was only one place to 
go, and that was God. I never doubted 
God’s existence, but I never called on him 
because everything had seemed all right in 
my life. This was life-and-death.”

He pledged his complete and utter alle-
giance to God if he’d save him, and sudden-
ly a wave pushed him to shore. Not long af-
terward, his brother David gave him a copy 
of the Quran. “This was before Islam was a 
headline,” Yusuf says. “The Iranian Revo-
lution wasn’t even on the horizon. I felt like 
I was discovering something that was an 
amazing and immense secret.”

Within two years, Cat Stevens had be-
come Yusuf Islam. He devoted himself to 
Allah, deciding all forms of music were 
against the faith. He walked away from 
a record contract and sold all of his gui-
tars. His sole income came from publish-
ing, but he gave away royalties from any 
song he declared anti-God: “Anything that 
encouraged love without marriage or was 
too specific in the sexual region went.” It 
amounted to about 40 percent of his cata-
log. “Take ‘The Boy With a Moon and Star 
on His Head.’ You might think it’s OK, but 
the guy makes love to a farmer’s daughter 
on the way to his wedding. So, no. . . .”

Yusuf lost touch with the music world. “I 
vaguely knew things like Madonna, MTV 
and Michael Jackson were happening, but 
I was not interested at all,” he says. “As far 
as I was concerned, the last great record 
was Stevie Wonder’s Songs in the Key of 
Life.” Yusuf focused on his growing fam-
ily, a series of Muslim schools he found-
ed across England, and Small Kindness, 
a charity he put together to assist the vic-
tims of war and famine in the Third World. 

Over the years, Yusuf’s children tried 
in vain to get him to begin playing gui-
tar again. Then, a few months after 9/11, 
Yusuf found himself holding an acoustic 
guitar his son had brought home. It was 

late at night, and his family was asleep. “I 
just thought, ‘Let’s have a go and try,’ ” he 
says. “I looked for F, and I found it. I don’t 
remember what songs I played, but when 
it was done I began crying.”

Yusuf was conf licted about playing 
again, but the war in Afghanistan was 
raging and another conflict was looming 
in Iraq. Yusuf says that the world needed 
to see at least one nonviolent Muslim on 
TV. “There was so much antagonism in the 
world,” he says. “Many Muslims have come 
up to me, shook my hand and said, ‘Thank 
you! Thank you.’ I’m representing the way 

they want to be seen. So much of the mid-
dle ground gets forgotten in the extremi-
ties we witness around the world.”

Yusuf quietly began gigging around Eu-
rope and played a couple of tiny showcas-
es in America. He didn’t face a big crowd 
until Jon Stewart invited him to appear at 
2010’s Rally to Restore Sanity and/or Fear. 
Yusuf was taking part in a hilarious bit – 
he performed “Peace Train” while Ozzy 
Osbourne performed “Crazy Train” – but 
it also reignited a controversy that’s been 
haunting Yusuf for a quarter-century.

After the Ayatollah Khomeini declared 
a fatwa against author Salman Rushdie 
in 1989, Yusuf had told a crowd at Lon-
don’s Kingston University that “[Rushdie] 
must be killed. The Quran makes it clear: 
If someone defames the prophet, then he 
must die.” Yusuf later partially walked 
the comments back, but the issue refused 

to die. When Rushdie heard about Yusuf 
goofing around with Osbourne, he phoned 
Stewart in a huff. “It became very clear to 
me that [Yusuf] is straddling two worlds 
in a very difficult way,” Stewart said two 
years ago. “I wouldn’t have done [the bit], 
I don’t think, if I had known that. . . . Death 
for free speech is a deal-breaker.”

It’s still a sensitive subject for Yusuf. 
When I broach it, his son looks up, con-
cerned. “People need to get over it,” says a 
clearly irritated Yusuf. “It’s 25 years ago. 
I’ve got gray hair now. Come on. I was fool 
enough to try and be honest and tell peo-
ple my position. As far as I’m concerned, 
this shouldn’t be the subject of my life.”

That appears to be the end of it, and 
Yoriyos looks relieved. But Yusuf can’t help 
himself. “I’m a firm believer in the law,” he 
says. “I was never a supporter of the fatwa 
[against Rushdie], but people don’t want 
to hear that because they keep saying 
that I believe in the law of blasphemy. All 
I’m saying is, how can you deny the Third 
Commandment? It’s an Islamic principle 
that you must follow the law of the land 
where you reside.”

Unapologetic answers like that are what 
make Rushdie and his many support-
ers unable to forgive Yusuf, and he knows 
their feud will never end. “That’s the way 
life is,” he says. “I don’t want to put myself 
in this bracket, but if you look at any mes-
senger, there’s going to be an antagonist.”

One song on Yusuf’s new album seems 
to take aim at the controversy: “Cat and 
the Dog Trap.” “Cat’s in a cage,” he sings. 
“Chained to a stone/Empty bowl by his 
side.” Yusuf admits the song is autobio-
graphical, but he refuses to ID the inspira-
tion behind the antagonistic dog, though 
Rushdie is a likely suspect. “I used to be fol-
lowed by a moon shadow,” Yusuf says when 
pushed on the topic. “Now I’m followed by 
all these misconceptions, and they’re like a 
ball and chain. I just want to write music 
from my heart and give people a message 
of hope and the search for a better place.”

The ISIS threat has brought America to 
the verge of yet another war in Iraq, but 
it has made Yusuf oddly optimistic: “The 
positive side is that it has brought together 
these factional voices to say in unison that 
[ISIS] has nothing to do with Islam. Mus-
lims have been subjected to so many ty-
rants and oppressive regimes. That’s what 
the Arab Spring was about, but the prob-
lem comes in trying to direct a revolution.”

Tickets for Yusuf’s upcoming American 
shows read “Yusuf/Cat Stevens” – a con-
cession to fans of his classic albums, and 
the move of a man who has grown increas-
ingly comfortable with his past. “When 
you’ve been running for so long, you might 
realize you’ve run too far,” he says. “There 
comes a time to say, ‘Hang on. I’ve lost my 
way a little bit.’ ” 

 I was never a supporter of the 
[Rushdie] fatwa.�.�.�.�How can you 
deny the Third Commandment? 
It’s an Islamic principle that you 
must follow the law of the land. 
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CAT NO MORE   
Yusuf in 
London, 1986
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A ustr alia n film direc-

tor Jennifer Kent spent years 
trying to get a number of 
“strange and ambitious” fea-

tures off  the ground. But she fi nally hit 
the jackpot with The Babadook, a hor-
ror fi lm so scary that William Friedkin, 
who directed The Exorcist, called it the 
most terrifying movie he’s ever seen.

Kent based The Babadook on her 
own 2005 short Monster, in which a 
mother defends her son from a story-
book boogeyman. Giving the creature a 

name derived from a Serbian folk tale, 
Kent fused horror and maternal melo-
drama to create a dark fable rooted in 
real-life anxiety. 

In the film, a frazzled single mom 
(played by Essie Davis) is pushed to-
ward madness by a disobedient son 
who is obsessed with building weap-
ons to fi ght the monster he’s convinced 
has slipped out of a picture book. “You 
start to realize, ‘Oh, my God, the kid 
was right,’ ” Kent says. “I thought the 
fi lm was going to get a lot of fl ak for her 
obvious shortcomings as a mother. But 
I think it’s given a lot of women, in par-
ticular, reassurance just to see a real 
human being up there. We don’t get to 
see it that often.”  SAM ADAMS

Little Monsters

N athan east is one of the most prolific bass 

players in history – with thousands of credits to his 
name, from Daft Punk’s “Get Lucky” to Eric Clapton’s 

“Change the World.” But during his 35-year career, he’s been rel-
atively obscure – “the guy behind the guys,” he says. Now, For 
the Record, a new documentary that just debuted on Hulu, cele-
brates the 59-year-old’s huge, quiet contribution to music, with 
testimonials from Clapton, Phil Collins, Herbie Hancock and 
others. It’s a look at life as a behind-the-scenes genius and, for 
East, a rare kind of tribute. “Usually,” he says, “you get memo-
rialized when you’re on the other side of the ground.”  MARK YARM

HORROR

DOCUMENTARY

Let’s Give the Bassist Some 

Anna Jane Joyner is evangelical roy-
alty: Her father, Rick Joyner, founded 
a South Carolina-based megachurch 
with 1,000 congregations in 59 coun-
tries. But Anna Jane had a political 
come-to-Jesus moment while at UNC, 
where she embraced progressive poli-
tics. Today, at 29, she’s the millennial 
face of a growing national movement 
that seeks to convince America’s 80 
million evangelicals that biblical tenets 
are compatible with environmental-
ism. “There’s a huge host of faith 
communities who get it theologically, 
who even get the science piece of it,” 
Joyner says. “But they’re not mobi-
lized in taking action.”

Last year, Joyner was featured in 
Showtime’s documentary series Years 
of Living Dangerously, where she de-
bated climate change with her father 
in a gripping segment. “What I found 
was that his resistance had very little 
to do with theology and much more 
to do with his entrenched political ide-
ology,” she says. “Conservative talking 
heads and think tanks don’t have to 
prove the science, they just have to 
introduce an element of doubt.”

Lately, Joyner is working with Here 
Now, a group testing new tactics for 
engaging hard-to-reach audiences 
– including evangelicals – around cli-
mate change. And she’s excited about 
an even bigger name in the faith-based 
community than her dad: Pope Francis, 
who will release a papal encyclical on 
the climate this year. “We’re experienc-
ing climate impacts, but we have the 
solutions ready to go,” says Joyner. 
“Renewable energy is an economic 
driver and a climate solution, and 
getting [Obama’s] Clean Power Plan 
enacted is critical.”        COCO MCPHERSON

A CHRISTIAN 
FIGHTER 
ON CLIMATE 
CHANGE
Can this 29-year-old use 
her conservative pedigree 
to help save the planet? 

ACTIVISM

How a little-known director 
made one of the scariest 
movies in years

East 

Joyner
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L
ena du n h a m, george r .r . 

Martin, John Oliver: They’ve all 
achieved the dream of a success-
ful show on HBO. But none of 

them can claim – as brothers Jay and 
Mark Duplass can – that as kids in the 
1980s, they taught themselves to play the 
network’s theme song on acoustic guitar. 

Circa 1985, eight-year-old Mark and 
12-year-old Jay would station themselves 
in front of the family TV (in a New Orleans 
suburb), taking in HBO’s menu of age- 
inappropriate classics of American cine-
ma. “At 3 p.m., with full boobs and rela-
tionship rigor,” says Jay.

“Popcorn, nachos, Five Easy Pieces,” 
Mark remembers.

“Pizza pockets and Kramer vs. Kram-
er,” Jay responds.

“We were destined to be here,” Mark 
says, gesturing at the stylish conference 
room in HBO’s Santa Monica headquar-
ters, where we are meeting.

“This is our Graceland,” Jay declares.
Their ticket through the monogrammed 

gates of premium cable was Togetherness, 
an excellent new show they wrote and di-
rected about four overwhelmed adults, all 
of whom expected to have more of life’s an-
swers in their thirties than in their twen-
ties. Mark plays an L.A. sound engineer; 
Melanie Lynskey plays his wife. They’re 
joined by two unexpected house guests: 
the wife’s ambitious sister (Amanda Peet) 
and the husband’s best friend, an actor 
just evicted from his apartment (Steve 
Zissis). Plots range from 
the sister’s efforts to build a 
bouncy-castle empire to the 
least-successful attempt at 
sexual spanking ever. 

The January 11th debut of 
Togetherness means that the 
nation’s small screens will be 
filled with more of the broth-
ers, not that we had been suffering from a 
Duplass shortage: For the past five years, 
Mark has starred in The League (the FX 
show about fantasy football), while Jay 
had a leading role as one of the children of 
a transgender parent on Transparent. The 
brothers also appear on The Mindy Proj-
ect as midwives, showcasing their near- 
psychic chemistry. 

The Duplass brothers made their name 
with five feature films that started out as 

The Duplass Brothers’ Quiet Storm
Mark and Jay Duplass have 
become Hollywood’s most 
low-key power players  
By Gavin Edwards

low-budget mumblecore movies (includ-
ing The Puffy Chair and Baghead) and 
eventually attracted Hollywood stars (for 
Cyrus and Jeff, Who Lives at Home). They 
have collaboratively written and direct-
ed all their movies – and all but one epi-
sode of Togetherness. The square-jawed 
Mark has customarily been their on-cam-
era star – a role dating back to childhood, 
when Jay was the one with enough upper-
body strength to lift the camera. 

Jay summarizes their career: “We tried 
to be the Coen brothers, we failed, we 
gave up on it, and we ended up making 
movies out of the cave of our own expe-

rience. We’re always trying 
to find the subtlest version 
of something that can con-
vey a story.”

The brothers warn their 
casts in advance that they 
don’t fit into the director 
mold of overconfident USC 
graduates barking orders. 

Mark says, “We don’t chew a lot of gum, 
we don’t wear low-riding baseball caps. 
There’s going to be some hugs and some ex-
ploration going on, and if you’re into that, 
it’s going to be your best experience.”

An object in the corner of the confer-
ence room has an irresistible gravitation-
al pull: an Entourage-branded minia-
ture ping-pong table. The brothers spent 
hours playing on their family’s ping-pong 
table, memorizing every spot that was 

warped by the New Orleans humidity. As 
he serves, Mark remembers, “When I was 
16 and Jay was at college, my dad and I 
didn’t know how to communicate any-
more. I was like, ‘You’re a conservative 
lawyer, and I’m a liberal artist.’ We would 
play ping-pong so we could be together 
and not have to talk about anything.”

Mark and Jay fall silent as a rally heats 
up, which concludes with Jay smashing 
the ball past Mark. Although they made 
a movie about two brothers engaging in 
a made-up gauntlet of 25 sporting events 
(The Do-Deca-Pentathlon), they’re not 
keeping score today – not because they’re 
too mellow, but because they’re too com-
petitive and don’t want to exhaust them-
selves jockeying for dominance. 

“I have almost zero professional goals,” 
Mark says. “We’ve gotten so much further 
than I ever thought we would. We’ve been 
financially and critically successful for—”

“Ten years,” Jay interjects.
“I do enjoy it,” Mark continues, “but I 

am personally trying to figure out how 
to be at the Four Seasons buffet of my ca-
reer and not eat 150 pieces of bacon be-
cause I’ve been trying to get to this bacon 
my whole life. I still look at the bacon and 
think, ‘I don’t deserve this bacon.’ ”

“The bacon is not even necessarily good 
for me,” Jay adds.

“By the way, this bacon might not be 
here later,” Mark concludes. “So we bet-
ter eat the fucking bacon while we can.”

FIRST BROS OF MUMBLECORE  “I have almost zero professional goals,” says Mark (right). 

“We tried to be  
the Coen brothers,  
and ended up 
making movies out 
of the cave of our 
own experience.” 
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T he boisterous british 

band the Faces had just 
walked onstage in Mel-
bourne, Australia, in 1974 

when keyboard player Ian McLag-
an discovered his piano was out of 
tune. “The promoter hadn’t both-
ered to tune it up,” singer Rod Stew-
art remembers. “So Mac smashed 
the fuck out of it with a fi reman’s 
ax. For a tiny little fella” – McLagan 
was only fi ve feet fi ve – “he wouldn’t 
take nonsense from anybody.” 

McLagan, who died of a stroke 
at 69 on December 3rd in Austin, 
was an exuberant giant in all but 
inches for nearly 50 years of rec ords 
and gigs, first with British mods 
the Small Faces in the Sixties, then 
their rootsy, boozing descendants 
the Faces. After they split, in 1975, 
he was a sideman for the Rolling 
Stones, Bob Dylan, Bonnie Raitt 
and Billy Bragg, among others. McLagan’s colorful attack on 
organ and piano was “pure honesty,” says Small Faces and 
Faces drummer Kenney Jones – a blend of Memphis R&B, 
Chicago blues and incisive, melodic empathy fi red up with 
earthy glee. “It was hard to imagine the era he came out of, all 
the people he played with, because he was such a regular guy,” 
says singer-songwriter Lucinda Williams, whose new album, 

Down Where the Spirit Meets the 
Bone, was one of McLagan’s last 
sessions. “He was the real deal.”

Ian Patrick McLagan was born 
in Hounslow, West London, on 
May 12th, 1945. His infl uences in-
cluded Muddy Waters’ pianist Otis 
Spann and Stax organ star Booker 
T. Jones, inspiring a kinetic groove 
and soulful tone that transformed 
the Small Faces’ mod charge when 
McLagan joined in late 1965. “As 
soon as Mac hit the organ,” Kenney 
Jones says, “I played diff erently.”

Stewart cites McLagan’s “very 
rhythmic left hand,” which drove 
Faces songs like the 1972 hit “Stay 
With Me.” “Mac and I got up each 
other’s noses a bit,” Stewart admits. 
But on his early solo albums, the 
singer turned to McLagan for key-
boards: “You’ve got to have guys you 
love and admire. I used Mac.”

McLagan settled in Austin in 1994, evolving as a singer 
and songwriter on fi ne solo albums such as this year’s Unit-
ed States. He was frustrated by failed attempts at a Faces re-
union with Stewart (bassist Ronnie Lane died in 1997) but 
never gave up. Jones says he, Stewart and guitarist Ron Wood 
will meet to “re-evaluate the situation. The show must go on 
in Mac’s memory.”  DAVID FRICKE

When we were cutting “Brown Sugar,” there 
was a gap and we didn’t know whether to put 
a guitar solo in. Bob said, “Let me have a bash.” 

Bobby Keys: The Stones’ Secret Weapon
Remembering the sax man who played on ‘Brown Sugar’ and toured with the band for 45 years 

BY KEITH RICHARDS

It was the most perfect rock & roll solo, and we all knew it. 
Bob was one of those hidden geniuses, 10 feet from star-
dom and all that. Being a guitar band . . . he had an incred-
ible knack for making horns melt in. 

When we were in France recording Exile on Main 
Street, we’d zoom around on my speedboat, creating 

mayhem from Monte Carlo to Cannes. Bobby 
also bought a huge motorcycle, and he’d al-
ways come back with a diff erent chick on 
the back. He was a barrel of laughs; he was 
never wary of people. He probably wouldn’t 
want us to be too solemn right now. When 
it’s all said and done, I’m looking upon this 

now as a cele bration of life rather than a me-
morial for his death. He’d like a big wake.

TRIBUTES

The keyboardist brought ‘pure honesty’ to everyone from the Faces to Dylan

Ian McLagan, 1945-2014 

Go to RollingStone.com to read Keith’s full tribute to Bobby Keys.

Saxophonist Bobby Keys died of liver failure on Decem-
ber 2nd at his home in Tennessee. He was 70. Keys grew 
up near Lubbock, Texas, where he discovered rock & roll 
by listening to neighbor Buddy Holly practice in his ga-
rage. Keys went on to record with John Lennon and Eric 
Clapton, among others.
    After seeing Mick Jagger at a Delaney and Bon-
nie session in the late Sixties, Keys went on 
to play on fi ve Stones albums, adding icon-
ic solos on songs like “Brown Sugar,” and 
toured with the band off  and on for 45 years.

McLagan 
circa 1973

Keys 
in 1971
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Most of us enjoy checking 
out a movie on a lazy 
Sunday afternoon; for Pat-
ton Oswalt, seeing fi lms 
wasn’t so much a pastime 
as a pathology. The come-
dian’s new memoir, Silver 
Screen Fiend, details his 
compulsion to chain-
view double and triple 
features after moving to 
Los Angeles in 1995 and 
trying to kick-start his 
stand-up career. Part ad-
diction memoir and part 
fi rst-person history of the 
mid-Nineties alt-comedy 
boom, it’s a funny, cringe-

comic look at using cine-
ma as a crutch. “You know 
you’ve hit rock-bottom 
when you’ve been bitch-
ing about The Phantom 
Menace for two weeks 
straight,” Oswalt jokes, 
and though the book 
includes anecdotes about 
doing bit-player work on 
his fi rst movie (Down Peri-
scope) and hanging with 
Louis C.K. in Amsterdam, 
it’s primarily a chronicle of 
four years lost in the dark. 
“It started messing with 
my work, and as great as 
going to the movies is, it 
should never be the only 
thing you do,” he says. 
“They should be like a 
glass of wine you have 
with a good meal. But if 
you’re just drinking the 
bottle instead of eating, 
yeah�.�.�.�you might have a 
problem.” DAVID FEAR

MEMOIR

PATTON 
OSWALT, 
CINEMA 
JUNKIE
Comic details years 
lost at the multiplex 
in hilarious memoir 

Oswalt
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C huck berry wrote a handful of 

the most famous hits in rock & roll his-
tory. But have you ever heard the disco 
version of “Havana Moon” he put out in 

1979? German label Bear Family has set out to 
honor every twist and weird turn in Berry’s ca-
reer with a new 16-CD, 21-hour box set, Chuck 
Berry: The Complete Studio Recordings . . . Plus!,
which compiles everything he recorded – from 
his fi rst session, in 1954, to 
his obscure fi nal LP, 1979’s 
home-recorded Rockit .
The set explores all of his 
lesser-known musical incar-
nations: big-band frontman, 
country crooner, psyche-
delic journeyman.

You can hear a demo 
of him working out 
the melody and riff  to 

“Sweet Little Sixteen,” and a jam with Bo Did-
dley on 1964’s “Bo’s Beat.” It also has fi ve discs of 
live material, a 250-page book with a foreword 
by Paul McCartney, and artwork from nearly 
every 45 Berry released around the world. Bear 
Family founder Richard Weize used a network 
of hardcore collectors for the project. “Universal 
[Records] did three Chuck Berry sets recently, 
but ours is 10 times better,” he says.

Along with all that is a second book, contain-
ing never-seen pictures taken by Berry’s cousin, 
professional photographer Harry Davis, includ-
ing images from Berry’s formative residen-
cy at St. Louis’ Cosmopolitan Club from 1954 

to ’55. “I couldn’t believe my eyes,” 
says Weize. Berry, 88, 
still performs regular-
ly in St. Louis, but don’t 
expect new music from 
him. “Give you a song? 
I can’t do that,” Berry 
says. “My voice is gone. 
My throat is worn. And 
my lungs are going fast.”  

PATRICK DOYLE

Chuck’s Bottomless Vault
A new box set collects everything 
Chuck Berry ever recorded – from 
rock to blues to WTF disco

REISSUE

HAIL! HAIL!  
Berry circa 1968

BERRY PICKIN’: FIVE LOST CLASSICS FROM THE BOX SET
“Deep 
Feeling,” 1957

After his initial 
run of Chess hits, 
Berry cut several 
experimental in-
strumentals in 
1957; here, he puts 
down his Gibson 
to play pedal steel 
on this spooky, 
ethereal B side to 
“School Days.”

“Dear Dad,” 
1965

After a prison stint 
in 1962-63, Berry 
made a comeback 
with hits like “You 
Never Can Tell.” 
Lost in the shuffl  e 
was this revved-
up boogie about 
auto trouble, and 
it rocks just 
as hard.

“Concerto in B 
Goode,” 1969

In the heyday of 
the Grateful Dead, 
Berry tried his 
hand at free-form 
instrumental jam 
with this 18-minute 
reverb-heavy track 
that producer 
Billy Peek later 
called “simply a 
terrible record.”

“Festival,” 
1971

Written after 
playing 1969’s 
big Toronto Rock 
and Roll Revival, 
Berry imagines a 
megafest of his 
own design with 
“Ray Charles, Led 
Zeppelin�.�.�.�the 
Beatles and 
some others.”

“Move It,” 
1979

Berry’s fi nal LP 
ranges from disco 
to racial commen-
tary. This funky 
rocker weaves sto-
ries of a stranded 
motorist, a base-
ball player and 
a “disco queen” 
who dresses “like 
a fi sh.”
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‘D ude, i’ve been dreading 

this,” says Imagine Dragons 
frontman Dan Reynolds. He’s 
at a microphone in the band’s 

private Las Vegas studio, trying to get 
ready for his fi nal roar on an angst-y new 
song called “Friction.” Reynolds, who un-

Imagine Dragons’ 
New Desolation
The Vegas rockers behind 
‘Radioactive’ fi ght off  vocal 
problems, ready new album

derwent vocal-cord surgery in 2012, went 
on to spend nearly two years shouting the 
hit “Radioactive” on tour. Screaming his 
lungs out in the studio comes with risks, 
but sometimes there’s no other choice. 
“It’s going to hurt your voice,” he says of 
his loudest moments. “But it’s an integral 
part of the band.”

Imagine Dragons are deep into record-
ing Smoke + Mirrors, the follow-up to 
their multiplatinum 2012 hit, Night Vi-
sions. They’re at it six days a week, work-

ing through more than 100 song demos to 
a likely 13 fi nal tracks for the new album, 
due in February. Among the contenders 
is a funky blues tune, “I’m So Sorry,” and 
the soulful yearning and Beach Boys har-
monies of “Smoke + Mirrors.” There are 
plenty of big pop hooks and thundering 
beats, mostly self-produced with a cou-
ple of tracks from longtime collaborator 
Alex Da Kid.

The success of Night Visions abruptly 
took Imagine Dragons from 150-capacity 
clubs and casinos to arenas and an explo-
sive performance with Kendrick Lamar at 
last year’s Grammys. Then there was the 
night the band casually arrived on foot to 
a Katy Perry afterparty while other guests 
rolled up in limos and luxury sports cars. 
“There have been moments in the last year 
where we looked at each other and were 
like, ‘We don’t belong here,’ ” says Rey-
nolds, who says he still thinks of Imagine 
Dragons more as an alt-rock band than a 
Top 40 pop force.

On the road leading up to the sessions, 
Reynolds would sometimes turn out fi ve 
demos a week, shouting into his laptop at 
2 a.m. “Usually it was when I was sad and 
depressed,” he says with a laugh. Many of 
the lyrics on the new album deal with the 
singer’s struggles with faith and purpose, 
charting his own path from a deeply con-
servative Mormon upbringing. “There is 
a lot of struggle and total joy, total cel-
ebration and confusion, on the album,” 
he says.

After getting off  tour, Reynolds, gui-
tarist Wayne Sermon, bassist Ben McKee 
and drummer Daniel Platzman bought a 
house to build their dream studio, load-
ing it with vintage gear and a framed note 
from Paul McCartney above the mantel. 
“We all have a strangely healthy relation-
ship,” Reynolds says. “I think it’s because 
we have no friends except for each other. 
But we still have a lot of growing to do. 
Hopefully, this album will be a step in the 
right direction.”  STEVE APPLEFORD

Maddie Marlow and Tae Dye 
didn’t think they were writing 
a hit single when they came up 
with “Girl in a Country Song,” a 
satiric tune about how women 
are portrayed in bro-country. 

But it became the most played 
song on country radio anyway 
– the fi rst time a female artist 
hit that mark in more than two 
years. “We weren’t going to 
tell a story that didn’t make 
sense for a young woman to 
tell,” says Maddie, 19.

The two met in Dallas when 
they were both 15 years old, 
and have since written 200 

songs together. They’re culling 
the best ones for their debut 
album, including, hopefully, a 
song about a botched attempt 
at taking two city boys fi shing. 
“They were trying to make this 
a romantic date, when really 
we were just trying to fi sh,” 
says Tae, 19. “We didn’t catch 
anything, but we did write a 
good song about it.” NICK MURRAY

Maddie 
(left), Tae 

MADDIE & TAE’S COUNTRY GIRL-POWER 
Teenage duo score 
smash hit by making 
fun of bro-country



BREAKING

Hip-Hop’s Hottest Duo: 
Not to Be Flexed With 

S lim jimm y of the hip-hop 

duo  Rae Sremmurd is back-
stage at The Tonight Show, raving 
about the bright-orange faux-fur 

overcoat he’s about to debut on nation-
al television: “Man, Obama’s gonna make 
me the fi rst son when he see this!” says 
the 21-year-old. Not to be outdone, his 
19-year-old brother, Swae Lee, decides he 
wants to hit the stage like a rock star. To il-

lustrate what he has in mind, he drops to 
his knees, riff s on air guitar and executes 
a graceful slide across the dressing room’s 
hardwood fl oor. 

This kind of energy is what attract-
ed Mike Will, who has produced hits for 
Miley Cyrus and Lil Wayne, among others. 
When the brothers – then a pair of Tupelo, 
Mississippi, teens calling themselves Dem 
Outta St8 Boyz – fi rst visited Will in At-
lanta, they literally bounced off  the walls. 
“There was a ceiling fan,” says Will. “I’m 
like, ‘These dudes are going to cut their 
fucking heads off .’ ”

The brothers became the first art-
ists signed to Will’s Ear Drummer Rec-
ords. They changed their name to Rae 
Sremmurd (read each word backward) 
and dropped “No Flex Zone,” which be-
came one of the biggest rap hits of 2014. 
Nicki Minaj and Pusha T would both add 
verses to a remix, but neither could match 
the original’s joyful tone or, as Lee de-
scribes it, “creative lingo.” “Imagine you’re 
doing your thing and somebody comes up 
and kills your mojo,” says Lee, attempt-
ing to explain the title. “Just tell them, 
‘No fl ex zone!’ ”

The brothers’ debut, SremmLife, fea-
tures tough, forward-
thinking production 
and guest spots from 
Minaj, Young Thug 
and Big Sean. “We 
kept everything raw 
with them,” says Will. 
“Their energy is so 
good and their char-
acter is so tight that 
they can cross over into 
popular culture easi-
ly. I look at them like 
a hood ’NSync. It’s like 
pop, but it’s pop in its 
ratchetest form.”

The boys’  moth-
er served in the Army, 
which meant the pair 
spent their childhoods 
moving across Texas, 
Maryland and Cali-
fornia before settling 
in Mississippi. They 
began living on their 
own when they were 15 
and 16, and were initial-
ly known as much for 
the ragers at their Tu-

pelo duplex as for their music. “We would 
mix songs we made on our laptop with un-
discovered music,” says Lee. “We’d break 
all the new music in our city.”

Now, the parties are wilder than ever 
– a recent show in Cleveland ended in a 
near-riot. As the brothers tell the story, 
they tumble over Jimmy Fallon’s green-
room couch, throwing punches and bang-
ing everything in reach. Would they con-
sider this a successful gig? “Yeah, that 
was, like, the most successful one,” says 
Lee, smiling proudly. “That was a real no-
fl ex zone.”  NICK MURRAY

Why the Mississippi 
brothers of Rae Sremmurd 
are ‘like a hood ’NSync’ 

CREATIVE LINGO 

Swae Lee (left) 
and Slim Jimmy 

Nick Young, of the L.A. Lakers, isn’t 
LeBron-level famous yet, but he leads 
the NBA in charisma. The rising star, 
who’s averaging 15 points a game, has 
a killer nickname (“Swaggy P,” which 
he says God gave him), a brilliantly 
weird fashion sense and a rap-star 
girlfriend, Iggy Azalea. We talked with 
Young about Kobe, Kazaam and Kend-
rick (as in Lamar, his cousin). 

You grew up idolizing Kobe Bryant. 
What’s it like playing with him?
Kobe’s the tough cop. I’m like Eddie 
Murphy in 48 Hrs. Kobe goes around 
with three security guards – one holds 
his clothes and one holds his bag. 
Everyone in the world knows Kobe. 
When you get to that level, you gotta 
be a little off !

Whose NBA career would 
you like to have?
Magic Johnson’s – he smiled and 
jumped around, he was happy for his 
teammates. There needs to be more 
players like that. Look at Shaq – he 
went out and had a movie called 
Kazaam. I’m trying to make Kazaam 
2, with me as the star. We hope to 
push it to the theaters, but it might 
be straight-to-DVD [laughs]. 

But Shaq was never the face of a 
Forever 21 campaign, like you 
were. When did you become inter-
ested in fashion?
My mom said I stopped having her 
pick my clothes when I was four. Kids 
would talk up on me ’cause I had 
alligators on my shirt. Now I have 
probably 500 pairs of shoes. Iggy’s 
started throwing them away! She’s 
like, “You’re overcrowding the house.”

Your cousin is Kendrick Lamar. 
What’s up with his album?
I don’t know. Kendrick is to himself 
right now. He’s got a lot on his mind. 
I heard he wasn’t cutting his hair until 
his album drops. So he’s saving a lot 
of money right there!  JAMES MONTGOMERY

THE SWEET 
LIFE OF 
SWAGGY P

SPORTS
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Banks hit “send” on a tweet 
to her 500,000 followers: 
“Voila!!!!” Nearly three years 

after her sharp-tongued single “212” made 
her an overnight star, the 23-year-old Har-
lem rapper-singer was finally releasing her 
long-delayed debut album, Broke With Ex-
pensive Taste. “My heart was pounding,” 
she says now. “I was sitting at my dining 
table in my panties and a T-shirt. It was 
just happiness and relief and yes, yes.”

One week later, Banks is having a drink 
in the luxurious New York apartment of 
her new manager, Jeff Kwatinetz, who re-
leased the album on his boutique label 
Prospect Park Records. “I made all these  
party songs,” she says, smiling. “Now we 
get to party.”

Banks has been working on Broke With 
Expensive Taste since 2012, when she 
signed with Interscope in her first rush 
of success. But her relationship with the 
label quickly soured, and by last January 
– with her album complete but no sign of 
a release date – she was publicly begging 
Interscope to drop her. “It was really frus-
trating,” she says. “I prayed a lot to get off 
the label. I was like, ‘What am I breaking 
bread with these people for, when they’re 
all just lying in my face?’ ”

In the years since “212,” Banks became 
known as much for her tiffs with other art-
ists (including T.I. and Iggy Azalea) as for 
her music, which swirls rap, pop, dance 
music and more into consistently inven-
tive blends. “When you are a woman, it’s 
much easier to attract bees with honey 
than with vinegar – and I was giving off 
a lot of vinegar,” she says. “I created a sit-
uation where they didn’t want to listen to 
me. It was like, ‘This bitch is running her 
mouth all the time.’ ”

That said, Banks points out that she 
did a lot of growing up in the public eye. 
“There’s a window of youth where those 
things are allowed, and I was definite-
ly taking advantage of it,” she says. “I was 
getting my kicks, like, ‘Fuck it – I’m 20, 
21. I have $3 million. I got a hit song. I’m 
getting free vodka in my dressing room. 
The promoter just bought me some weed. 
They’re giving me free clothes. Fuck ev-
erybody.’ I was having a good time, and I 
wouldn’t take any of it back.”

Banks says that Interscope’s then-chief, 
Jimmy Iovine, played an instrumental role 

in persuading her to sign with the label, 
and she sees his 2014 departure as a turn-
ing point. “Once he left, that’s when it re-
ally got bad,” she says. “I’d see him around, 
and he’d be like, ‘What’s going on with your 
album?’ And I’d be embarrassed.”

Interscope let Banks out of her contract 
in July, and her independently released 
LP ended up cracking Billboard’s Top 30. 
“I’m just sad for you that it took this long 
to hear it,” she says. “A lot of the old songs 
are a very little girl’s way of thinking: ‘My 
pussy, mmm, da da da.’ Now that I’m 23, 
my lyrical content is a little more mature.”

Even so, Banks is quick to add that she 
still loves the song that made her a star at 
age 20 – and she says she never thought 
twice about including it on Broke With 
Expensive Taste. “When I listen to ‘212,’ I 
feel like a witch,” she says. “I feel like my 
wings are going to break out of my shirt. 
It has such a dark feeling, maybe because 
I wrote it when I was so angry. It’s almost 
like the Prodigy’s ‘Firestarter.’ ” Banks 
flashes a wicked grin. “Every time I hear 
‘212,’ it riles me up. I’m ready to fight, I’m 
ready to fuck, I’m ready to run, I’m ready 
to drink. Let’s go.”  SIMON VOZICK-LEVINSON

Azealia Banks Is a Free Woman
After years of fighting with 
her old label, the MC is ready 
to celebrate her debut album
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‘I ’m in the middle of the 

ocean,” Pitbull says when 
he picks up the phone. 
The Cuban-American 

MC explains that he’s partying 
on a boat off  the coast of his 
hometown, Miami: “I don’t even 
know what kind of boat it is,” he 
adds. “I just know it fl oats and 
you have fun on it.” Pitbull, 33, 
has been having lots of fun recent-
ly, from scoring a Top 20 debut for 
his eighth album, Globalization, to 
hosting Fox’s New Year’s Eve broad-
cast. “I’ve been able to travel around 
the whole globe, educating myself,” he 
says. “Now I’m feeding that to you.”

Did you make any New Year’s resolu-
tions this year?

Yeah, I put out a goal every year: ’09 
was freedom, ’10 was invasion, ’11 build 
empire, ’12 build wealth, ’13 put the puz-
zle together, ’14 buckle up and ’15 is 
make history.  
Your new album includes the theme 
song you did for the 2014 World Cup. Are 
you any good at soccer? Could you play 
in the Cup?

Defi nitely not. I can hardly watch it, to be 
honest with you! But I think it’s an amazing 
business – it’s not as big in the United States, 
but it’s the biggest sport in the world. Some-
thing like Pitbull’s career [laughs].
You recently performed with Carlos Santana 
at the Latin Grammys. What was that like?

He’s someone who just puts out this amaz-
ing aura of positive energy. You can feel it. And 
he makes the guitar rap! The way it fl ows on the 
beat – he don’t have to say one word, but ev-
eryone understands. That alone goes to show 
you how powerful that man is.
NASA has recently taken steps toward 
sending people to Mars. Would you be 
open to partying on another planet now 
that you’ve done so much partying on 
this one?

I don’t know how much partying 
I’m going to do on Mars, to be hon-
est with you. Shit, what do they have 
on Mars? Nothing. It’s gonna be 
hard to take me away from Miami 
– this is already another planet for 
me. We got water, we got oxygen, 
we’re good. 
You’re known for wearing lots of 
nice suits and tuxes onstage. Ever 

want to just go casual and rock a T-shirt and some 
sweatpants?

Nah. We outgrew that phase a long time ago. You know, 
I don’t take myself that seriously, but women are the most 
powerful species that there is on this planet, and they’re 
always very detailed on what you wear and how clean 
you keep it. So that’s why I love to be sharp all the time. 

It’s been said that 2014 was the 
year of the booty. Do you think 
that was true?

As a Miami boy, every year 
of my life has been about the 
booty. There was nothing 
diff erent in 2014, just ’cause 
Jennifer Lopez and Iggy 
Azalea looked gorgeous in 
a video. I’ve been seeing 
Jennifer do that for many 
years now. The booty is 
timeless. 

A lot of people misheard 
“Timber,” your hit song with 

Kesha, and thought it was 
about the dating app Tinder. Do 

you ever wish you’d made a song 
about that instead?
Not at all. I’m an old-school guy. I 

don’t believe in meeting people over the 
Internet like that – I like to meet people in person. 

And I think right now the public is getting allergic 
to social media. It’s just too much.
Have you ever taken a selfi e?

Uh, no, I haven’t. But we’ve been doing selfi es 
since Kodak days, with a Polaroid. People act 

like this shit is new. That shit’s old!
After you hosted the American Music 

Awards, Lorde tweeted that meeting you 
was like meeting the president. What 

was talking to Lorde like for you?
It was like meeting myself when 

I was 17 years old. I could see that 
hunger in her eyes. Nobody else 

is doing what she’s doing right 
now. I love it.
Speaking of the  presidency, 
one writer recently said 
you’ll be in the White House 
by 2037. Do you agree?

Politics is something I 
try to stay away from. Am 
I briefed on what’s going on 
up there? Can I have sophis-
ticated conversations about 
it? Yes. Do I think that a lot 
of it is bullshit? Yes.
How would life in the White 
House be diff erent under 
President Pit, if it did happen?

It would be more like the 
JFK days. We would be in 
there partying, having a great 
time with the most beautiful 
actresses. The economy would 
be up, and there would be no 
war, and we wouldn’t have to 
worry about climate change. So 
you never know.

On hanging with Lorde, 
partying on Mars and 
hating social media    
By Simon Vozick-Levinson 

Pitbull 
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A hot summer day in 

New York. Two sweaty 
Jewesses strut down 

the street. One of them loves 
all the schvitzing, because it 
heightens her ethnic ambigu-
ity. (“I was catcalled today in 

what I believe is Creole!”) But 
they decide to step into a store 
for some free air condition-
ing. Before you know it, they’re
in their underwear, talking shit 
in the dressing room. When 
Abbi worries about an upcom-
ing date, Ilana off ers some ad-
vice: “You should check out the 
Colin Farrell sex tape, just to 
get back in the swing of things. 
Specifi cally 8:58.” That’s when 
things start to go horribly 
wrong. Oh, so wrong. Just an-
other day on Broad City. 

The world couldn’t take the 
wait for the second season of 
Broad City. But thank the gods 
of stoner-slob comedy that 
these ladies are back to off end, 
to bang dentists, to show up for 
Grandma Esther’s shiva in hot-

pink lipstick, a black-lace party 
dress and a leopard-skin pillbox 
hat. They’re two BFFs living the 
nondream and off ering free life 
coaching to the rest of us. We all 
needed Abbi and Ilana back in 
our lives. Praise the Lord and 
pass the titty chips. 

Abbi Jacobson and Ilana 
Glazer created Broad City as 
a Web series from 2009 to 
2011, after studying improv at 
the Upright Citizens Brigade. 
Amy Poehler brought them to 
Comedy Central, where Broad 
City became an instant sensa-
tion last year. Here at last were 
morally reprehensible slack-
ass heroes to believe in. Abbi 
works her dead-end job clean-
ing toilets at the Soulstice gym, 
dreaming of being an artist 
someday, while Ilana shows up 
“violently high” to her offi  ce gig 
and dreams of nothing beyond 
her next bong hit. 

The world might look at Abbi 
and Ilana and see a couple of 
losers. But they only have eyes 
for each other, and what they 
see is twin goddesses. These 
broads are so in sync, they 
barely even notice the rest of 
the world. They’re acting out 

the Nineties hip-hop video in 
their heads, in every detail of 
their lives – dancing around 
the apartment naked, hassling 
cops, ogling basketball play-
ers. It’s all there in the moment 
Ilana asks at a party if anyone’s 
seen her friend: “Chocolate-
brown eyes, ass of an angel?” 

Has the success of failure 
gone to their heads? Yes, for-
tunately – the broads have 

even more swagger this sea-
son, as if they realize they can 
keep getting away with this 
shit. They have even less de-
sire to tone it down. Hanni-
bal Buress remains sublimely 
chill as Ilana’s not-quite-boy-
friend, never fazed by her utter 
lack of an attention span. They 
get help from a few well-chosen 
guests, including Seth Rogen 
as a love interest. The episode 
with Susie Essman as Ilana’s 
mom is as magnifi cent as you 
think it might be – if anyone on 
Earth can hold her own banter-
ing about anal sex and Beyoncé 
with these broads, it’s Essman. 

At one point, Ilana gives Abbi 
a pep talk about working with 
a gross dude: “Rub some Purell 
in your mustache so you don’t 
smell him.” In many ways, that 
sums up the Broad City philoso-
phy of life. It’s not that they
ignore the humiliations in their 
lives, it’s that they protect each 
other. The broads can’t believe 
how lucky they are, as long as 
they’re together. They do not as-
pire to get more out of life. They 
do not yearn for boyfriends. 
They do not mean well. They do 
not work hard. All they want is 
to walk into every room telling 
each other, “Damn, we’re so hot 
right now.” And they’re right. 

The failure of life to imitate 
Broad City is something most 
of us have to accept at some 
point. But not Abbi and Ilana – 
it’s never even occurred to them 
that life isn’t supposed to be 
this. That’s what makes hang-
ing out with them such a joy. 

The ladies of ‘Broad City’ are TV’s funniest slackers – and in Season 
Two, they have even more stoner-slob swagger By Rob Sheffi  eld

The Bad-Girls Club

BFFS FOR LIFE  Buress, 
Glazer, Arturo Castro 
and Jacobson (from left) 

Broad City 
Wednesdays, 10:30 p.m., 
Comedy Central
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“Grumpy Cat made $100 million.�.�.�.�Fuck are you doing with your life?” —Producer Benny Blanco
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End of the 
Highway
The Foo Fighters celebrated the last 
episode of HBO’s Sonic Highways 

with a show at New York’s intimate 
Irving Plaza that had fans camping 
out all night to get in. The band made 
it worth their while, playing classics 
like “Big Me” and “This Is a Call,” plus 
covers like the Stones’ “Miss You” 
into the wee hours. “I’m sure glad I 
don’t work at the furniture ware-
house anymore!” said Dave Grohl.

Harry & Lana 
Find Love 

Courtney Love and Lana Del Rey – who will 
hit the road together this spring – paraded 

their new boy toy Harry Styles at the 
British Fashion Awards in London. Love is 

ready to tour: “I’m 50, and that’s just 
reality,” Love said recently. “[But] as long 

as you look all right, you can still perform.” 

BEST FRENEMIES 

 LeBron James’ 
Cavaliers beat Jay 
Z’s old team, the 
Nets, in Brooklyn, 
but the two managed 
to stay friends. 

FLOAT LIKE A 

BUTTERFLY, BARK 

LIKE A DOGG 

Snoop Dogg and 
Muhammad Ali came 
out to watch their son 
and grandson, 
respectively, play a high 
school football game. 

MADGE’S MISSION  
Madonna took a break 
from fi nishing her new 
album to visit Malawi, 

where she opened a new 
hospital wing and met 

President Peter Mutharika.

Jay also made time to chat 
with nice young British 

couple Prince William and 
Kate Middleton at the 

same game.

ART CHICK  
Miley Cyrus 
put on an 
exhibit of her 
own when 
she stepped 
out at Miami’s 
Art Basel. 
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SOMETHING BORROWED, SOMETHING MAROON  Adam Levine 
also crashed a wedding, popping in on Maroon 5 fans Sharon and 
Steve Weaver’s L.A. nuptials. The stunt was part of a video shoot, 
but Levine says he “didn’t imagine it was going to be so amazing.” 

Sting to 
the Rescue
Sting took matters into his own hands 
to boost ticket sales of his Broadway 
musical, The Last Ship, jumping into 
a lead role as a shipyard foreman 
in midcentury Britain. “It’s probably 
the most diffi  cult thing I’ve ever 
tackled,” says Sting, who got only 
one night of dress rehearsal before 
his fi rst show. The singer also recently 
accepted a Kennedy Center Honor 
from President Obama, who joked, 
“�‘POTUS’ is a pretty good nickname 
– but not as cool as Sting.” 

WHO’S THAT?  Roger Daltrey sang 
“I Can’t Explain” at the wedding of Susan 
and Carl Smith, two lucky Who fans who 

happened to be staying at the same 
Scottish hotel as the singer. “Absolutely 

overwhelming!” said the bride.

TAY’S BEY-DAY     Taylor 
Swift rang in her 25th 

birthday at her New York 
apartment with the Haim 

sisters and Beyoncé. 

HONKIN’ ON DUMBO  
“Met a new friend 

while on tour in South 
Africa!” says Steven 

Tyler, who was in town 
with new supergroup 

Kings of Chaos, 
which includes Duff 

McKagan and 
Billy Gibbons.

SQUEEZER Backstage in Seattle, 
Weezer’s Rivers Cuomo and Scott 

Shriner had some quality time with 
rescue dogs. “I’m deathly allergic to 

dogs,” says Shriner, “but allergy 
attacks are so metal.”

“I think I look 
rather fetching in 
it,” Sting says 
of his new 
medal.
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T
he conservative wave of 

2014 featured an unlikely, pro-
gressive undercurrent: In two 
states, plus the nation’s capital, 
Americans voted convincing-
ly to pull the plug on marijua-

na prohibition. Even more striking were 
the results in California, where voters 
overwhelmingly passed one of the broad-
est sentencing reforms in the nation, de-
felonizing possession of hard drugs. One 
week later, New York Mayor Bill de Blasio 
and the NYPD announced an end to ar-
rests for marijuana possession. It’s all part 
of the most significant story in American 
drug policy since the passage of the 21st 
Amendment legalized alcohol in 1933: The 
people of this country are leading a dra-
matic de-escalation in the War on Drugs.

November’s election results have teed 
up pot prohibition as a potent campaign 
issue for 2016. Notwithstanding the House 

GOP’s contested effort to preserve pot pro-
hibition in D.C., the flowering of the mari-
juana-legalization movement is creating 
space for a more rational and humane ap-
proach to adjudicating users of harder 
drugs, both on the state level and federal-
ly. “The door is open to reconsidering all of 
our drug laws,” says Alison Holcomb, who 
led the pot-legalization push in Washing-
ton state in 2012, and has been tapped to 
direct the ACLU’s new campaign against 
mass incarceration.

On the federal stage, the Justice De-
partment continues to provide what Ethan 
Nadelmann, director of the Drug Poli-
cy Alliance, calls “a discreet form of lead-
ership” on state experiments in drug re-
form – giving tax-and-regulate marijuana 
laws broad latitude, and even declaring 
that Native American tribal governments 
can also experiment with marijuana law, 
opening a path for recreational pot on 

reservations in, potentially, dozens of 
states. Congress, in the same legislation 
that sought to derail D.C. legalization, 
carved out historic protections from fed-
eral prosecution for state-legal medical-
marijuana operations. And in November, 
in a signature reform for outgoing Attor-
ney General Eric Holder, the Obama ad-
ministration lightened prison sentences 
for federal drug offenders. This reform, 
modest on its face, nonetheless marks a 
striking  departure from three decades of 
ever-harsher federal enforcement. For the 
first time since Ronald Reagan took office, 
the federal prison population is shrinking. 
“We are witnessing a historic sea change,” 
Holder said in a speech this fall, “in the 
way our nation approaches these issues.”

the trajectory of the citizen-led 

drawdown of the Drug War is clearest in 
California – where four years ago the pot-

THE WAR ON DRUGS  
IS BURNING OUT

Leading at the ballot box from Alaska to Washington, D.C.,  
Americans are charting a path to a saner national drug policy

By Tim Dickinson HH
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cording to a new research report from the 
Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice. 
Non- marijuana drug arrests for California 
youth, meanwhile, are also down 23 per-
cent – fully debunking the gateway theory. 

Decriminalization in California, the 
report concludes, has reduced the harms 
of prohibition for thousands of Califor-
nia teens. “Fewer young people,” its au-
thors write, “are suff ering the damages 
and costs of criminal arrest, prosecution, 
incarceration, fi nes, loss of federal aid and 
other punishments.” Perhaps most im-
portant, the Darren Wilsons of California 
have one less pretext to disrupt the lives of 
the state’s Michael Browns.

In November – building on the success 
of decriminalization and on public disgust 

at the state’s criminally overcrowded and 
ruinously expensive prison system – Cali-
fornia voters took an even bolder leap with 
Proposition 47, which reduced possession 
of hard drugs including cocaine, heroin 
and meth from a felony to a misdemean-
or. (Prop 47 also de-felonized nonviolent 
theft of less than $950.)

In a year of record-low voter turnout, 
Prop 47 passed with 59 percent support, 
thanks in part to endorsements from na-
tionally prominent Republicans like Rand 
Paul and Newt Gingrich. The new law is 
expected to aff ect 24,000 drug convictions 
a year. And the reduction in the ranks of 
the incarcerated will create savings, the 
state estimates, in the “low hundreds of 
millions of dollars annually.” Innovative-
ly, Prop 47 captures those savings and 
steers them into community programs. 
“This is the fi rst voter initiative to literal-

ly take money out of the prison budget and 
put it into prevention and treatment,” says 
Lenore Anderson, executive director of 
Californians for Safety and Justice, which 
spearheaded the campaign for Proposi-
tion 47.

The new law also allows current con-
victs to petition to get their sentences  re-
duced retroactively. In the cases of some 
convicts under California’s notorious 
“Three Strikes” laws, this will mean the 
diff erence between a continued life sen-
tence and freedom. Additionally, as many 
as 1 million Californians will qualify to 
have felony records expunged – removing 
what Anderson calls the “Scarlet  F” from 
their chests – opening doors to fuller inte-
gration in society, with fewer obstacles to 

getting a job, fi nding an apartment or en-
rolling in public assistance. 

“We’re not only stopping overincarcera-
tion,” Anderson says. “We’re also going to 
clean up its legacy.” 

A
s california moves dramat-

ically, the federal government is 
taking more modest steps to stem 
a tide that has swollen the num-
ber of federal inmates imprisoned 

for drug crimes by more than 2,000 per-
cent since 1980. In 2013, 100,026 inmates 
– roughly the population of Boulder, Col-
orado – languished in federal prison for 
drug crimes, accounting for half the fed-
eral prison population.

Under federal law, sentences are doled 
out according to a complex formula in 
which a given quantity of a traffi  cked drug 
is punishable at one of 38 levels of increas-

legalization movement’s biggest stumble, 
ironically, helped clear a path for one of the 
anti-Drug War movement’s most transfor-
mational successes this past November.

Pushing the envelope back in 2010, Cal-
ifornia activists qualifi ed a ballot initia-
tive to legalize recreational marijuana. At 
the time, Holder warned the Justice De-
partment would “vigorously enforce” fed-
eral marijuana prohibition in California. 
Eager to pre-empt a constitutional crisis 
over fully legal weed, then-governor Ar-
nold Schwarzenegger steered passage of 
a half-measure – an October 2010 law de-
criminalizing marijuana use. 

The Governator’s gambit worked. De-
criminalization helped take the wind out 
of the sails of the legalization campaign, 

which failed at the ballot box. But having 
spurred the legislature to action, pot ac-
tivists indirectly scored a huge victory for 
criminal and racial justice. Possession of 
up to an ounce of marijuana became an 
infraction, like a parking ticket, with a 
maximum $100 fi ne. And the California 
law applied to users of any age – not just 
tokers 21 and over. 

The impact of this tweak has been re-
markable: By removing low-level youth 
pot offenses from the criminal-justice 
system, overall youth crime has plum-
meted by nearly 30 percent in California 
– to levels not seen since the Eisenhow-
er administration. And decriminaliza-
tion didn’t lead to any of the harms fore-
told by prohibitionists. Quite the opposite: 
Since the law passed in 2010, the rate of 
both high school dropouts and youth drug 
overdoses are down by 20 percent, ac-

THREAT ASSESSMENT THE GOOD, THE BAD AND THE SCARY

WITH US

“Day One of 
the Mars era.”

“Duck face” 
now in 
dictionary.

Darren 
Wilson 
resigns.

U.S. monthly 
job gains largest 
in nearly 
three years. 

LeBron 
protests 
Eric Garner 
decision.

Obamacare 
curbs hospital 
errors, saving 
50,000 lives. 

China stops 
transplanting organs 
from bodies of 
executed prisoners.

 WE’RE NOT ONLY STOPPING OVERINCARCERATION,” 
SAYS THE ARCHITECT OF CALIFORNIA’S DRUG-SENTENCING 
REFORM. “WE’RE ALSO GOING TO CLEAN UP ITS LEGACY.  
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ing severity. Under sentencing reforms that 
took eff ect in November, Holder’s Justice 
Department has stepped down those sen-
tences by two degrees. Someone convicted 
for traffi  cking fi ve grams of meth, for ex-
ample, will now be sentenced at level 24 
instead of 26 – a maximum of 63 months, 
instead of the previous 78 – knocking more 
than a year off  the sentence.

The Justice Department is also mak-
ing these sentencing guidelines retroac-
tive. Beginning in November 2015, more 
than 46,000 federal inmates can appeal 
to shorten their prison terms, with the 
average benefi ciary receiving a two-year 
reduction. The move is expected to save 
taxpayers more than $2 billion.

Federal drug sentencing remains dra-
conian: Locking a person in a cage for fi ve 
years for possessing fi ve grams of an in-
toxicant is not a rational policy. But the 
Holder reforms may signal that the fl ood 
of Drug War incarceration has reached 
its high-water mark. For the fi rst time in 
34 years, the federal inmate population 
is falling, down 4,800 in the past year. 

By 2016, a drop of 12,200 is projected – 
equivalent to more than six federal pris-
ons fi lled to capacity. 

Holder, who will be leaving offi  ce upon 
the confi rmation of his successor, views 
this as a legacy issue. “For far too long,” 
he said in a September speech focused 
on the harms created by the Drug War, 
“our system has perpetuated a destructive 
cycle of poverty, criminality and incarcer-
ation that has trapped countless people 
and weakened entire communities – par-
ticularly communities of color. . . . We are 
bringing about a paradigm shift.”

In fact, the federal government is mov-
ing into political space created by voters, 
most recently in November’s election. Top 
drug reformers had been wary about put-
ting marijuana initiatives on midterm 
election ballots – worried that younger, 
pot-friendly voters might stay home, deal-
ing the anti-Drug War movement a costly 
setback. “The midterm electorate in 2014 
represented a wave of anti-progressive, 
pro-conservative voters,” says the ACLU’s 
Holcomb. Voters under 30 comprised just 

12 percent of the national electorate, while 
voters over 60 – seniors are the one demo-
graphic that strongly opposes legalization 
– made up a whopping 37 percent. None-
theless, each legalization measure passed, 
easily. In red-state Alaska, 53 percent 
endorsed legal pot. In Oregon, the tally 
was 56 percent – 35,000 more votes than 
any statewide elected offi  cial received. In 
Washington, D.C., legalization romped 
with 65 percent of the vote, carrying 142 
out of the city’s 143 precincts.

In substance and salesmanship, Alas-
ka’s pot proposal, Measure 2, was much 
like Colorado’s – seeking to “regulate mar-
ijuana like alcohol.” The campaign’s back-
ers led with a pot-is-safer message because 
alcoholism looms large as a destructive 
force in Alaskan life, particularly among 
the state’s tribal populations. 

Measure 2 faced opposition from polit-
ical heavyweights like former Republican 
senator and governor Frank Murkowski. 
But the “no” campaign stumbled when a 
spokesperson conceded in a debate that 
pot is, indeed, less harmful than booze – a 
point the “yes” campaign seized on, plas-
tering stickers reading our opponents 

agree! on billboards touting cannabis as 
safer than wine, beer or whiskey.

Beginning in mid-February, it will be-
come legal for anyone over 21 to possess, 
transport or give away up to an ounce of 
pot in Alaska. Measure 2 expands the 
oversight powers of the Alcoholic Bever-
age Control Board to regulate marijuana 
from seed to store, but the law gives ample 
lead time to state authorities to license pot 
shops, and commercial sales aren’t expect-
ed until mid-2016.

Pot in Alaska will be taxed at $50 an 
ounce, at the wholesale level, padding the 
state’s general fund. By the time the mar-
ket matures, Alaska expects to reap about 
$24 million a year in pot revenue. 

In Oregon, meanwhile, taxation and 
regulation were marketed with a stronger 
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criminal-justice bent. Proponents high-
lighted not only the wasted law enforce-
ment resources of arresting and citing 
12,000 people a year for marijuana – a bust 
every 39 minutes – but also the racial ineq-
uities in a state where people of color make 
up less than a quarter of the population but 
are twice as likely to be arrested for pot.

Oregon’s new law is more far-reaching  
than other states, and Nadelmann has 
lauded it as “the new gold standard.” Be-
ginning in July, Oregon residents can le-
gally possess up to eight ounces – that’s 
right, half a pound – of marijuana. Orego-
nians can grow at home; commercial sales 
will be overseen by the same state agency 
that regulates liquor sales, and retail out-
lets are expected to open in 2016. In an 
overture to more conservative communi-
ties in eastern Oregon, the measure also 
legalized hemp as a new cash crop.

Aiming to compete with the black mar-
ket on price alone, taxes in Oregon will 
be significantly lower than across the Co-
lumbia River in Washington. That state 

taxes pot at 25 percent three different 
times – at wholesale, at distribution and 
at retail. Oregon will charge a single tax of 
$35 an ounce, levied on producers. Forty 
percent of this new weed revenue goes to 
schools, 25 percent to abuse prevention 
and treatment, with the remaining 35 per-
cent funding state, county and local law 
enforcement. Localities can vote to ban 
marijuana commerce, but at the cost of 
cutting themselves off from this new rev-
enue stream. The measure is expected to 
raise close to $40 million a year. 

D.C.’s campaign took a strikingly differ-
ent approach. By law, the initiative process 
couldn’t be used to create a new tax regime 
there. Without new revenues to tout, the 
capital’s campaigners almost exclusively 
emphasized the racial disparities of mar-
ijuana enforcement, with the slogan “Le-
galization Ends Discrimination.”

A 2013 ACLU report showed that D.C. 
was second only to Iowa in the racial dis-
parity of marijuana enforcement – with 
blacks eight times more likely than whites 
to be arrested for pot; this in a city where 
blacks make up half the population. In 
March 2014, the D.C. city council respond-
ed by passing a sweeping decriminaliza-
tion bill, making up to an ounce of pot pun-
ishable by just a $25 fine. But it quickly 

became apparent that, even so, racial bias 
persisted, with black residents accounting 
for nearly two-thirds of those cited.

“There are lots of good arguments 
for legalization,” says Dr. Malik Bur-
nett, a top organizer of D.C.’s legalization  
campaign. “You can argue that it’s safer 
than alcohol, or that regulation helps keep 
it out of the hands of kids. But the argu-
ment that enforcement is racially biased? 
That’s undeniable!” 

In no small irony, the greatest resistance 
to legalization was centered in the black 
community itself – where conservative el-
ements, in particular churches, remained 
wary of condoning pot use. But working 
through African-American religious lead-
ers and community groups, legalization 
campaigners swung support in the black 
community from just 33 percent in early 
polling to 63 percent at the ballot box. 
On Election Day, the racial and criminal-
justice argument cut across color lines. 
“Both blacks and whites, when asked why 
they voted for the initiative, said the racial-

justice argument was the number one rea-
son they voted in favor,” says Nadelmann.

In December, the House GOP attempt-
ed to block D.C.’s legalization through the 
appropriations process, denying funding 
to the district to “enact” marijuana legisla-
tion at odds with federal law. But anti-pro-
hibition forces believe this legislative lan-
guage still provides a path forward – on 
legalization that they argue was already 
enacted by voters. The spending bill “does 
not block D.C. from ‘carrying out’ enacted 
marijuana policies,” said Eleanor Holmes 
Norton, D.C.’s congresswoman. District 
lawmakers are now blocked from creat-
ing new laws to tax and regulate commer-
cial pot, as they had intended. But it may 
yet become legal, in the coming months, 
to stroll down Pennsylvania Avenue with 
two ounces of marijuana in your pocket, or 
to grow up to six plants in an apartment a 
stone’s throw from the drug czar’s office. 

C
itizen-led criminal-justice 

reform is already having an effect 
outside of the states where voters 
put the issue on the ballot. Califor-
nia’s de-felonization model is tak-

ing root in the West – even in deep-red 
strongholds. In the days after the Novem-
ber election, Utah unveiled a proposal to 
reclassify most drug-possession felonies 
as misdemeanors, and to try small-fry 
dealers, particularly those selling drugs 
to support their own habits, under lesser 

felonies. “We are not in any way going soft 
on crime,” said state Rep. Eric Hutchings, 
a Republican member of the justice com-
mission that recommended the reform. 
“We are going smart on crime.”

And in New York, Mayor de Blasio has 
finally followed through on his campaign 
commitment to stop arresting residents 
for pot possession. Pilloried for statistics 
showing marijuana busts had actually in-
creased under his tenure, de Blasio an-
nounced in November that public marijua-
na possession will now be punished with a 
court summons and a $100 fine. 

That’s a dramatic improvement in a city 
where 28,000 residents were arrested for 
weed last year – 86 percent of them black 
or Hispanic – wasting nearly $75 million 
in taxpayer funds to adjudicate. But top 
drug reformers warn that New York’s sys-
tem is far from fixed. Unlike an open-con-
tainer violation, a ticket for pot possession 
can’t be resolved by paying a fine by mail. 
Violations require a court appearance – 
and historically, about 25 percent of resi-

dents don’t show up for their court dates, 
resulting in a bench warrant for their ar-
rest. Worse, police do not collect racial 
data when issuing citations, making fu-
ture disparities harder to track. “There’s 
still a sneaky, insidious aspect to the de 
Blasio reform,” says Nadelmann. 

F
or opponen ts of the drug 

War, prospects are bright for 2016. 
Any rational examination of the ex-
periments in Washington and Col-
orado leads to one conclusion, says 

Holcomb of the ACLU: “The sky didn’t 
fall.” In Colorado, legal pot has brought 
in close to $19 million in tax revenue – 
and few other discernible changes. Har-
vard professor Jeffrey Miron, the director 
of economic studies at the Cato Institute, 
released a working paper in October re-
vealing that essentially none of the harms 
opponents claimed would accompany le-
galization have materialized. Even pot use 
itself in Colorado has hardly budged. 

Assuming the rollout of commercial 
cannabis is similarly banal elsewhere, 
2016, with its younger, more progressive 
electorate, could produce a wave of legal-
ization victories. The Marijuana Policy 
Project is targeting ballot measures in five 
states: California, Maine, Massachusetts, 
Arizona and Nevada. Nadelmann, whose 
Drug Policy Alliance provides funding and 
legal support for state initiatives, suggests 
that even Missouri could be on the table. 

 THERE ARE LOTS OF GOOD ARGUMENTS FOR [POT] 
LEGALIZATION,” SAYS BURNETT. “BUT THE ARGUMENT THAT 
ENFORCEMENT IS RACIALLY BIASED IS UNDENIABLE.  

Contributing editor Tim Dickinson 

profiled Ethan Nadelmann of the  
Drug Policy Alliance in June 2013. 

http://RollingStone.com


Ja n ua r y 15 ,  2015 RollingStone.com |  Rol l i ng St on e |  37

FR
O

M
 T

O
P

: G
IL

LE
S 

M
IN

G
A

S
SO

N
/G

E
T

T
Y

 IM
A

G
E

S;
 S

P
E

N
C

E
R

 P
LA

T
T/

G
E

T
T

Y
 IM

A
G

E
S

“What I tell the activists is: Show me 55 
percent in favor and a significant edge of 
those who feel strongly about this issue,” 
he says, “and I’ll look at any state.”

The biggest story for 2016 is shaping up 
to be California – where full legalization of 
marijuana now has an air of destiny. The 
state’s next-generation leadership is al-
ready moving out in front of the issue. Lt. 
Gov. Gavin Newsom has come out force-
fully – “It’s time to legalize, it’s time to tax, 
it’s time to regulate marijuana for adults 
in California,” he has said – as a step to-
ward ending the War on Drugs, which he 
describes as “a war on people of color, and 
a war on poor people.” Even the state’s at-
torney general, Kamala Harris, admitted 
in November that she does not oppose pot 
legalization and sees it as “inevitable.”

A successful legalization vote in Cal-
ifornia, advocates believe, would force 
a national reckoning on marijuana law 
– and a cultural tipping point similar to 
what we’ve seen in the acceptance of gay 
marriage. “When California goes in 2016, 
that will be the determinative moment,” 
says Holcomb. “I don’t think Congress 
can ignore the issue.” In the December 
spending bill, Congress took the historic 
step of blocking the Justice Department 
from busting state-level medical-marijua-
na operations. Similar protections, Hol-
comb says, could be extended to state-le-
gal commercial pot.

Legal weed on the West Coast, from 
Calexico to Kodiak Island, would also give 
cover to governments in states without bal-
lot initiatives – places like Rhode Island, 
Vermont and Hawaii – to begin passing 
tax-and-regulate through the normal leg-
islative process.

California remains a challenge, in part 
because the current quasi-legality of pot 
robs the issue of urgency for some con-
sumers, while the state’s larger medical-
marijuana business may fight reforms that 
would bring an influx of commercial com-
petition. For longtime activists, the big-
gest danger is that a sense of inevitabili-
ty – 75 percent of Americans believe weed 
will be legalized nationally – may translate 
to complacency. “One of my greatest chal-
lenges is to guard against overconfidence,” 
says Nadelmann. “This is not yet a lock.”

D
emocrats would do well to 

get as many states as possible on 
the legalization bandwagon. This 
past November, marijuana pro-
vided a strong updraft for blue 

candidates: In Oregon, pro-pot voters 
went three-to-one in favor of incumbent 
Democratic Sen. Jeff Merkley, who beat 
his Republican challenger – a charismatic 
pediatric neurosurgeon – with a comfort-
able 56 percent of the vote. Merkley be-
came the first senator to vote, himself, for 
legal marijuana, telling reporters his de-

cision was based on justice reform: “We 
spend a lot of money on our criminal-jus-
tice system in the wrong places,” he said. 

In Alaska, the marijuana initiative ap-
peared to give Democratic Sen. Mark Be-
gich a fighting chance in what might oth-
erwise have been a red-state rout. Pro-pot 
votes swung for Begich 71 to 29. He didn’t 
win, but Begich kept the margin close 
enough that his concession speech didn’t 
come until 13 days after election night. The 
Alaskan waged a much closer battle than 
blue-state Senate candidates in places like 
North Carolina. Had pot been on the ballot 
in the Tar Heel State in 2014, Kay Hagan 
might still be a U.S. senator.

The issue of pot could prove more com-
plicated on the presidential stage in 2016, 
where the big question, says Holcomb, is: 
“Will Democrats grab the issue as strong-
ly as Rand Paul?” 

Among likely 2016 contenders, of either 
party, the Kentucky senator is the most 
progressive on marijuana. He’s sponsored 
legislation to make medical marijuana 
fully legal in states that have adopted it. 
In the last election, Paul championed the 
right of D.C. voters to decide on legaliza-
tion for themselves. Paul has also been a 
vocal advocate for decriminalization, de-
crying the practice of booking kids for can-
nabis. “I don’t want to encourage people to 
do it,” he has said. “I think even marijuana 
is a bad thing to do. But I also don’t want 
to put people in jail who make a mistake.” 

If Paul were to face off in a contest with 
Hillary Clinton, pot could emerge as an 
unlikely wedge issue for the Republican – 
particularly in libertarian-leaning swing 
states like Arizona and Nevada, where le-
galization initiatives are expected. That’s 
because Clinton has continued to talk like 
a 1990s drug warrior, recently fretting over 
the dangers of marijuana edibles to chil-
dren in Colorado, and even declaring that 
“the feds should be attuned to the way that 
marijuana is still used as a gateway drug.”

The political logic here is not myste-
rious. White male independents – those 
most open to a Paul candidacy – are firmly 
in the legalization camp. (In Oregon, this 
slice of the electorate voted 65 percent to 
tax and regulate.) Female voters, Clinton’s 
base, are generally more hesitant. A 2014 
CBS poll found that majority support for 
legalization nationally had a strong gender 
gap, with just 46 percent of women saying 
they support commercial pot. 

Regardless of the final presidential 
matchup, pot initiatives in battleground 
states will make it impossible for the 2016 
candidates to ignore, or to simply laugh 
off, the marijuana issue as they’ve done so 
often in the past, says Tom Angell, chair-
man of the advocacy group Marijuana 
Majority. “The road to the White House,” 
he says, “travels through legal-marijuana 
territory.”  

GREEN LIGHT, GO   
In Washington state, 
cannabis stores like A 
Greener Today (above) 
are projected to bring 
in nearly $43 million in 
tax revenue in coming 
months. Left: NYPD 
Commissioner Bill 
Bratton (right) with  
de Blasio, who made 
possession of 25 grams 
or less of marijuana  
a minor offense.
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his room is 

nicer than mine,” Nicki Minaj says. At a 
luxury hotel on the southwestern corner 
of Long Island, she strides into Suite 402 
atop crystal-studded Miu Miu boots, es-
corted by her bodyguard Billy, a stocky 
guy wearing a tailored tan suit and a New-
ark police lapel pin. Minaj scans the living 
room, glances at the bedroom, takes in 
the oceanfront view appraisingly. Her hair 
falls far below her shoulders in long black 
waves, and black eyeliner licks upward, 
fl amelike, toward her temples. Her T-shirt, 
featuring a cartoon owl, announces owl 

you need is love. “I prefer this setup,” 
she declares. “I want this room instead.” 

Minaj’s dutiful day-to-day handler, 
Ryan, who booked her a diff erent room 
and intended 402 as a temporary work-
space, says the switch is as good as done. 
He’s been here for the past hour or so, run-
ning down a mental checklist of his boss’s 
preferences: the fresh-cut pink roses that 
brighten her spirits; the fruit plate, in case 
she gets peckish; the Glade scented candles 
she favors. “Nicki’s favorite scent is ‘Hawai-
ian’ something – ‘Hawaiian Breeze?’ ” Ryan 
says. “We have a suite rider that we send 
to hotels, laying out all the stuff  she wants 
when she gets there.” For Minaj – one of 
hip-hop’s all-time most gifted talents, who 
managed to become a massive pop star to 
boot – seemingly simple everyday tasks re-
quire far more logistical forethought and 
legwork than those of us with quieter lives 
might expect: “Even just her getting in a 
car?” Ryan says. “It’s a movie.” 

Minaj withdraws a MacBook from a 
black Gucci carrying case and installs her-
self on a couch near the window. She’s built 
small – fi ve feet three – and she tucks her 
legs under herself, making her appear even 
smaller. Ryan leaves, working his phone. 

Minaj wraps her hands around a steam-
ing paper cup. “This is hot chocolate,” she 
says. “I’m fasting, so I’m not eating any-
thing.” It’s the Monday after Thanksgiv-
ing, and Minaj, who lives in L.A., chose 
this suburban hotel for its proximity to 
the ocean and, presumably, her mother, 
Carol, and brothers, Jelani and Micaiah. 
Minaj submitted the fi nished version of 
her third album, The Pinkprint, yester-
day, but much remains to be done before 
its release. “We made this little 15-minute 
movie that’s gonna go on the iTunes ver-
sion,” she says, tapping at her keyboard. 
The fi nal cut is due in to Apple tonight. 
“I do everything myself. I’ve gone over all 
the shots. Now, when it comes time to re-
touch and do color correction, those are 
little things that can turn into big things 
if they’re not done properly, so I oversee it, 
too. I would save so much time if I didn’t 
care about things like that. But I do.” 

A working-class kid from Queens who 
made her walking-around money by wait-
ing tables and working as an offi  ce manag-
er, Minaj describes pop stardom as a great 
job with extremely rough hours and one 
unforgiving ballbuster of a boss: herself. 
“I woke up in the studio on Thanksgiving 
morning because I slept there the night be-
fore,” she says. She was in L.A., tasked os-
tensibly with “just approving mixes, but 
there were four or fi ve songs with a line, 
or word, or even a tone that I wanted to 
switch up. If the tone I use doesn’t match 
a beat, it’ll throw me off  – ‘No, that needs 
to sound like a whisper.’ ” Busy with these 
changes, she missed three fl ights back East, 
and had to bail on a birthday dinner for 
Jelani that she’d sworn to attend. “I cried 

the host is James . . .” She falls silent for a 
beat, furrows her brow, apparently unsure 
of the guy’s name. “. . . Frahnco?”

Minaj has been a multitasker since she 
got her start in New York’s underground 
rap scene. She was capable of rapping with 
take-no-prisoners toughness, proving she 
could hold her own in a boys’ club, but 
on many songs she f launted a more id-
iosyncratic style, riddling rhymes with 
abrupt shifts between cadences, emotions 
and characters – the mixtape-game Cindy 
Sherman. On one early track, she assumed 
the voice of a whorehouse madam; on an-
other, she sang the virtues of her vagina to 
the tune of the Batman theme song. Today, 
Minaj has managed to preserve that spir-
it of delirious plasticity in her music – even 
as pop singles like her RedOne-produced 
“Starships” have helped her tie Madon-
na for the third-most Hot 100 hits ever 
notched by a woman. Her epic guest ap-
pearances – most notoriously her break-
out verse on Kanye West’s 2010 “Monster” 
– have made her the greatest rapper on the 
planet for 16-bar bursts at a time.

But she has yet to make a classic album. 
One big question attending The Pinkprint
– the title of which alludes to Jay Z’s land-
mark 2001 The Blueprint – is whether she 
can. “I wanted it to be better lyrically than 
anything I’d done before,” says Minaj. “A 
lot of time when I’d do guest verses I’d 
focus more on lyrics, and on my albums 
be like, ‘You know what I’m capable of, I 
don’t have to prove it here.’ But that’s not 
true.” The making of the album wasn’t 
easy, in large part because it unfolded 
during the dissolution of Minaj’s 11-year 
relationship with a man she’s loved since 

“PEOPLE SAY, ‘WHY AREN’T BLACK CELEBRITIES 
SPEAKING OUT MORE?’�” SHE SAYS. “BUT LOOK 
WHAT HAPPENED TO KANYE WHEN HE DID. PEOPLE 
TOLD HIM TO APOLOGIZE TO GEORGE BUSH!”
about it, then I got back to business,” she 
says. “I have label reps in my e-mail and my 
manager calling me 25,000 times, asking 
about the album. What am I gonna do?” 

Minaj wound up spending “a couple 
hours” with her family when she fi nally 
arrived in New York; her closest thing to a 
Thanksgiving dinner, she says, “was some 
macaroni and cheese on a private jet, fl y-
ing to Atlanta on Saturday for Lil Wayne’s 
daughter’s sweet 16.” In six days, she’ll 
perform on Saturday Night Live, her sec-
ond time doing so, and she still has to iron 
out her medley and rehearse some sketch-
es. “I was supposed to be hosting and per-
forming, but I wanted a date closer to my 
album, so we met in the middle, and now 

before she was famous, reportedly a per-
former named Safaree Samuels, who was 
in Minaj’s first group, whom she later 
hired as her hype man, and whom she 
has never publicly acknowledged dating. 
A force driving her songwriting, she says, 
was her desire to turn that sort of person-
al anguish into material: to expose her-
self, and downplay the wild voices and 
costumes she’d often used as shields. “One 
of my goals was to give people a glimpse 
into my personal life, because it’s some-
thing I’ve kept very private,” she says.

Confronting singledom for the fi rst time 
in more than a decade, Minaj became dis-
oriented. “I had to learn to do something 
as simple as sleep alone,” she says. “For 
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Contributing editor Jonah Weiner 
wrote about Alt-J in December.
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all I’ve achieved, I didn’t know how to do 
that.” The disorientation gave way, in dark-
er moments, to depression, one trace of 
which on The Pinkprint could be Minaj’s 
frequent references to popping pills. Earli-
er this year, she says, “there was something 
I put in my body that I probably shouldn’t 
have put in my body.” She wanted to call 
an ambulance, but was worried that, if she 
did, the episode would be all over TMZ. 
I make a joke about her taking too much 
acid. “It was . . . it was something crazy like 
that,” she replies. A bad trip? “I can’t say 
that,” she says, her face hardening. “I didn’t 
have a bad trip. I’m a businesswoman, and 
I have too many partners for me to be out 
here joking about shit like that.” 

Whatever it was, she ultimately called 
the ambulance without event. But the 
larger question – how do you navigate 
personal turmoil when you’re living in the 
public eye? – stuck with her as she worked 
on The Pinkprint. “I struggled with 
‘Do I express these feelings?’ ” she says. 
“And I decided there’s no reason for me 
to hide. I’m a vulnerable woman, and I’m 

proud of that.” She cites pressure to “strip 
yourself of everything you are to fi t into 
the business. But what’s all this for, if you 
can’t speak and express yourself?” 

M
inaj groans at her laptop, 

then gets on her phone. “Can 
you come to the room?” she 
asks. A woman named Sherika, 
Minaj’s assistant and friend of 

a dozen years, arrives. Sherika is self-ef-
facing, wearing sunglasses indoors and a 
sequined pair of Uggs. Minaj passes her 
the Mac: “Could you put the Internet on 
my computer?” While Sherika fi gures out 
the hotel Wi-Fi, she asks Minaj what she’d 
like for lunch. The hot-chocolate fast fl ies 
out the window. “I kind of want a steak,” 
Minaj says. “But, like, a strip steak.” Sheri-
ka returns the laptop. “There’s an Outback 
nearby,” she off ers. “OK . . . ,” Minaj says, but 
she’s already distracted: A post-production 
house has e-mailed snippets of the mini-
fi lm, and there are problems.

Minaj has little patience for those who 
take craftsmanship less seriously than 

she does. “I hate when artists brag about 
not writing rhymes, or doing things really 
quickly, and then it’s not great,” Minaj says. 
“It’s ill when Jay Z or Wayne say it, because 
the results are great. When they’re not? Sit 
your ass down and fi gure out something 
new to say!” Songwriting for her is labor-
intensive, and she’ll change her process as 
needed. Sometimes, she says, “I just write 
metaphors. I’ll sit there and think, ‘Today’s 
a metaphor day,’ ” then brainstorm similes 
and one-liners and stockpile them for fu-
ture use. Her tack for writing pop songs is 
totally diff erent: Minaj doesn’t write words 
at all, instead spouting melodic gibber-
ish that she’ll convert into language down 
the line. “I don’t focus on lyrics in those 
kinds of records. It’s meant to be like, ‘If 
you don’t speak English, you still know it’s 
a fun song, just from the tone and the ca-
dence.’ ” When she wrote her guest verse 
for “Monster,” Minaj recalls, Kanye en-
couraged her to ground her performance 
in lived thoughts and feelings. “He said, 
‘What do you really wanna say?’ So in-
stead of writing a rap, I wrote pages and 

pages of, like, ‘I’m 
sick of people talk-
ing about this, tired 
of people saying I’m 
that’ – ranting in a 
notebook, basically. 
Then I read it back, 
highlighted major 
things and put it in 
rap form.”  

As Minaj watches the video, her face 
twists into a grimace. The color value 
is all wrong in one scene. “Yo,” she says, 
freighting the syllable with kilotons of 
disdain. Videos are a particular sore spot 
right now. A few weeks ago, she released 
an animated lyric video for the Pink-
print single “Only,” and unwittingly in-
spired an uproar. The video was intend-
ed as a grab bag of military imagery that 
included American Reaper drones, Rus-
sian T-90 tanks, gas masks and, contro-
versially, columns of SS-looking troops 
wearing red Nazi-style armbands oppo-
site red Nazi-style banners, with the ini-
tials of Minaj’s label, Young Money, stand-
ing in for the swastikas. In a press release, 
the Anti-Defamation League argued that 
the video “constitutes a new low for pop 
culture’s exploitation of Nazi symbolism.” 
Minaj, who quickly apologized on Twitter, 
says her big takeaway was that delegating 
tasks to others is dangerous. “When that 
video was sent out, it was a crazy time and 
I couldn’t pay attention,” she says, “and I 
left things in other people’s hands. And 
I regret it.” 

She calls her manager, Gee Roberson, a 
former Roc-a-Fella A&R executive whose 
company also works with Kanye West, 
Drake and Lil Wayne, to complain about 
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SUPER BASS
Minaj at Fashion Rocks 2014 
in September. “If you got a 
big ol’ butt, shake it! Who 
cares?” she says. “It doesn’t 
mean you shouldn’t 
graduate from college.”
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the new fi lm. “I don’t know what fi lter they 
have on my face, but it looks like sandpa-
per!” she tells him. “It looks weird. They 
need to soften it, because it doesn’t look 
like me – it looks like Avatar. And I just 
got a freaking bill talking about they’re 
charging me $60,000 for this bullshit?” 
Roberson later tells me that “all artists 
aren’t built like Nicki – the level of at-
tention to detail with her is very unique.” 
She gets on another call 
with another team member: 
“They went and did this hor-
rible color correction,” she 
says, venting. “They lit me 
with all this blue lighting, 
and now it’s making my skin 
look blue. It’s not supposed 
to look like that!” 

She hangs up. “Oh, my 
God,” she growls, bugging 
her eyes in frustration. She 
studied theater in high 
school, and you can see that 
drama-kid pedigree in the 
way she performs her emo-
tions – pitching her head 
forward with a winning 
guff aw when someone says 
something funny; strafing 
the room with repulsed sidelong glanc-
es when someone says something stupid. 

This theatrical side manifested early. 
Born Onika Maraj in Trinidad, she moved 
when she was fi ve to New York, where she 
performed in church plays, created an MC 
alter ego for herself called Cookie and re-
cited her fi rst rap – “Cookie’s the name, 
chocolate chip is the fl avor/Suck up my 
rhymes like a cherry Lifesaver” – inces-
santly for other kids. “My friends used me 
as their comic relief,” she says. “They made 
me sing and perform and do voices.” Luc-
ien “Bowlegged Lou” George Jr., a veteran 
Brooklyn entertainer who helped assem-
ble Minaj’s fi rst group, the Hoodstars, re-
calls that, early on, “she was already doing 
a lot of those mimicking dialects she does 
now in her songs, like the queen of Eng-
land. The fi rst time I met her, she stood in 
my living room and sang a gospel song, to 
show that she could do more than rap. You 
could tell she was going to be a star.” 

Minaj’s performances had an escapist 
component, helping her to transcend op-
pressive real-life circumstances. Carol, 
who worked in fi nance, bought a house 
in Jamaica, Queens, “by Rockaway Bou-
levard – a very rough area,” says Minaj. 
“Projects, drug dealers and crackheads 
were the big three things.” Some of her 
worst experiences, however, happened in-
side the home: In the past, Minaj has de-
scribed the stress that Carol suff ered be-
cause of her father, Robert Maraj. Nicki 
has said that Robert did crack and stole 
family possessions to finance his vices. 

(Carol, when reached by phone, had no 
comment; Maraj said in 2012 that he had 
been clean and sober for years.)

The phrase “God Is Always With Me” 
runs down Minaj’s left arm in tattooed 
Chinese characters. She has long turned 
to her Christianity for comfort, and her 
faith helps to explain why, discussing her 
father today, she’s forgiving. “He texts me 
every day and tells me he loves me,” she 

“That school changed my life,” she says. 
“There was no dress code, and everyone 
was able to express themselves. Right next 
door, at MLK High School, it was a diff er-
ent ballgame. Those kids were more like 
the kids I grew up with in Queens. It was 
crazy: I had a glimpse of my past every 
day, and I’d walk right into my future.”

Not that she severed ties outright with 
the old neighborhood. Minaj’s boyfriend 

for most of high school was 
an older guy from Queens; 
Minaj gradually became more 
interested in spending time 
with him than going to class. 
“He was my fi rst love, my fi rst 
partner,” she says. “I was with 
him all the time, like, ‘Fuck 
graduating from high school, 
I’m going to be famous’ – 
which was stupid.” 

She wound up taking extra 
courses to graduate, but to-
ward the end of high school, 
Minaj became pregnant. “It 
was a horrible mistake, and 
I resented him for that,” she 

says. “I don’t know what 
happened, and he didn’t 
tell me if, like, there was 
a slip-up.” Discovering the 
pregnancy, she recalls, “I 
thought I was gonna die. I 
was a teenager. It was the 
hardest thing I’d ever gone 
through.” She considered 
keeping the child. “My reli-
gion, my age and my moth-
er were all factors. My moth-
er still doesn’t know – I never 
spoke to her about it.” In the 
end, Minaj got an abortion, 

and she says that although the choice has 
“haunted me all my life,” it was the right 
one. “It’d be contradictory if I said I wasn’t 
pro-choice. I wasn’t ready. I didn’t have 
anything to off er a child. I understand 
people who feel very strongly against it – 
even women who have gone through it, it’s 
not something you’re proud of, so it’s hard 
to speak on it like you only have one way of 
looking at it. But at the same time, if you’re 
not ready, you’re not ready.”

Minaj alludes to the abortion on The 
Pinkprint, which she says was diffi  cult. She 
fi rst rapped about the experience early in 
her mixtape days, on a track called “Auto-
biography” that she says she “didn’t expect 
anyone to hear,” and whose existence came 
to embarrass her. “It’s something I want-
ed to push to the back burner and pretend 
never happened. But I decided it’s some-
thing I wanted to speak about again.” Still, 
she says, “I’m a little nervous. Millions of 
people are gonna hear it. And you’ve gotta 
watch everything you say – people fi nd an 
issue with every fucking thing.” 

says. “It’s weird – I went from despising 
this man to seeing him as a human being. 
When you’re young, you can’t see your par-
ents as human, because they’re supposed 
to be perfect.” 

For high school, Minaj was accepted 
into the drama program at LaGuardia, 
the prestigious Manhattan performing-
arts school. “When I fi rst went in there, I 
thought, ‘I’m not gonna get close to these 
people,’ ” Minaj recalls. “I was so scared. 
There was only one other black girl in my 
class, everyone else was white, and that 
was hard for me to fi gure out. But I fell in 
love with them. One of my close girlfriends 
was white; we’d do scenes together. I’d talk 
to her about my boyfriend, and she’d talk 
to me about her boyfriend, and we were 
talking about the same shit!” She remem-
bers LaGuardia as almost utopian in the 
way it fostered creative kids’ weirdo sides. 
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back) and the 
Hoodstars in the 
mid-2000s. Right: 
LaGuardia High 
School of 
Performing Arts 
senior Minaj. “[At 
first] I thought, ‘I’m not gonna get 
close to these people,’�” she says. 
“There was only one other black girl in 
my class. But I fell in love with them.” 
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U
nlike her collaborator be-

yoncé, who appears on The Pink-
print, Minaj doesn’t identify out-
right as a feminist – “I don’t like 
to put a label on myself, because 

then people will tear that apart” – but, she 
adds, “I believe in women who take control 
of their careers.” She has struck partner-
ships with mainstream brands like Pepsi 
and the Home Shopping Network, and she 
describes such ventures as opportunities 
for generating “wealth that will send my 
grandkids to college,” and as broader sym-
bolic coups: “It’s a great thing for people 
to see that a young black girl from Queens 
can maneuver through corporate Amer-
ica, and it’s important for big business to 
see a young black girl can sell big product.”  

Lil Wayne signed Minaj off  the strength 
of her mixtape bows in 2009, and she 
quickly became the fi rst commercially via-
ble female rapper in years, helping to loos-
en up her genre’s creative vocabulary while 
building off  the innovations of forebears 
like Missy Elliott and Lil’ Kim. Her stage 

line to deliver the video to iTunes, and 
now she’s not certain when it’ll be re-
leased. Last night, Camp Minaj relocat-
ed from Long Island to be closer to Rock-
efeller Center, where SNL has its studios, 
and where protesters are at this moment 
amassing to denounce the lack of an in-
dictment against the NYPD offi  cer who 
used a fatal chokehold on Eric Garner, 
an unarmed black man, in July. Discuss-
ing Garner’s unpunished killing, Minaj 
says, “It’s sickening, and I’ve been reading 
so many people saying, ‘Why are we sur-
prised?’ That’s what’s really sad: that we 
should somehow be used to being treated 
like animals. It’s gotten to the point where 
people feel like there’s no accountabili-
ty: If you are law enforcement and you do 
something to a black person, you can get 
away with it.” 

We drive onto the West Side Highway. 
The topic turns to the role of black artists 
in addressing a racist society. “I feel like 
when Public Enemy were doing ‘Fight the 
Power,’ we as a culture had more power – 
now it feels hopeless,” Minaj says. “People 
say, ‘Why aren’t black celebrities speak-
ing out more?’ But look what happened to 
Kanye when he spoke out. People told him 
to apologize to Bush! He was the unoffi  cial 
spokesman for hip-hop, and he got torn 
apart. And now you haven’t heard him 
speaking about these last couple things, 
and it’s sad. Because how many times can 
you be made to feel horrible for caring 
about your people before you say, ‘Fuck it, 
it’s not worth it, let me live my life because 
I’m rich, and why should I give a fuck?’ ” 

On The Pinkprint, Minaj’s focus is per-
sonal, rather than political – understand-
able given the emotional upheaval of her 
past year. In one song about a breakup, 
Minaj talks about “contemplating over-
dosing.” “I’ve felt broken to the point where 
I say, ‘Maybe if I take a whole bunch of 
pills, I’ll feel better,’ ” she says. “Then I have 
to catch myself, because I’m way smarter 
than that, and I have so many people to 
live for. I don’t think I ever seriously con-
templated taking my life, but sometimes 
when you feel super-broken, it seems bet-
ter not to deal with it than deal with it. I’m 
super-hands-on, and sometimes you feel 
like, ‘What if I just vanish? Not kill myself, 
but just disappear?’ ” 

The rain has stopped when we arrive 
at the studio. The Rolls-Royce is blocking 
the street, and backed-up cars behind us 
begin honking. 

“Is this it?” she asks. Billy gets out of the 
Sprinter, in front of us, and taps gently on 
Minaj’s window. A camera crew is wait-
ing for her inside, and Grizz is standing a 
few feet from her door, already taping. She 
tosses her hair back and bats her eyelids in 
rapid succession, almost like she’s reboot-
ing. The vanishing act will have to wait.

“THERE WAS SOMETHING I PUT IN MY BODY THAT 
I PROBABLY SHOULDN’T HAVE PUT IN MY BODY,” 
SAYS MINAJ, BUT SHE DIDN’T WANT TO CALL AN 
AMBULANCE FOR FEAR OF TMZ FINDING OUT.
name puts her sexuality front and center; 
she’s said she’s “always hated” the name 
(an early manager chose it for her), but one 
of her insights has been that over-the-top 
raunch can be a self-empowering gesture 
– and even an actively emasculating one, 
in which male desire is both teased and 
thwarted. Toward the end of her video for 
“Anaconda” – a gallery of barely covered 
asses, Minaj’s included – she stares at the 
camera as she bites, with castrating glee, 
into a banana; the song “Lookin’ A**” is all 
about turning oglers’ gazes against them. 
“With a video like ‘Anaconda’, I’m a grown-
ass fucking woman!” she says. “I stand for 
girls wanting to be sexy and dance, but 
also having a strong sense of themselves. If 
you got a big ol’ butt? Shake it! Who cares? 
That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be gradu-
ating from college. When I’m twerking and 
having fun, I still want to instill self-worth 
in young girls.” She says that women suff er 
from all sorts of double standards, partic-
ularly in the music business, where driven 
men are valorized and driven women are 
“divas,” or worse. On The Pinkprint, she 
puts it bluntly: “I’m not ‘diffi  cult,’ I’m just 
’bout my business.”    

Which means that, right now, she’s got 
to ream out some folks about these col-
or-correction issues. “I’m not gonna keep 
on paying these people $20,000, because 

it’s not my fault,” Minaj declares, back on 
the phone. “Just take the shots out. This is 
ridiculous. I need to get this sent out to-
night.” She listens as some member of her 
team, on a conference call, tries to pla-
cate her. “Yeah?” she asks, unmoved. “Why 
didn’t y’all suggest that before, then?” 

There’s a knock on the door, but she ig-
nores it. I sit there, watching the ocean. 
Eventually, Billy unlocks the suite and 
Ryan enters. In a hushed voice, he says 
it’s probably best if I leave. Nicki moves 
to a far corner of the room, placing one 
hand defi antly on her hip. The voices on 
the other end of the call are making little 
headway. “Well, you can hang up,” Minaj 
tells them. “You don’t need to be on the 
phone if there’s nothing you can do.”

two days later, outside a differ-

ent hotel, on Central Park West, Ryan steps 
out of a chauff eured Rolls-Royce Ghost 
in a cold drizzle, carrying a takeout bag: 
Minaj sent him to Burger King to get her 
a chicken sandwich. The Ghost fl ashes its 

hazards, and Ryan, having sent the food 
upstairs, climbs into a Mercedes-Benz 
Sprinter idling up the block. Minaj is get-
ting her hair and makeup done; she’s due at 
a Greenwich Village photo studio to shoot 
an interview for an MTV documentary, 
and she’s running more than two hours 
late. In the Sprinter, Minaj’s videographer 
Grizz fi res up Jackass: Number Two on two 
large fl atscreens. “It’s dope that they have 
Netfl ix in here,” he says. Word comes down 
to Ryan that Minaj is moving in two min-
utes. Ten minutes pass. “How much would 
I have to pay you to eat horseshit?” Grizz 
asks, passing the time. 

Finally, Minaj descends and settles into 
the back seat of the Ghost, where the plan 
is for me to ask her some questions as we 
drive down to the Village. I’m about to 
climb in beside her when Minaj waves 
me away: “No, you sit up there,” she says, 
pointing at the front passenger seat. I 
comply, twisting around an awkward 180 
degrees to face her. It turns out I’m on the 
chump’s end of a negotiating power move: 
There’s something I brought up the other 
day that Minaj wants struck from the rec-
ord before our interview can proceed. (We 
work it out.) 

The car rolls through the rain. The 
color- correction crisis, Minaj says, ended 
in disappointment: She missed the dead-
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hen m a r ily n m a n-

son goes to sleep, dawn 
has usually just arrived, 
and when he gets up, full 
and unremitting dark-
ness is usually not far off . 
In this regard, as in al-

most all other regards, he does what 
he wants. If he wants black sheets 
on his bed and the temperature al-
ways set to a cool 65 degrees, that’s 
what he gets. Another example: Let’s 
say he wants to make love on those 
sheets, to his girlfriend, photogra-
pher Lindsay Usich, who is as slender 
as a witch’s broom and has the hair 
of a raven. First, no lights shall be 
on. “I’m just really shy, despite what 
you’d imagine,” he says. Second, no 
underwear shall be slipped farther 
down than his ankles. “I have a phobia 

WELCOME TO THE MIDDLE AGE 

OF MARILYN MANSON: MORE GYM, 

LESS ABSINTHE – AND HIS 

BEST ALBUM IN YEARS
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his new album like “The Devil Beneath 
My Feet,” with lyrics like “Don’t bring your 
black heart to bed/When I wake up, you 
best be gone or you better be dead,” he’s not 
necessarily referring to her, even though 
they did come from a text he sent her.

Tonight, he’s dressed in a black shirt, 
black vest, black coat, black pants and 
black boots over blood-red socks, with sun-
glasses covering his eyes in a room that is 
so dark to begin with that his black hair, 
shaved short and asymmetrical, almost 
ceases to exist in the general mood of black 
nothingness. He moves about with easy, 
spectral grace, fi ngers fl uttering birdlike 
as he points to what is an old abortionist’s 
chair that he once covered with a beaver 
rug given to him by Brad Pitt and Angelina 
Jolie. “I called it Beaver Mountain,” he says, 
“and it’s where I had sex with certain indi-
viduals that may or may not have result-

that the house is going to catch fi re, and I 
don’t want to be naked,” he says. And fi -
nally, fi ve is the absolute minimum num-
ber of times that the act of “sexual con-
gress,” as he calls it, shall take place in a 
day, with 10 being the most recent max-
imum. And this, at the age of 45 – “the 
age of a small record,” he says, with typ-
ical wit – though it hardly 
seems possible.

Then again, what exact-
ly about Manson is possi-
b l e?  A m o n g 
other feats, his 
new album, The 
Pale Emperor, 
i s  a lmost a n 
equal to Anti-
christ Super-
star, the 1996 
record that lift-
ed him out of 
the Fort Lau-
derdale post-grunge waste-
land and shock-rocked him 
straight to the top, much to 
the dismay of the Christian 
right, which in 1999 tried to 
blame him for the horrors of 
the Columbine High School 
massacre. But where Super-
star was all sinister, indus-
trial grime, The Pale Em-
peror is bluesy, synth-heavy, 
fairly radio-friendly and full 
of odd found-object squeaks 
and torments, including the 
frantic, high-pitched yips of 
coyotes gnawing on a kill. 
Many of its songs, among 
them the hard-stomping re-
cent release “Third Day of 
a Seven Day Binge,” were 
recorded in one take, with 
all subsequent efforts to 
clean them up ignored. “It’s 
dirty,” says Manson, happily, “like the dirt 
under my nails, like someone who has 
dug a grave.”

Right now, the only thing he’s digging 
is a Sunkist grape soda out of the fridge in 
his dank little Spanish-Gothic-style house 
in the Hollywood Hills. He pops the top, 
pours some in a glass, sets the glass down 
and never touches it again. Then he’s tak-
ing a stroll around the place, pointing out 
the more significant of his belongings. 
There’s a stack of children’s books (This 
Little Piggy, Winnie the Pooh Meets Go-
pher). An unused canister of Zyklon B, the 
poisonous gas Hitler used to exterminate 
Jews. A pistol and a rifl e on a coff ee table. 
A prized clown painting done by rapist 
and serial killer John Wayne Gacy. Basi-

cally, it’s all stuff  you might expect from a 
guy like him. 

Upstairs, behind a closed bedroom door, 
is the raven-haired Usich. Manson allows 
that she won’t be coming downstairs to-
night. Maybe they’ve been having some re-
lationship issues. Maybe she doesn’t un-
derstand that when he writes a song for 

ed in my divorce.” Briefl y, he thinks about 
this and you can see further commentary 
formulating itself in his brain. Wait for it. 
Wait for it. Here it comes. “Don’t fear the 
beaver,” he says. 

Then footsteps can be heard.
“I’m sorry,” he says, “but we’re going to 

be interrupted now, it seems.”
It ’s Usich, wearing a 

slinky velvety dress that fea-
tures a peek-a-boo keyhole-
shaped opening right about 
cleavage-high. Is she on her 
way somewhere fancy?

“Nope,” she says. And then 
she sashays past the watch-
ful eyes of John Wayne Ga-
cy’s clown and returns to the 
bedroom.

It’s an uncomfortable mo-
ment and goes unexplained. 
Manson picks up his cat, 
an aging Devon Rex named 
Lily White that has a deli-
cate smear of Usich’s red lip-
stick on its head, and watch-
es her go. He’s had many 
girlfriends over the years 
(actresses Rose McGowan, 
1997-2001, and Evan Rachel 
Wood, 2006-2010, as well as 
porn stars Stoya and Jenna 
Jameson) and one wife (bur-
lesque queen Dita Von Teese, 
2005-2006, victim of Bea-
ver Mountain), with much 
craziness involved, none of 
it ending well. “I am fl ypa-
per for damaged women,” 
he says later on, specifying 
no one in particular.

Then it’s time to step out, 
head on over to the Chateau 
Marmont for a little guys-
only fun. “We’ll drink some 
liquors,” he says. “We’ll make 

words of our own. We will play rap music 
if we want to.” And, of course, we will see 
if there’s any trouble to be had. “I’m chaos, 
I’ve always been chaos, my point on Earth 
is chaos,” he says, getting worked up. “I’m 
the third act of every movie you’ve ever 
seen. I’m the part where it rains and the 
part where the person you don’t want to 
die dies. I’m here just to fuck shit up.” 
Which means that tonight could be quite 
the debauch, full of terrible and wonderful 
things. One can only hope.

B
ack around the turn of the 

century, he was known as a but-
ton-pushing, willfully offensive 
nut-job maniac. In 1994, he be-
came a minister in the Church of 
Satan and made a big deal about 

it. That same year, he proclaimed him-
self the God of Fuck, and two years later 
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mid-Nineties, 
during the “P.T. 
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the Antichrist. He wore mismatched con-
tact lenses, one dirt-brown, the other sky-
blue, that made him look deranged. He 
scared the religious right so much that, in 
an effort to get his concerts banned, they 
stated for a fact that any virginal young 
daughters who attended one would wit-
ness myriad homosexual acts onstage, 
rampant drug use, rape and bestiality, an-
imal sacrifice and, yes, the sacrifice of vir-
ginal young daughters. Rumors swirled. 
It was said that he had a rib removed so 
he could perform oral sex on himself. All 
manner of outrage seemed not only pos-
sible but likely – including plastering a 
deaf groupie with luncheon meat and hos-
ing her down with his own urine, which, 
in fact, happened. And then he would go 
on talk shows like Bill O’Reilly’s, to wax 
philosophic about the stulti-
fying horrors of religion, the 
universal stupidity of poli-
ticians and the specific pri-
macy of the individual, even 
if the individual, as he once 
said of himself, is “an inten-
tional asshole.”

And yet in person no one 
can seem more courtly or 
mild than him. He takes 
a seat softly. He rarely ut-
ters unnecessary obsceni-
ties and often affects a gen-
teel Southern accent. He is 
fastidious about his clothes; 
his shirt is buttoned to the 
neckline, fully obscuring 
the hundreds of self-inflicted scars that 
are said to hash-mark his chest. He is  
constantly working on ways to better him-
self; right now, he’s on a mission to erase 
the word “like” as a habitual utterance 
from his vocabulary. And looking back 
on that earlier time in his life, he says that 
by and large it is no more. “That P.T. Bar-
num aspect of Marilyn Manson has sort 
of evaporated,” he says, the proof of which 
can be most fully seen in the context of 
The Pale Emperor.

Long ago gone from his music, of 
course, is Nine Inch Nails frontman Trent 
Reznor, who discovered Manson in 1992, 
co-produced his early records and then 
went on to call him a drug-addled “dopey 
clown” who in his desperation to suc-
ceed as a rock star would pretend to be 
all wacked-out and doped up even when 
he wasn’t. More recently gone, at least on 
this latest record, are the members of his 
band, including Twiggy Ramirez, who 
used to be his main partner both in crime 
and in song. Instead, Manson made The 
Pale Emperor only in collaboration with 
Tyler Bates, best known as a soundtrack 
composer for movies like Guardians of 
the Galaxy and TV shows like Californi-
cation, which is where he and Manson, 

making a 2013 cameo appearance, met. 
Initially, it was touch-and-go between the 
two, if only because at one point, Bates 
saw Manson drinking some green stuff 
and asked him what it was. Manson said it 
was absinthe, offering him a swig, which 
he took. 

“So I go to bed that night,” Bates says, 
“and suddenly my eyes pop out of my 
head. I’ve got a wife and kids. I’ve never 
had a disease. So a few days later, I say to 
him, ‘Hey, I gotta ask you something. You 
don’t have mouth herpes, do you?’ And he 
starts laughing: ‘I’ve never had anything, 
though I did get crabs when I lost my vir-
ginity.’ ” That bullet dodged, they start-
ed working together, with Bates bringing 
a whole new rigor to Manson’s record-
ing process and hoping to resurrect a 

gestures,” says Manson. On a deeper level, 
they share certain fascinations and pre-
dilections. At one point, they tried to buy 
the gun that Hitler killed himself with. 
And neither can go to sleep unless a TV is 
on, with Manson’s preference being “real-
ly loud and violent things.” 

They have matching tattoos, as well: 
on their wrists, the phrase no reason, 
and on their backs, “Charles Baudelaire, 
the f lowers of evil, this giant skeleton 
thing,” Manson once said. “It’s kind of 
a secret. People say to us, ‘Why did you 
get that?’ And we say, ‘No reason.’ ” And 
today he says, “Johnny’s one of the only 
people I can talk to. I can’t explain it 
other than we don’t ever have to say any-
thing, but we can’t really say it to any-
one else, either.” Which means whatever 

it means, as is so often the 
case with Manson, but you 
get the drift. And maybe he 
will have more to say about 
that later. But for now, he’s 
got a double shot of vodka 
to knock back on the patio 
of the Chateau Marmont. 
Vodka is another new thing. 
The absinthe days are over, 
he says, mainly because “it 
makes you poor and crazy, 
and I didn’t want to end up 
poor and crazy,” and there’ll 
be no more whiskey, either, 
mainly because “that’s how I 
got a lot of scars on my chest. 
It makes me very rascally. 

And ornery.”
It’s late now, verging on closing time, 

and if trouble is going to make an appear-
ance, it better do so soon. On the promis-
ing side, the situation is getting boozier, 
and women are involved. An Italian girl 
named Titti, who is well-known as Man-
son’s biggest fan and has seen him in con-
cert some 1,500 times, floats up, invites 
herself to sit down and starts making 
moon eyes at her beloved, saying stuff like 
“I love him” and “He’s beautiful.” After 
that, a nerdy stranger guy with glasses 
stops by – Manson later calls him “Lasiks” 
– to ask for advice on how to handle “the 
cougar” he has just landed. “What’s the 
play?” he asks Manson, and Manson says, 
“You should lose your virginity to her 
and stab her afterward.” The guy nods 
and says, “I’ll let you know how the stab-
bing goes.” 

Then fellow musician Shooter Jennings 
ambles out of the shadows, and he and 
Manson start warbling on about how they 
should write a song together. Manson 
comes up with some pretty evocative lyr-
ics on the spot: “ ‘I love you/Aren’t I pret-
ty?/Hold me/I’m going to kill myself,’ ” he 
says. “We’ll write the song tomorrow!”

“I’m in!” says Shooter.

music career that Manson says “got total-
ly shoved in the dirt” after he was scape-
goated for Columbine. That was about 15 
years ago. In the aftermath, he released a 
number of albums, among them Eat Me, 
Drink Me and The High End of Low, that 
were mostly panned by both critics and 
fans, and in 2009, he was canned by In-
terscope, which had been his label almost 
from the start. To keep himself busy, he 
started painting, began acting in more TV 
shows (most recently, as a white-suprem-
acist convict in Sons of Anarchy), and lost 
himself in bottle after bottle of absinthe. 
He put on a goodly amount of weight, to 
the point where he could be called chunky, 
but is now hitting the gym fairly often. 
(“Treadmill, 10 minutes; arms, legs, on 
machines, no free weights.”)

In the present day, he’s also spent a 
good bit of time hanging out with John-
ny Depp, even going so far as to take up 
part-time residence in Depp’s guesthouse 
in Hollywood. They apparently under-
stand each other as few others can. Most 
literally, they’re both low-talking mum-
blers who have found that they don’t need 
words to communicate with each other. 
“We mumble like we’re a mumbling cho-
rus, and we finish sentences with hand 

“MY POINT ON EARTH IS 
CHAOS. I’M THE THIRD ACT OF 

EVERY MOVIE YOU’VE EVER 
SEEN. I’M THE PART WHERE IT 

RAINS AND THE PART 
WHERE THE PERSON YOU DON’T 

WANT TO DIE DIES.”
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A moment later, Manson’s at-
tention wanders back to Lasiks’ 
cougar. “Do you think she has co-
caine?” he asks, after which he 
sees Lasiks leave for the bathroom, 
allowing him to slide on over to the 
woman. It quickly develops that 
they once spent three hours to-
gether at the Metropolitan Hotel 
bar in London. This was 12 years 
ago. “You look even more beau-
tiful than before,” says Manson. 
She says, “Thank you, sweetie. I’m 
happy to see you.” Back and forth 
it goes like that, leading nowhere 
in particular, until he drifts back 
to Shooter. After he’s gone, when 
asked if they had hooked up, she 
says, “I don’t think so. I was mar-
ried then. But the conversation we 
had that night, I will not forget it. 
He was a gentleman. There was 
none of him being like, ‘Come on,’ 
and me having to say, ‘I have to go.’ 
He was watching over me. It was 
interesting. He is a special man.”

Back at his table, Manson, the 
special man, is holding court and 
saying some very 
wise things, like, “I 
wash my hands be-
fore I piss because 
I know where my 
dick’s been, but I 
don’t know where my 
hands have been.” 
Which could be a 
follow-up to some-
thing he’d said ear-
lier in the day: “I have a blacklight fl ash-
light at home, which will show if sperm is 
on anything, and Lindsay has used it on 
my underwear to see if I’d done something 
naughty when I was out. I said, ‘Fooled 
you. I might have changed my underwear. 
How do you know that I didn’t?’ She goes, 
‘Because you don’t change your underwear.’ 
I said, ‘That is true. Good answer. Good 
answer.’ ” Titti is tittering away. And Man-
son is ordering more double vodkas.

Soon it’s time to go. And still nothing 
really chaotic has happened, no meat or 
urine. It’s all kind of a letdown and a bum-
mer. If the point of being Manson is to fuck 
shit up, then the night has been pointless. 
Or maybe not. Maybe there’s a new point to 
being Manson. And maybe it has yet to be 
discovered, by him or anyone else.

F
ifteen hours later, it’s get-

ting on toward dusk up in the Man-
son bedroom inside the Manson 
house, where Manson, having al-
ready presumably engaged in the 
usual five or more acts of “sexu-

al congress” with his girlfriend, is once 
again coming awake. The room is dark 

and it will stay that way. The tempera-
ture is a steady 65 degrees, as it always is. 
He rises now and brushes his teeth (if you 
must know, he uses Aquafresh) while sit-
ting on the toilet and taking a leak (“My 
aim is really terrible”). After everything 
he has done in the past day, you’d think his 
next move would be to take a shower, but 
no, that’s not what he does. “I’m not big 
on showering,” he says. “If anything, I do 
more of a ‘hooker shower,’ undercarriage 
and armpits, but I haven’t done that yet 
today, so if you’re planning on going down 
on me, you might want to wait until later.” 
Next, he pulls on his clothes, all black, 

many of them taken from yester-
day’s pile. And fi nally, right be-
fore company arrives, he lines his 
eyes with Smolder Kohl, by MAC, 
his favorite eyeliner “because it 
smudges, so I get that ‘just woke 
up, just got fucked, am a bit of a 
scoundrel’ look that I like.”

He makes his way downstairs, 
where it’s also dark, and always 
will be dark, forcing his assistant 
Ryan to get around using a fl ash-
light. The guns are gone from the 
coff ee table, but the mass mur-
derer’s clown still leers from the 
wall. Manson sits on a couch and 
folds his hands. In the twilight, 
he’s fascinating to look at, the way 
his forehead slants back so severe-
ly, his lack of chin, the whiteness 
of his fl esh, and the total absence 
of any sign of aging on his face, no 
wrinkles, no sags, no indication 
anywhere of all his hard living.

“Well, I think I’m still kind of a 
teenager,” he says. “I mean, I had 
a girlfriend who was in porno-
graphic fi lms before I dated her, 
and she broke up with me and 
said that I wanted sex too often. 
She said, ‘You’re like a 14-year-
old. I can’t take it.’ ”

He says he doesn’t know why 
he’s like this but that it proba-
bly has something to do with his 
childhood, growing up as Brian 
Warner in Canton, Ohio, where 
his father was a rarely home fur-
niture salesman and his mom 
a nurse who tended to hover. 
It may have looked pretty nor-

mal but it was anything but. One experi-
ence in particular just about says it all: At 
the age of 13, Brian used to sneak down 
to his grandfather’s basement and watch 
the old man hunch himself over a toy train 
set, masturbating to bestiality porn, with 
grotesque guttural noises emanating from 
the hole left in his throat by a tracheoto-
my. The boy wasn’t so much appalled as 
fascinated, even mesmerized, thus paving 
the way, after the family moved to Flori-
da, for him to go glam-metal-industri-
al-goth, take the name Marilyn Manson 
(as a way to marry the extremes of Mar-
ilyn Monroe and Charlie Manson), form 
a band of the same name and eventually 
sell more than 50 million records, in the 
process becoming the nation’s most well-
known face of evil. 

But if that’s all in the P.T. Barnum past, 
his present seems like it’s still in the pro-
cess of arriving, which perhaps explains 
why the other night at the Chateau, no shit 
got all fucked up. Then again, once a vam-
pire, always a vampire, and there are only 
so many ways for a man like him to evolve.
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BEAUTIFUL PEOPLE

(1) With close friend Johnny Depp. “He’s 
one of the only people I can talk to,” says 
Manson. (2) With his mother, Barbara 
Warner, who died last May. (3) With 
girlfriend Lindsay Usich, L.A., 2014. 
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He starts talking about his friendship 
with Depp again. “We like to consider our-
selves 12th-graders, the guys with more 
experience than the ninth-graders, the 
ones that the girls want to fuck. I mean, 
time and age are really irrelevant to me. 
Johnny is the same way. Sometimes, I 
think I’m trapped in the age that I started 
this. I’m trapped at 23.” Or 14, of course, 
depending on the company. All of which 
would help to explain so much, includ-
ing his occasional urge to shoplift, his 
most recent haul being a pair of sunglass-
es from the John Varvatos store, which he 
later told them about, “so technically it’s 
not shoplifting,” and a pack of spearmint 
gum from a CVS, which he says he “threw 
away and didn’t even eat.” 

He seems to be trying to get at some-
thing with these little revelations, and he 
doesn’t stop.

“I’m all forms of crazy,” he goes on, 
“which I think is one of my most charm-
ing qualities. It’s not diagnosable, because 
it involves co-morbidity, which is when you 
have multiple disorders, so they can’t fi gure 
out what it is.” He pauses for a while, then 
starts up again, maybe from some other 
place in his head, maybe even from some 
other irrelevant time. “I don’t really like 
being intimate with people. I think maybe 
twice in my life have I taken a shower with 
a girl, and that was in the dark. I’m just re-
ally shy. I also have a great fear of bathtubs, 
maybe because my mother used to bathe 
me as a child and I have fractured memo-
ries of just not enjoying it.”

His mother’s name was Barbara and she 
died this past May, at age 68, after a long 
battle with dementia, during which she 
often wasn’t able to recognize her son. “As 

be true. But it’s also a very distressing way 
to look at it, not only because of the bleak 
future it predicts but also because, some-
how, it’s just plain wrong to think about 
him that way, reducing him to a set of 
co-morbid psychological disorders. And 
it’s just as wrong for Manson to think it, 
as he seems to be doing, as it is for his 
many critics to voice it, which they often 
have. “Manson is Manson, OK?” says Tyler 
Bates, and that’s more like it. He’s too glo-
rious for anything else, too singular, too 
out there, too much still a bright, shining 
example of what it means to be individual.

But enough of this. It’s time to go and let 
Manson be. Usich would come down from 
the bedroom to say goodbye, but she’s not 
dressed for it. “I’m in my pajamas,” she hol-
lers from behind the closed door.

“Are they crotchless?” asks the 14-year-
old who lives inside the 45-year-old. Then 
he says, “Anything can be crotchless if you 
carry a knife. And anyway, we just want to 
confi rm the fi ve times.”

Usich pauses. “Uh, yeah,” she says. “It’s 
been much more than fi ve, but yes.”

Manson isn’t done with her. “So,” he says, 
“I imagine you’re probably just nursing 
your lady parts with a bag of ice right now?”

Another pause. “Uh, yeah,” she says. “I 
can’t even walk straight.”

One can only imagine what their life to-
gether is like. But, in the end, no matter 
what else he does, or where he goes, or who 
he sees, or how many times he has sex, or 
what he shoplifts, or what the terrible ad-
vice is that he gives to the cougar-bitten, 
one can only hope that he has fun doing it. 
So, have fun tonight, Manson.

“Don’t tell me what to do,” he says, 
standing at the door. “But I will.”

a kid, I was in the hospital a lot,” he con-
tinues. “I was anemic and had pneumonia 
about six times.” He was told he suff ered 
from strange allergies, to things like eggs 
and fabric softener. He also had oddly long 
earlobes. He didn’t really mind them, but 
his mother did, and one of the fi rst things 
he did after becoming a rock star with 
money was to get them snipped by a plas-
tic surgeon: “People never believe me that 
I did that, but, see, I wanted to keep them. 
But that was my mother being the way that 
she was. It was her suggestion.”

And then, almost as an afterthought, 
he explains the way that she was. She suf-
fered from Munchausen by Proxy syn-
drome, he says, a form of child abuse in 
which a mother induces real or apparent-
ly real symptoms of illness and disease in a 
child. He’s talked about this in public only 
once before, about 15 years ago, and it’s not 
even mentioned in his 1998 autobiography, 
The Long Hard Road Out of Hell, and even 
today, he keeps things brief. Suffi  ce it to 
say, however, that in no way is he allergic 
to eggs and fabric softener, with the logical 
corollary being that whatever illnesses he 
had as a child were probably caused by his 
mother and that getting ear-lobe surgery 
came as a direct mother’s order that could 
not be disobeyed, much like the orders 
that are in place at his own home, that the 
lights stay dim, the temperature remains at 
65 degrees and the sheets always be black.

“I didn’t fi nd out about the Munchausen 
until later in life, and I’m not sure how far 
back she had it,” he says. “What I can say 
is that mental illness runs in the family.”

Which, of course, is one way of explain-
ing Manson, that he’s mentally ill, hence 
all his outlandish behavior. And it might 
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MANSON’S SHOCKSGREATEST
Onstage cutting, Satanism, fake breasts: A selective guide to the rocker’s most Antichrist Superstar moments

showtime! early 1990s
SHOCK TACTIC  At one show, 
Manson had an actress iron 
a Nazi fl ag onstage. “As 
the show progressed, she 
sat spread-eagled and 
pretended to perform 
an abortion on her-
self,” he remembers 
fondly.
CONSEQUENCES  A rec-
ord deal with Trent 
Reznor.

cold cuts 1994
SHOCK TACTIC  Manson 
invited a deaf groupie 
to the studio, asked her 

to strip naked, decorated her with 
hot dogs, salami and pig’s feet, 

and took photos of her. As 
she showered off , Manson 
and bassist Twiggy Ramirez 
urinated on her. 
CONSEQUENCES  “I think she 

found it to be art and was 
having a good time,” 
Manson wrote in his 

autobiography.

there will be 
blood 1995
SHOCK TACTIC  On his 

1995 tour, opening for 
Danzig, Manson routinely 
cut his chest onstage; at 
one Bay Area show, the 

singer stuck himself with a broken 
beer bottle, dragging it across his 
body “until it reached the other 
side.” 
CONSEQUENCES  “One of the deepest 
and biggest scars on the lattice-
work that is my torso.” 

rack job 1998
SHOCK TACTIC  Manson’s 
female, alienlike nude 
body on the cover of 
Mechanical Animals 
(left) raised eyebrows 
at Kmart, Walmart 
and Target. 
CONSEQUENCES  All three retailers 
refused to carry the LP. “This is a 
family store,” said one Target rep. 

thong song 2001
SHOCK TACTIC  Wearing a leather 
thong and pantyhose at Ozzfest, 
he wrapped his legs around a secu-
rity guard’s head and gyrated.

CONSEQUENCES  Manson 
(left) pleaded no contest 
to a battery charge and 
settled a civil suit.

just sick 2009
SHOCK TACTIC  During the 

peak of swine-fl u hysteria, 
he claimed to have con-
tracted the virus. 

CONSEQUENCES  “Unfortunately, I am 
going to survive,” he wrote in a 
statement.  KORY GROW R
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trol Policy’s 28 HIDTAs, or High Inten-
sity Drug Trafficking Areas – smuggling 
hot spots where the federal government 
spends an extra $240 million a year bat-
tling narcotics. Nearly 800,000 pounds 
of marijuana and several tons of cocaine 
are seized there every year, on their way to 
street corners and living rooms all over the 
country – and that’s not counting the stuff 
that does get through. As the leader of an 
elite street-level narcotics squad, Treviño 
was in the middle of the action.

At 28, Treviño was young to be head-
ing up his own narcotics unit. Five feet 10 
and built like a second baseman, he had a 
boyish goatee, a baby face and a habit of 
rubbing his head when he got confused. 
But he had good street connections and 
a solid pedigree, plus a knack for sniffing 
out drugs. His supervisor joked that they 
didn’t even need a K-9 – they had Treviño. 

He was driving to work when the call 
came in. An inmate in the county jail had 
tipped two of his guys to 
a suspected cocaine stash 
two towns over, in a lit-
tle peach-colored house 
with cactuses in the yard 
and a vacant lot next door. 
Treviño turned the truck 
around and went to meet 
his deputies, plainclothes 
cops in T-shirts and wrap-
around shades, all SWAT-
trained and hand-picked 
by Treviño himself. They 
were part of a special 
task force that drew from 
the county sheriff’s office 
and Mission PD, mean-
ing they had jurisdiction 
to operate in the city and 
county alike. Their official 
name was an interagency 
jumble (Hidalgo County 
Sheriff’s Office – Mission Police Depart-
ment Local Level Drug Unit) – but every-
one called them the Panama Unit. 

When they got to the house, no one was 
home, so Treviño parked nearby and wait-
ed. In his sneakers and khakis, with his 
silver badge tucked into his shirt, the only 
indication that he was a cop was his olive-
green tactical bulletproof vest, which said 
police on the front in big block letters. 
Treviño loved that vest: He’d paid $120 for 
it at a military-supply store called Green 
Beret. He could have gotten a police-issue 
vest for free, but police-issue vests didn’t 
look as cool. “I’d rather spend $120 to at 
least look halfway decent,” he later said. 

Still, even without the vest, he wasn’t 
exactly undercover. He also wore a yel-
low T-shirt – the jersey from the Panama 

ers, not to mention at least one revenge-
seeking gang. 

The Panama Unit’s crimes were a black 
eye on border law enforcement – especial-
ly the majority of officers who are honest 
cops. The case also raised questions about 
who is being enlisted and what resources 
are being devoted to fighting the nation’s 
drug war. Until it was exposed, the unit 
was seen as an example of what local drug 
enforcement was doing right. Most incred-
ibly, its crimes were all happening on the 
watch of one of the most powerful lawmen 
in Texas and one of the U.S. government’s 
most trusted border advisers: the popu-
lar Hidalgo County Sheriff Lupe Treviño, 
a.k.a. Jonathan’s father.

W
hen mexican drug lords 

f irst descended on the Rio 
Grande Valley 25 years ago, 
they found a land of opportu-
nity: a rugged corner of Texas 

marked by sugar-cane fields and chapar-
ral, separated from Mexico by just a thin 
blue line on a map. The Mexicans were bit 
players at the time, with the cocaine trade 
dominated by the Colombians, but before 
long, one of Mexico’s most powerful drug 
syndicates, the Gulf Cartel, had locked 
down the South Texas trade and was mov-
ing 40 tons of cocaine across the border 
each year, overseen by its boss, Juan Gar-
cía Ábrego, who maintained a home in 
Hidalgo County.

That’s about the time Lupe Treviño ar-
rived, too. Lupe had been a cop in Aus-
tin, a decorated 14-year veteran who’d 
done stints in homicide, vice, narcotics 
and internal affairs. He probably could 
have made captain if he wanted, but he’d 
grown up in the valley, and he wanted his 
sons to grow up there, too. In 1988, Lupe 
took a job as an investigator for the Hidal-
go County DA, and he and his wife, Mary, 
an elementary-school teacher, bought a 
nice house on a cul-de-sac where their 
sons could play. 

There were three boys in all: Carlos, the 
eldest; Chris, in the middle; and Jonathan, 
the baby. They used to sit at their dad’s feet 
while he got dressed for raids, awed by all 
his gear. Sometimes they got to tag along, 
watching from the back seat while Lupe 
stormed a house. Afterward, they’d gath-
er on the couch and watch videotapes of 
the busts, like family movies. Chris ended 
up going into local government, and Car-
los works in media, but all Jonathan ever 
wanted to be was a cop. “And not just a 
cop,” he says. “But narcotics.” 

After graduating high school in 2002, 
Jonathan enrolled at a community col-
lege and majored in criminal justice, but 
he flunked half of his classes and dropped 
out after two years. But then in 2004, 
his dad – who by that time was the head 

Unit’s softball team – with the number 
7 and treviño on the back, and on the 
front: team justice.

Around 2 p.m., a black Buick eased 
into the driveway, and two deputies came 
whipping up behind in a maroon SUV 
and leapt out, weapons drawn. “Hands up, 
motherfuckers!” one shouted. Treviño fol-
lowed in his Tahoe, the hidden red-and-
blue grille lights flashing. 

The owner of the house was José Perez, 
a 62-year-old retired auto mechanic. 
“Where’s the coke?” Treviño demanded. 
Perez said he had no idea what he was 
talking about. As one deputy stood watch 
over Perez and his wife, Treviño retrieved 
three semiautomatics and took the other 
deputies inside to toss the house. 

Accounts differ about what they found, 
but in Treviño’s telling, one officer no-
ticed something funny about the bedroom 
f loor and uncovered a secret compart-
ment containing a scale and seven bag-

gies of cocaine. (Perez de-
nies this, though federal 
investigators corroborat-
ed it.) Treviño sat Perez 
on the bed. “You’re going 
to jail,” he said, “unless 
you tell me where some 
drugs are.”

This is standard prac-
tice in narcotics work – 
flipping a small-timer to 
get a bigger fish. Perez 
called a guy he knew and 
said he needed two “work-
ers” – slang for kilograms 
of cocaine. They set up a 
4 p.m. meeting outside 
Matt’s Cash & Carry, a 
hardware store near the 
freeway, and Treviño let 
Perez go.

When the alleged deal-
er showed up, the Panama Unit arrest-
ed him – not for the two kilos, but for the 
small baggies they’d allegedly found at 
Perez’s house. The kilos they kept and later 
sold to a connection for around $15,000 
each. They also pocketed $25,000 of the 
suspect’s cash, according to the FBI. All 
in all, $55,000 – not bad for an after-
noon’s work. 

For the past year, Treviño and the Pan-
ama Unit had been operating one of the 
most efficient drug-robbery rings in Texas, 
taking money from some dealers and traf-
fickers while using their police weapons 
and police cars to rob others. “These guys 
were outlaws,” one former Hidalgo Coun-
ty deputy says. Adds another, “They were 
running around like that movie Training 
Day.” They started off stealing ounces of 
weed and eventually stole so much they at-
tracted the attention of the FBI, the DEA, 
Homeland Security and the Texas Rang-
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of the county HIDTA task force, one of 
the region’s top drug cops – was backed 
by some local power brokers in a run for 
sheriff . After a hard-fought primary in 
which he vastly outspent his opponent, 
Lupe was elected Hidalgo County sheriff . 
Suddenly, Jonathan’s career path looked a 
whole lot clearer. 

A few months after his dad took of-
fice, Jonathan started at the sheriff ’s 
academy. One classmate remembers him 
partying his way through, showing up 
Monday mornings looking rumpled and 
hungover. “He was an arrogant son of 
a bitch,” says one instructor. “I couldn’t 
stand him.” After graduation, he applied 
for a job at Mission PD, placing near 
the bottom quartile on his civil-service 
exam. But his references were excellent 
– a county commissioner, a sheriff ’s cap-
tain – and in August 2006, Jonathan be-
came a patrolman. 

He rose through the ranks quickly, 
making investigator in 2007 and major 
crimes in 2008. Despite his relative in-
experience, when supervisors correct-
ed him, he bristled. “I learned from the 
best,” he used to say. “My dad taught me 
everything.” 

The Panama Unit was the sheriff ’s idea. 
It was a way to get his son working more 
or less under him without violating state 
nepotism laws. The sheriff  wanted Jona-

than to follow in his footsteps, to be one 
of the top cops in the state, and leading 
a narcotics unit was an important step. 
“Lupe was grooming him,” says one fed-
eral agent. “The unit was created to help 
Jonathan climb the ladder.”

Jonathan wanted to name it the Spi-
der or Scorpion Unit (“I think because 
he wanted to sting people,” a supervisor 
says), but his chief demurred. They set-
tled on Panama, after a strain of weed 
called Panama Red. Jonathan fi lled his 
team with his friends – like Claudio 
Mata, a pal from the sheriff ’s academy, 
and Eric Alcantar, a Little League team-
mate he’d known since they were eight. 
Offi  cially they had a supervisor for day-to-
day issues, but an internal memo made it 
clear: “The [unit] will directly answer to 
the sheriff .”

Around 2010, the Panama Unit set up 
shop at an old community center across 
the street from a Whataburger, where 
they could work sensitive drug cases in 
secret. “When they fi rst started, they re-
ally meant well,” recalls one supervisor. 
“High-spirited, a lot of energy – we said, 
‘Wow, they’re gonna be really good.’ ” 
With the Gulf Cartel at its peak, drugs 
were pouring into Hidalgo County, and 
the Panama Unit, says Jonathan, was log-
ging around 40 busts a month. “We were 
kicking ass,” he says. “We were tearing the 
city apart. We were doing stuff  legit and 
doing damn good work.”

They busted several smugglers in high-
speed pursuits, sometimes turning up 
bundles still wet from the river. An ep-
isode of the National Geographic show 
Border Wars cast members of the unit as 
heroes, executing a raid on a stash house 

and fi nding two tons of pot. They also 
took advantage of generous asset-
forfeiture laws to seize some sweet 
rides for the department: Hummers, 
Mercedes-Benzes and, for Jonathan, 
a gray GMC Z71 pickup with monster 
tires. “We were seizing three or four 
vehicles a month,” he says. “All the in-
vestigators were happy because they 
had these nice new cars.”

The crew hung out together in their 
off hours, having poker night or a 
barbecue at the sheriff ’s house. (Lupe 
made great cabrito.) Jonathan also 
loved hunting – he and his dad never 
missed a deer season – and some-
times he’d take the guys to the fami-
ly’s hunting lease. On the weekends, 
they’d hit the bars – maybe Hillbil-
ly’s, with its mechanical bull and live 
country music, Jonathan’s favor-
ite. Sometimes they’d smoke a little 
pot, but nothing more, at least not 
for Jonathan. (The Panama Unit 
evolved over time, and not every 
officer was dirty. Of the six core 

members of the crew, two declined to be 
interviewed and three others did not re-
spond to requests.)

In hindsight, there were some warn-
ing signs. On evaluations, Jonathan got 
high marks for motivation but lower ones 
for record-keeping and following proce-
dure. Then there was the time his ser-
geant found out he was rooming with a 
guy who’d been arrested on a drug charge. 
The sergeant told a superior, and word got 
back to the sheriff . A few hours later, Jon-
athan was on the phone. “Thanks a lot, 
Sarge,” he said. “Now I gotta move back 
home with my dad.” 

So Jonathan settled back in with his 
parents. He didn’t pay rent, didn’t pay for 
his meals, and his mom did all his laun-
dry. In the evenings, she’d make dinner 
– like his favorite, calabaza con pollo – 
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FAMILY TIES 
Sheriff Lupe Treviño was one of the 
most powerful lawmen in Texas; his 
son Jonathan, despite his inexperience, 
came up fast in the ranks. Above: 
Sheriff Treviño and Jonathan in 2008. 
Right: Jonathan (left) with fellow 
Panama Unit member Claudio Mata.
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split it up later at Alcantar’s house, be-
cause Treviño was living with his parents.

It wasn’t long before the Panama Unit 
graduated to stealing drugs. It was easy: 
They’d do a legal search, find some coke 
or dope, and just . . . not turn it in. They 
were careful to mark the drugs with ev-
idence tags, in case they ran into other 
cops before they’d unloaded them. There 
were various local dealers they sold to – 
$15,000 a kilo for coke, $150 a pound for 
weed, and meth for $1,000 an ounce. 

But as the Panama Unit stole more 
and more drugs, they needed a bigger 
connection to sell to. That’s where Fabi-
an Rodriguez came in. A clumsy, over-
weight deputy who worked at his uncle’s 
tire shop before joining the sheriff’s office, 
Rodriguez was assigned to Hidalgo Coun-

ty Crime Stoppers, the 
anonymous hotline 668-
TIPS, which gave him ac-
cess to a lot of potential-
ly valuable information. 
But what he really want-
ed was to join the unit 
for real, so he tried to im-
press Treviño by hooking 
him up with a buyer he 
knew, a drug trafficker 
named Fernando Guerra. 

Guerra and his son 
Fernando Jr. ran a truck-
ing company that was 
contracted to move loads 
originating from the Gulf 
Cartel. Mexican smug-
glers would get the drugs 
across the river, and the 
Guerras would drive 
them north from there. 

“Every time you cross a barrier, the drugs 
increase in value,” says Ildefonso Ortiz, a 
local reporter who covers drugs and the 
border. In this way, a middleman could 
take a $200 pound of marijuana and turn 
it into an $800 pound. 

The Guerras also had a side hustle, 
which was ripping off fellow traffickers. 
“In Mexico, you wouldn’t dream of ripping 
a load,” Ortiz says, “but here, it’s more of a 
free-for-all.” The Panama Unit were their 
perfect match: They became the Guer-
ras’ drug-thieves-for-hire. For their first 
job, in May 2012, the unit stole a half-
ton of pot from an 18-wheeler and were 
paid $14,000 each. Pretty soon, they were 
doing jobs nearly every month. 

Treviño got an apartment in one of the 
nicest complexes in town, with three flat-
screen TVs and a balcony overlooking the 
pool. He had a closet full of Polo and Hugo 
Boss, and he took frequent trips: to near-
by South Padre Island, the horse track in 
San Antonio, Tim McGraw concerts in 
Houston and Cowboys games in Dallas. 
When the unit ate dinner together, Trev-

lion-a-year Homeland Security grant pro-
gram that enables local law enforcement 
to purchase SWAT gear like night-vi-
sion goggles and $350,000 B.E.A.R.’s, or 
Ballistic Engineered Armored Response 
trucks. (“It’s a real neat vehicle,” the sher-
iff said.) There were also grants from pro-
grams like Operation Linebacker and Op-
eration Border Star, multimillion- dollar 
state initiatives designed to beef up bor-
der police forces. 

With his salt-and-pepper mustache 
and crisp khaki uniform, Lupe cut a dash-
ing figure around Hidalgo County. He fa-
vored custom-made boots and expensive 
rifles, and he kept eight whitetail buck 
heads mounted in his office. He came 
from humble roots – the eldest son of a 
welder who died falling from a roof when 
Lupe was a teenager, leav-
ing Lupe and his mom 
to raise his six brothers 
and sisters in their one- 
bedroom house. And Hi-
dalgo County loved him: 
In his first re-election, he 
ran unopposed. 

“ There’s something 
about a Texas sheriff,” says 
a federal agent involved in 
the Panama Unit investi-
gation. “I don’t know if it’s 
the hat or what – but they 
really embody that whole 
I-am-almost-God-type 
thing.” Lupe certainly did, 
patrolling the county with 
a gold star on his chest 
and an AK-47 on his front 
seat, radiating swagger. 
Deputies nicknamed his 
internal- affairs bureau “the Gestapo,” and 
in his most recent re-election, he won 80 
percent of the vote. At his victory party at 
a local Mexican restaurant, he boasted of 
his achievements and spoke of the chal-
lenges ahead. “If anything is gonna kill us, 
it’s internal corruption,” he warned. “Be-
cause some of our folks can be bought.”

F
or the pa na m a u n it, it a ll 

started with some stolen cash and a 
bulletproof vest. 

It was shortly before Christmas 
2010. Around 2:45 in the morn-

ing, Treviño, Alcantar and Mata pulled 
over a drunk driver in a pickup and no-
ticed some white residue in his mustache. 
Searching the car, they found a few ounc-
es of cocaine and a plastic bag containing 
$50,000. “We asked him whose money 
it was, and he said he didn’t know,” re-
calls Treviño. “We just figured, ‘We can 
get away with it, we’re among friends, 
get a little extra money for Christmas – 
fuck it.’ ” Mata took three bundles, total-
ing $9,000, and hid them in his vest. They 

and Jonathan and his dad would sit and 
talk shop. 

Naturally, the sheriff worried about his 
son. “I did that type of work for a lot of 
years,” he later testified. “There is a lot of 
danger assigned to it. . . . I used to call him 
and ask, ‘How are you all doing? Are you 
OK? Are there any problems?’ And he’d 
say, ‘We’re working on this big thing,’ or 
he’d call and say, ‘Hey, we just busted this 
big thing.’ ” 

The sheriff warned Jonathan to slow 
down, take it easy. “The drugs are never 
going to end,” he would say. “The drugs 
will always be there.” But he was also 
proud of his son, and he bragged about 
him to anyone who’d listen. “My son is the 
hardest-working narcotics investigator 
in Hidalgo County,” he’d say. Even years 
later, sitting in a federal prison, Jonathan 
recalls with pride something the sheriff 
once told him: “I was good at narcotics. 
But you’re better.”

C
orruption runs deep in the 

Rio Grande Valley – one natural 
result of Mexico’s $10 billion-a-
year cartel industry and America’s 
$30 billion-a-year drug war. Twen-

ty years ago, a Hidalgo County sheriff 
was convicted of racketeering and money 
laundering, and since then other border-
county sheriffs have been brought down 
every three or four years. “Narcotics in-
vestigation is a very slimy world,” Sheriff 
Treviño told local newspaper The Moni-
tor in 2008. 

But Lupe was different. A former Texas 
Narcotics Officers Association supervi-
sor of the year, he fired or forced out nine 
deputies in his first two years and won 
an award from the FBI for battling pub-
lic corruption. Even Washington, D.C., 
took notice, as Lupe made frequent  
appearances before the Homeland Secu-
rity Advisory Council, briefing luminar-
ies like Attorney General Eric Holder. 
In 2009, then-Homeland Security Sec-
retary Janet Napolitano announced a 
new Southwest Border Task Force, a “di-
verse group of national- security experts” 
charged with formulating policy. The 
chair was a former director of the FBI and 
the CIA, and one of the vice chairs was a 
former White House chief of staff and am-
bassador to Mexico. The other vice chair 
was Lupe Treviño.

“You’d really have to live down here to 
know how powerful my father was,” says 
his son Chris, an operations administra-
tor for Hidalgo County. “There’s no pro-
fessional sports teams, no movie stars. 
Down here, it’s all politics.” The sheriff 
was a master politician, using his influ-
ence to win increased budgets and bigger 
grants. He secured more than $10 million 
from Operation Stonegarden – a $55 mil-
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orated their offi  ce with post-
ers – marijuana plants, Bob 
Marley, Tupac – and wore 
polos with their logo printed 
on the chest: a silhouette, in 
the dark, kicking down a door. 
“Everyone in the streets knew 
me,” Treviño says. “We were 
like a damn gang.” He says 
dealers called his white Tahoe 
“the Ghostbuster” and him 
Estrellita – “The Little Star.” 

Eventually, it got to where 
stealing wasn’t even exciting – 
just routine. “The adrenaline 
rush came on the legit busts, 
when we were kicking down 
doors,” Treviño says. “But 
with the illegal stuff , we had 
gotten away with it, and we 
were going to continue getting 
away with it. I just felt like we 
were untouchable.” 

in the summer of 2012, 

Special Agent J.P. Reneau 
was working on a different 
case. Reneau was an agent in 
the Hidalgo County offi  ce of 

Homeland Security Investigations, the 
investigative arm of Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement. HSI’s purview in-
cludes human traffi  cking, money launder-
ing, gun running and cybercrime, but at 
the border it mostly works drugs. A soft-
spoken Texan with a cowboy squint, Re-
neau looked like a young James Caan, 
with dusty-blond hair he wore slicked 
back. He drove a Chevy Silverado and had 
a reputation as a bit of a maverick. Some 
colleagues complained about his “high 
operational tempo”; one agent later said, 
“We wanted him to grow up a little.”

Reneau had been an HSI agent for four 
years, during which time the federal gov-
ernment had spent about $60 billion on 
drug enforcement. In early July, he was 
chasing a tip from a source about a mar-
ijuana shipment northeast of town when, 
for various reasons, the operation went 
south and one of his agents ended up get-
ting shot in the back. The agent survived, 
but in the shitstorm that ensued, Reneau 
learned that his source, a bail-bondsman-
turned-drug- traffi  cker, was conspiring to 
steal rivals’ loads. He was affi  liated with 
the Guerras and, through them, had loose 
ties to a rogue group of cops called the 
Panama Unit. 

HSI knew it had to tread carefully. “In 
a community like that, law enforcement 
is small and tightknit,” says Janice Ayala, 
the special agent in charge of HSI’s San 
Antonio field office. “You start asking 
questions, and somebody’s going to hear 
very quickly.” To complicate matters fur-
ther, one Panama cop, Alexis Espinoza, 

the side. He didn’t know Treviño was a 
cop. Treviño owed him money, so they ar-
ranged to meet at a Petco parking lot to 
settle up, but when the teacher arrived, 
members of the Panama Unit jumped 
out. Treviño claimed his gambling was all 
part of an undercover op. “He was crying 
so hard,” he says. “I felt bad.” The teacher 
paid Treviño $15,000 to let him off , and 
they never heard from him again.

By 2012, word was getting around that 
the Panama Unit might be dirty. Dealers 
were starting to talk: Crooked cops were 
one thing, but they shouldn’t go around 
stealing your shit. Other cops saw red 
fl ags too – like how the unit occasional-
ly called in an operation after the bust, 
instead of before. One local chief told his 
offi  cers not to work with the unit. Some-
times when a robbery call came in to the 
sheriff ’s offi  ce, deputies would joke: “Have 
you checked Panama?”

But the Panama Unit almost seemed to 
enjoy their reputation as bad cops. They 
had a certain outlaw cool, like Omar from 
The Wire, ripping and running. They dec-

iño would treat, and even when the bill 
topped $2,000, he paid cash. “I always car-
ried about $10,000 in hundreds,” he says. 

Around their families, though, they 
downplayed their newfound wealth. “We’d 
play poker, and they would all pull out the 
minimum amount,” says Treviño’s brother 
Chris. “They concealed it very well.”

As the Panama Unit started making 
more and more cash, their partying got 
wilder. They’d hit Stilettos, the high-end 
strip club in town, and drop $10,000 in 
the VIP room. (“They made it rain,” one 
former deputy says.) There were visits to 
escorts and prostitutes. Once a month, 
they drove to Louisiana to gamble at the 
casinos, and after a really big score, they’d 
fl y to Vegas and rent a suite at the Bella-
gio. Treviño also had bookies he bet with 
locally – mostly football and baseball 
games, at $5,000 a pop. “It was an ad-
diction,” says Chris. He lost more than he 
won, which only encouraged more rips.

Sometimes this led to some imprudent 
decisions. One of the bookies Treviño bet 
with was a teacher who sold Ecstasy on 
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At their peak, says Treviño (left, 
with Mata), the Panama Unit 
logged nearly 40 busts a month: 
“We were tearing the city apart.” 
By 2011, the unit was stealing cash 
and drugs to pay for lavish trips to 
Vegas and a gangster lifestyle. At 
strip clubs, they “made it rain,” 
says a former deputy. 
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ing for delivery was no good. The deal 
dragged out for months. Every so often, 
an exasperated Rodriguez would call for 
an update: “So what did the witch say? 
Can they bring the drugs in or not?” 

Thus Treviño was understandably en-
thusiastic when Betty asked if the unit 
would start escorting cocaine for her em-
ployers. 

“Escorts have been around forever,” says 
a local police chief. “Corrupt cops have 
been doing that for a long time.” The way 
they worked was a couple of unmarked 
Panama vehicles would drive behind and 
in front of Betty’s shipments, protecting 
the load from any bad guys and stepping 
in if any good guys showed up. Escort-

ing didn’t pay much, es-
pecially compared with 
the rips. But the unit had 
a bigger plan in mind: 
They would use Bet-
ty’s connections, work-
ing loads and building 
trust, until they got one 
valuable and vulnerable 
enough to rip off .

In other words: They 
were now going to start 
robbing the very traffi  ck-
ers that were hiring them.

That fall, the Panama 
Unit escorted fi ve loads 
for Betty. Meanwhile, 
they were also hearing 
rumors of their own. One 
of the guys got an anon-
ymous call saying the 
feds were looking into 
the unit, and they should 
stop whatever they were 

doing. One of their moms heard the Texas 
Rangers were investigating them as well. 
During a gambling trip to Louisiana, the 
Panama Unit agreed to do one last job 
and go straight. 

Soon, Betty got in touch about a new 
escort: 10 kilos of coke, with a whole-
sale value of around $200,000. Together, 
they all decided to rip it. The job was set 
for December 12th, 2012, but when the 
day came, Treviño had a bad feeling. “All 
morning Betty kept calling,” he says, “and 
I kept pressing ‘ignore, ignore, ignore.’ ” 

Still, he went. There were three of them 
on the highway: Treviño, Espinoza and 
another Panama deputy named Sal Ar-
guello. The plan was to steal the coke, 
give Betty $40,000 and split the rest – 
“easy deal,” Treviño says. Around 11:30 
a.m., they pulled Betty over and popped 
the trunk on her black four-door Kia to 
reveal a large box wrapped like a Christ-
mas gift in red candy-cane paper. Jona-
than opened it to fi nd 10 bricks covered 
in black tape. But when he picked one up, 
he felt something attached. He removed 

were coming with alarming frequency. A 
local street gang called the Tri-City Bomb-
ers allegedly put a hit out on Treviño that 
he was able to get called off . (He says he 
knew a high-ranking lieutenant.) Later, 
a member of the Partido Revolucionar-
io Mexicano, a Texas prison gang affi  liat-
ed with the Gulf Cartel, called the sheriff ’s 
offi  ce and threatened to kill “every fucking 
family member he has.” To most people, 
it sounded like another pissed-off  gang-
banger – but to Treviño, it seemed like his 
life might be in danger.

Treviño had stockpiled a small arsenal 
at home – pistols, M4s, AK-47s, – and he 
started packing everywhere he went. The 
Panama Unit began traveling in groups, 

never alone. “I knew they would come 
after me on the street, not at work or my 
house,” Treviño says. “But it was going to 
end in a shooting, them or me. I always 
thought that.” 

I
n october, the panama unit got 

a line on a new connection. There was 
a madam they used to frequent who 
called herself Betty, a Mexican woman 
with platinum-blond hair who bused 

in prostitutes from across the border in 
Monterrey. She’d heard the stories a lot 
of people had, about Panama and drugs. 
One night she asked the unit for help. 

At the time, Treviño was growing dis-
illusioned with the Guerras. They didn’t 
pay enough – he wanted market rates – 
and at times their jobs took too long to 
come through. One deal was frustrat-
ing Rodriguez in particular: There was 
supposedly a big cocaine shipment they 
were going to steal, but the sender was 
a big believer in the black-magic-heavy 
cult known as Santa Muerte, and he kept 
consulting a witch who told him the tim-

was actually assigned to a Homeland Se-
curity task force in a cubicle literally steps 
away. “On one side of the hallway were 
my case agents,” an HSI group supervisor 
says, “and on the other side, Alexis is sit-
tin’ right there.”

Espinoza wasn’t offi  cially in the Pan-
ama Unit, but he did a lot of jobs with 
them. “Alexis was more of a follower – 
defi nitely not Type A,” one of the agents 
said. He and Treviño had been friends 
since they were five: Espinoza’s father, 
Rudy, was a captain at the sheriff ’s de-
partment. He and Treviño had joined 
Mission PD within months of each other: 
Treviño was badge No. 363, and Espino-
za was No. 369. 

“When you’re building 
an investigation, you’re 
going to use diff erent tac-
tics and strategies,” says 
an HSI agent. “In this 
case, they were so brazen 
that there was enough to 
go operational quickly.” 
Reneau and his agents 
started surveilling the 
Panama Unit, mapping 
out their connections and 
routines. The DEA and 
Texas Rangers also got 
involved, and the FBI re-
cruited a sheriff ’s depu-
ty to wear a wire. Trevi-
ño suspects that the feds 
even got one of his cous-
ins to talk. “That actual-
ly caused a pretty big rift 
in our family,” says Chris. 
“My grandma still doesn’t 
speak to that cousin.”

Meanwhile, the Panama Unit was get-
ting paranoid – not about cops, but about 
drug dealers. Treviño wasn’t afraid of the 
cartels themselves: He was smart enough 
not to step on their toes. “Not every deal-
er in the Valley runs with a cartel,” he says. 
“So the more independent ones, you could 
go after them safely.” Also, if they did ever 
accidentally jack the wrong stash, he had 
“friends on the other side of the border” 
who could take care of him “in case shit hit 
the fan.” He adds, “It’s like a business. You 
have to go through a chain of command. 
So I had people up the chain who could 
put a stop to it.”

But local gangs were a diff erent story. 
The Panama Unit always justifi ed their 
rips by saying they weren’t robbing in-
nocent people, only drug dealers. On the 
other hand: They were robbing drug deal-
ers. Retaliation is a risk even in legit nar-
cotics work – one former deputy recalls of-
fi cers being posted outside the Treviños’ 
house following a threat against Jonathan 
back when the unit was clean – but since 
they’d started ripping loads, the threats 
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A DYNASTY FALLS 
Jonathan Treviño (left) received a 
17-year sentence in April; Lupe 
Treviño pleaded guilty to money 
laundering and got five years. 

http://RollingStone.com


whose logo was a chicken, and which he 
used as a front for his drug-smuggling op-
eration. He and his logistics coordinator 
(who moonlighted as the coach of a girls’ 
basketball team) would pack marijuana 
and cocaine in tractor-trailers full of veg-
etables and ship them all over the coun-
try: Arkansas, Tennessee, North Carolina, 
even as far north as Iowa. A well-known 
narco- corrido singer named Chuy Quint-
anilla sang of El Gallo’s exploits:

He’s a real man with the blood of a fine 
gallo 

And his people admire and respect him 
He doesn’t like violence; he’d rather use 

his head
But if necessary, he can use a machine 

gun
El Gallo was rumored to have ties to 

the Zetas, the terroristic Mexican cartel 
currently locked in a bloody war against 
their rivals in the Gulf Cartel. Two of his 
brothers were in prison in the U.S., and his 
mother supposedly died in prison in Mex-
ico. He’d been on Reneau’s radar for more 
than two years, and once escaped a bust in 
a chase at 115 mph. But he wasn’t the type 
to keep a low profile: On the gates outside 
his mansion in the sugar- cane fields east 
of town were two ceramic roosters, right 
next to the signs that read re-elect sher-

iff treviño. 
The sheriff swore he’d never met El 

Gallo. Yes, he’d been to his property twice 
– once to investigate the signs, which he 
said were fake, and once to investigate a 
triple murder at a cockfight elsewhere in 
the county (El Gallo’s dad was a big cock-
fighting enthusiast). But he’d never met 
the man. “I’ll take a polygraph,” he told the 
feds, according to his son Chris. “I don’t 
even know what the fuck he looks like.” But 
when an investigation turned up $10,000 
in illegal campaign contributions from El 
Gallo, the sheriff was sunk. In March, he 
resigned, and in July, he was sentenced to 
five years for money laundering.

Lupe ultimately admitted to accept-
ing between $20,000 and $25,000 from 
El Gallo. A sheriff’s commander, who was 
himself convicted of bribery, claims it was 
more like $1 million. The cash was deliv-
ered in paper bags, fives, tens and twen-
ties. At his own sentencing in November, 
El Gallo – who, to be fair, stood to earn 
a reduced sentence by implicating the 
sheriff – said he gave Lupe $53,000 for a 
new fishing boat and $40,000 for a trip 
to Vegas. The sheriff supposedly referred 
to El Gallo as “Eastside” and cautioned 
against calling him on a work phone. (El 
Gallo preferred Boost Mobile burners.) El 
Gallo said the person who first introduced 
him to the sheriff was Chuy Quintanilla, 
the narco-corrido singer – who, the pre-
vious year, had been found murdered in a 
grapefruit orchard. 

ride home that night, Lupe told his son he 
loved and supported him no matter what. 
They walked in the house to find Jona-
than’s mom waiting, and both father and 
son burst into tears. “I had never seen my 
dad cry,” says Chris. “He was balled up on 
the couch crying like a baby, and Jonathan 
was crying right there on the other couch.”

T
he news of the panama unit 

rocked Hidalgo County. In all, nine 
officers associated with the crew 
were indicted, and the DA an-
nounced he was throwing out as 

many as 75 cases: “Their credibility went 
from absolute to zero,” he said. At a “Cof-
fee With the Sheriff” event at the Country 

Omelette restaurant a few 
months later, Lupe called 
the day the Panama Unit 
was busted “my 9/11”: “On 
that day, it was said that 
America would never be 
the same,” he said, accord-
ing to The Monitor. “After 
12/12, the Hidalgo County 
Sheriff’s Office will never 
be the same.” 

It wasn’t long before 
suspicion fell on the sher-
iff. After all, Jonathan had 
lived at home for years. 
Could Lupe – the veter-
an narcotics investigator 
– really not have known 
what was going on? Ei-
ther he was a terrible cop 
or he was covering for his 
son. At the trial of a dep-

uty accused along with the Panama Unit, 
one lawyer asked, for instance, why Jon-
athan’s free-spending ways never raised 
alarms. “He was making quite a bit of over-
time money,” the sheriff said, pointing out 
that for much of the time, Jonathan lived at 
home rent-free. “I had no reason to ques-
tion what he was doing.” 

Publicly, the sheriff was adamant. “I’ll 
say this until I am blue in the face,” he told 
The Monitor. “I had no knowledge about 
the criminal activities of those individ-
uals, nor was I complicit in those activi-
ties.” He compared himself to a cheated- 
on husband: “They may live under the 
same house, share the same bed, share 
the same finances – but the spouse is al-
ways the last to find out.” About the feds, 
he added, “I want them to investigate me. 
I want them to take a good look.”

As it turned out, the sheriff would get 
his wish. Further investigations revealed 
that Lupe was receiving money from a 
local drug lord named Tomas Gonzalez – 
a.k.a. El Gallo, “the Rooster.”

El Gallo was like a real- life version of 
Gus Fring from Breaking Bad. He owned 
a cold-storage company, T&F Produce, 

the tape, and that’s when he saw it: a small 
battery-size device with wires and a bar 
code on the side. A GPS tracker. 

At the time, the sheriff was a few miles 
away, holding a press conference at the 
scene of a shooting. He’d just gotten back 
in his truck when a call came on the radio 
from the Panama Unit asking for assis-
tance. Recognizing his son’s voice, the 
sheriff asked what was going on. Seconds 
later, his cellphone rang. “We have a situa-
tion,” Jonathan said.

When the sheriff arrived, he knew right 
away that it was bad. “I’ve been doing this 
for over 40 years,” he later testified. “It was 
pretty obvious to me what the deal was. 
It wasn’t to them, because they’re very 
young, very stupid, inex-
perienced. But it was ob-
vious to me.” 

What was obvious to 
him was that the Panama 
Unit had stumbled into a 
trap. Betty was an infor-
mant all along – “loaded 
up in a government vehi-
cle with government co-
caine,” as Espinoza’s law-
yer later put it. She’d been 
recruited by HSI to set up 
Jonathan and his crew. 
The Panama Unit had just 
been stung. 

Jonathan tried to cover 
himself and said they pre-
tended to go along with 
Betty’s bribes as part of 
an investigation. “Are you 
lying to me?” the sheriff 
demanded. Jonathan swore he wasn’t. The 
sheriff then asked Betty which federal 
agency she was working for. Betty became 
hysterical, claiming that the drugs be-
longed to the Sinaloa Cartel and that they 
needed to get out of there before they got 
killed. “She put on a heck of a good act,” the 
sheriff later testified. “I mean, she was re-
ally crying and carrying on.” 

Lupe told a unit to take Betty back to 
the sheriff’s office. Then he called his con-
tacts at the FBI and the DEA. There were 
two possibilities, he told them. “Either 
the Sinaloa Cartel really is tracking these 
things, and we’ve got a problem . . . or these 
are your GPS units, and you need to . . . do 
what you have to do.”

Back at headquarters, Lupe met with 
the feds, as they laid out their case against 
the Panama Unit. Then he called his son 
into his office. He told him he had been the 
target of a federal investigation, and that 
he’d need to turn himself in. Choking back 
tears, the sheriff then asked for Jonathan’s 
badge and gun. “He was devastated,” Jon-
athan says. “It crushed his heart.”

They spoke only briefly before Jonathan 
had to go meet with his lawyer. But on the 

When Sheriff 
Treviño was 
busted for 
corruption, he 
blamed his son. “I 
forgive Jonathan. 
But I’m in prison 
because of him.”
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YOUR WORLD
THE LIBERATE BLUETOOTH SPEAKER FROM HOUSE OF MARLEY
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After nine years away, 
the punk innovators 
come back on a mission 
of righteous fury

Sleater-Kinney’s Fierce Return

Sleater-Kinney
No Cities to Love Sub Pop

HHHH
BY ROB SHEFFIELD
“I’ve grown afraid of everything 
that I love,” Carrie Brownstein 
yelps in “No Cities to Love,” 
from Sleater-Kinney’s excel-
lent new album of the same 
name. She’s not the fi rst punk 
rocker to get the jitters when it 
comes to adulthood. But Sleat-
er-Kinney steamroll over all 
possible doubts on No Cities.
They called it quits in 2006, 
after a 12-year run as America’s 
fi ercest punk band. Judging by 
the urgent passion and blood-
lust all over this album, they’re 
ready to reclaim the title.

Sleater-Kinney recorded 
No Cities last year on the sly, 
springing it on the world as 
a surprise. Once you get over 
your shock that this album 
exists, it comes on like one of 
their toughest ever – 10 songs 
in 33 minutes, not a dud in the 
bunch, all surging in uptempo 
stomp-down-the-door mode. 
There’s more low-end thud to 
their sound than before. The 
whole album crackles with the 
palpable excitement of three 
rock lifers in a room, eager to 
see what happens when they 
plug in and let it rip. 

You can hear that in a 
rave-up like “Surface Envy” 
– Brownstein’s guitar, Corin 
Tucker’s wail and Janet Weiss’ 
adrenaline-animal drums kick 
with the raunch of early AC/DC 
and the lilt of New Order. They 
join their voices for a rowdy 
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LISTEN NOW!
Hear key tracks from 
these albums at 
RollingStone.com/albums.

The Pinkprint is Nicki Minaj’s busting-out-
all-over magnum opus, a love letter to her 
supernova star power and hip-hop radical-
ism, her teeming brain and her body electric. 
Minaj’s previous album, 2012’s Pink Friday: 

Roman Reloaded, was dominated by psycho-glam role-
playing. Now, as the Blueprint-referencing title implies, 
she’s more Hov than Gaga. She talks about taking off  her 
mask on “Feeling Myself,” a wild ego-trip throwdown with 
Beyoncé. The realness she reveals is genuinely dazzling.

There are ridiculously dirty tracks like “Anaconda” – 
but there’s also raw-boned introspection on songs like “All 
Things Go,” a slow, searing confessional 
addressed to an ex (“Ten years ago, that’s 
when you proposed/I looked down: ‘Yes, 
I suppose.’ ”). Minaj puts on incinerating 
lyric displays (check her Biggie-tinged fl ow on “Four Door 
Aventador”), dabbles in victory-lap pop (“The Night Is Still 
Young”) and drops stormy goth-R&B ballads (“The Cry-
ing Game”). The best tracks have a bit of all these things: 
Riding diabolically hot beats from producers like Mike 
Will Made It and Hit-Boy, she breathes fi re and oozes soul 
every time she touches the mic. This is a rap royal in full 
fl ex. We’re lucky to watch the throne. JON DOLAN

Nicki Minaj’s 
Biggest, Realest 
Album Ever
Nicki Minaj The Pinkprint Young Money/Cash Money/Republic 
HHHH

The rap royal puts together a grand statement 
full of hard verses, shiny pop and personal detail

KEY TRACKS: 
“All Things Go,” 
“I Lied”

Leonard Cohen
Live in Dublin Columbia

HHH½
The 80-year-old master gives a 
three-hour tour of his heart

Leonard Cohen’s return to the 
stage in 2008 after a 15-year 
absence remains one of the 
most impressive comebacks 
in music history. By the time 
he cut this new three-disc live 
album in September 2013, he 
had about 350 more shows un-
der his belt. A great deal of 
the material here was covered 
on 2009’s Live in London,
but it’s well worth the price 
to hear backup singer Sharon 
Robinson’s exquisite take on 
“Alexandra Leaving,” Cohen’s 
hilariously self-referential “Go-
ing Home” and a fi nale where 
he covers “Save the Last Dance 
for Me.” It’s the only song in the 
three-hour set he didn’t write, 
but he makes the Drifters clas-
sic sound like an outtake from 
I’m Your Man.  ANDY GREENE

Ariel Pink
Pom Pom 4AD

HHH½
He’s kind of creepy, but he 
writes one hell of a pop melody

Ariel Pink is one sleazy uni-
corn. “I’m a sexual athlete,” 
the Los Angeles bedroom-pop 
trickster boasts on his latest 
bong-swirl odyssey. Pink’s 
music manages to be at once 
glossy and murky, absurd and 
natural – pinging with ADD 
inventiveness from demented 
glam rock to lone-wolf disco 
to cartoon punk to zonked-out 
Sixties psych pop. Through it 
all, there’s an undercurrent of 
the creepy vibe that has made 
Pink a bit of a villain in indie-
rock circles. Pom Pom’s knock-
out track is “Put Your Number 
in My Phone,” a buttery slice of 
California guitar poetry and 
playa-listic arrogance that per-
fectly sums up the Pink magic: 
The man might skeeve you out 
a little, but the tune is pretty 
irresistible.  JON DOLAN

Pretty in 
Pink: Minaj

chorus that doubles as a mani-
festo: “We win, we lose/Only 
together do we break the rules.”

Like many great bands, 
Sleater-Kinney started mak-
ing noise in the Pacifi c North-
west riot-grrrl explosion of the 
early Nineties. Yet they ended 
up pushing that decade’s open 
possibilities further than any-
one else. Over seven albums, 
Sleater-Kinney kept tinkering 
with their sound, throwing new 
elements into the mix – Tucker 
discovered the blues, which 
was weird, while Brownstein 
discovered 20-minute guitar 
solos, which was even weirder. 
Even after they broke up, they 
never had a chance to get rusty, 
because they kept cranking out 
intense music – Brownstein 
and Weiss formed Wild Flag, 
and Tucker started her own 
band. And, oh yeah, the biggest 
twist of all – Brownstein be-
came an unlikely comedy star 
in Portlandia, the Lily Tomlin 
of the artisanal-shoelace scene.

There are plenty of surprises 
all over No Cities to Love. The 
martial chant of “Bury Our 
Friends” oddly evokes Franz 
Ferdinand, and “No Anthems” 
rides the organ buzz of “High-
way Star”-era Deep Purple. 
And “Hey Darling” nicks a 
hook from Lita Ford’s feminist 
hair-metal classic “Kiss Me 
Deadly” – now that’s ecumeni-
cal. Though Sleater-Kinney 
always had a way with wist-
ful ballads (from 1997’s “Buy 
Her Candy” to 2005’s “Modern 
Girl”), there’s none of that here. 
It’s all raw power.

The break that Sleater-Kin-
ney are returning from isn’t 
as important as what they’re 
returning to: a world full of 
Sleater-Kinneys. Every town 
in America has a punk band 
or two working the turf these 
three opened up, bands that 
would be unthinkable with-
out their precedent. The most 
exciting thing about No Cities 
is that Sleater-Kinney are one 
of those bands again – they 
sound as hungry, as unsettled, 
as restless as any of the rookies 
on their jock. After a career of 
breaking the rules, they’re back 
to break a few more. 

http://RollingStone.com/albums
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Justin Townes Earle
Absent Fathers Vagrant

HHH
The prolifi c country singer turns 
in a meditative, bluesy set

After rising to prominence as 
a honky-tonk revivalist, Jus-
tin Townes Earle has spent 
the past several years fusing 
his Nashville leanings with 
blues, jazz and gospel. On his 
second LP in just four months, 
the singer delivers a quality 
batch of mellow country-blues 
tunes about difficult parents 
and bad-break romance. Earle 
is at his best on “Day and Night” 
and “Looking for a Place to 
Land,” two stripped-down 
ballads that find the singer 
weary of his rambling past and 
ready to settle down. “Yester-
day, I felt so much more than I 
feel now,” he sings in his trem-
bling baritone, making grown-
up exhaustion feel as lonesome 
as a far-off  train whistle.  
 JONATHAN BERNSTEIN

Rick Ross 
Hood Billionaire 
Def Jam/Maybach

HH½
The Miami boss does it once 
more, with not so much feeling

Rick Ross – a man of XL fan-
tasies, XL luxury and XL bass 
– is, of course, the only rap-
per brazen enough to drop two 
full-length albums in a year 
when no one’s going platinum 
unless they’re named Taylor 
Swift. Sadly, though, the Mi-
ami MC’s seventh LP explodes 
with none of the ambition or 
scope of March’s Mastermind
– playing it safe, like a knock-
off  version of Jay Z’s back-to-
basics speed bump American 
Gangster, from 2007. The beats 
recall hits Ross made nearly a 
decade ago, the lyrics trade in 
the simplistic fl ows he outgrew 
long ago, and he is rarely roused 
from his comfort zone, even 
with Timbaland playing 808 
pinball on the standout “Movin’ 
Bass.”  CHRISTOPHER R. WEINGARTEN

David Guetta
Listen Atlantic/Parlophone

HH½
French super-DJ pulls together a 
ridiculously shiny all-star party

For David Guetta’s sixth al-
bum, the Parisian pop-house 
producer lightens up on the 
hip-hop and veers toward a 
highly Grammy-friendly roster 
of guests including Sia, Nicki 
Minaj, Ryan Tedder and, on the 
Coldplay-at-the-rave title cut, 
John Legend. The songwriting 
remains basic, as always, and 
vocalist Sam Martin blandly 
belts “Lovers on the Sun” and 
the club hit “Dangerous.” But 
the album sounds consistently 
great, achieving 3D spatial-
ity that works for earbuds and 
stadiums alike. Sometimes the 
songwriting even catches up, as 
on “Lift Me Up,” which teams 
Nord-poppers Nico and Vinz 
with Ladysmith Black Mam-
bazo – and, of course, a big 
synth drop.  MICHAELANGELO MATOS

Cariad Harmon
Cariad Harmon Self-released

HHH½
A singer-songwriter with classic 
style and a sense of humor

An English-born singer-song-
writer living in Brooklyn, Cari-
ad Harmon plays warm, stately 
folk music that can evoke a late-
Sixties coff ee shop. But the life 
she sings about is no decorous 
idyll. “New York . . . you just take 
all my money and then you piss 
it up the wall,” she complains 
on “Wicked Town,” sound-
ing like Joni Mitchell by way 
of Broad City. Weaving jazz 
and country inf lections into 
her acoustic-guitar playing and 
singing with a clear earnest-
ness, she’s refreshingly unironic 
in her ambitions. “Shame” is 
a spare declaration of artistic 
disappointment, followed a few 
songs later by “I Wanna Be Fa-
mous,” an anthem for everyone 
who ever hit Williamsburg with 
dreams of something bigger 
than waiting tables.  JON DOLAN

Here’s to messiahs worth waiting for. 
D’Angelo has kept the world fi ending 15 years 
for the follow-up to his Crisco-thick R&B 
classic, Voodoo, but as the man himself purrs 
in “Sugah Daddy,” “Can’t snatch the meat out 

of the lioness’ mouth/Sometimes you gotta just ease it out.” 
Black Messiah shows how deep easy can go. D’Angelo and 
his band have built an avant-soul dream palace to get lost 
in, for 56 minutes of heaven.

All over Black Messiah, D’Angelo is a trouble man ex-
orcising his trouble. In “Back to the Future (Part I),” he 
even jokes about his long layoff : “If you’re 
wondering about the shape I’m in/I hope 
it ain’t my abdomen.” There’s a hint of 
political rage in “The Charade” (“All we 
wanted was a chance to talk/’Stead, we only got outlined 
in chalk”) and “1000 Deaths,” showing off  the harsh side of 
D’s ever-amazing guitar. 

“Another Life” is an album-closing deep-soul epic in the 
spirit of Prince’s “Adore” or Al Green’s “Beware,” build-
ing on Questlove’s drums, some Thom Bell-style sitar by 
D’Angelo himself, and the man’s warmest falsetto, stretch-
ing out minute after minute – because who would want this 
groove to stop? It will take at least 15 years to absorb all the 
pleasures in Black Messiah. ROB SHEFFIELD

D’Angelo’s Deep 
Soul Odyssey: 
Worth the Wait
D’Angelo and the Vanguard Black Messiah RCA 
HHHH½

Fifteen years after his last album, the R&B star 
returns with a warm, expansive masterpiece

KEY TRACKS: 
“The Charade,” 
“Another Life”

Messiah 
complex: 
D’Angelo

http://RollingStone.com
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Panda Bear 
Panda Bear Meets 
the Grim Reaper Domino

HHH
Psychedelic explorer takes an 
eclectically somber trip 

Noah Lennox specializes in 
majestic mush. The Animal 
Collective guy’s songs are 
gooey, glowing swirls of melody 
and noise, with his Brian Wil-
son vocals echoing like a stoned 
choirboy’s space-angel chatter. 
His fi fth Panda Bear album, 
co-produced by Sonic Boom of 
U.K. indie-psych greats Space-
men 3, isn’t as brightly hued as 
previous works like his 2007 
high point, Person Pitch. But it 
shows off  an ability to paint in 
a number of styles – from house 
and hip-hop (“Come to Your 
Senses”) to crooner ballads and 
liturgical hymns (“Acid Wash”). 
Even at its most tripped out, 
his knack for classic pop tune-
fulness gives this music a hu-
man touch.  JON DOLAN

J. Cole
2014 Forest Hills Drive 
Roc Nation/Columbia

HHH
MC speaks truth to power, when 
he’s not being kinda pervy

North Carolina rapper J. Cole 
visited Ferguson, Missouri, to 
demand justice for Michael 
Brown and protested in New 
York for Eric Garner – but 
none of that political fi re burns 
on his third album. Cole still 
can’t separate his interest in 
world issues from what’s in his 
pants: He speaks some incisive 
truths about class, race (“Fire 
Squad”) and relationships 
(“Wet Dreamz”), but those 
insights are too often undercut 
by crass humor. (“No Role Mod-
elz” includes the faux-clever 
refrain “She shallow but the 
pussy deep.”) The production 
falls short, too, with dull beats 
to match his languid fl ow. It’s 
time for the Cole who marches 
in the streets to start showing 
up on record.                   DAVID TURNER

Meghan Trainor
Title Epic

HHH
“All About That Bass” star goes 
doo-wop on her feisty debut

Meghan Trainor helped make 
booty big in 2014 with her 
body-positive smash “All About 
That Bass.” While the 21-year-
old singer rocks more sass 
and self-empowerment on her 
full-length major-label debut 
(which, confusingly, shares a 
name with the four-song EP she 
released in September), she’s 
also charmingly old-fashioned. 
Doo-wop is Trainor’s thing, 
from the girl-group bounce of 
“Dear Future Husband” to the 
finger-snapping balladry of 
“Like I’m Gonna Lose You,” 
where John Legend plays Mar-
vin to her Tammi. To her credit, 
Trainor – whose torch-y, tangy 
vocals can suggest a scrubbed-
up Amy Winehouse – co-wrote 
every tune. Baby’s got her own 
back.    CHUCK ARNOLD

Nickelback 
No Fixed Address Republic

HH
Chad Kroeger and Co. try new 
moves, with exhausting results

Love or hate them, Nickelback 
have a handle on hard-rock an-
thems. The secret to their multi-
platinum success is that they’re 
masters of generality, packag-
ing all the bland blue-collar fan-
tasies and unrequited nostalgia 
of an According to Jim rerun 
into formulaic head-nodders. 
The Canadian rockers’ latest set 
is no exception, though they’ve 
cast a wider net this time. 
Frontman Chad Kroeger gur-
gles an Occupy-esque screed on 
“Edge of a Revolution,” dabbles 
in Maroon 5-style pop funk 
on “She Keeps Me Up,” wal-
lows on “Miss You,” only to brag 
about “motorboatin’ on that 
blond girl” on the next track, 
the Flo Rida- featuring “Got Me 
Runnin’ Round.” He’s too busy 
partying to realize how tired 
he sounds.   KORY GROW

BOOKS

Respect: The Life of Aretha Franklin 
David Ritz  Little, Brown HHH½

With all 
due respect: 
Franklin 
in 1970

Another Side of 
the Queen of Soul
Aretha Franklin’s former co-author goes solo for a 
deeply researched alternate view of her life story

Although he co-wrote Aretha Franklin’s 1999 
memoir, From These Roots, noted soul and R&B 
biographer David Ritz felt parts of it were, in his 
phrase, “far-fetched” – so he decided to write a 
“companion piece” to balance it out. Not surprising-
ly, Respect delves into Franklin’s dark side: her early 
drinking problems, her “gentleman pimp” fi rst hus-

band, her testy working relationships with producers like Luther 
Vandross and Jerry Wexler, and her deeply competitive streak, 
which she once unleashed on Whitney Houston while recording a 
duet. Ritz’s writing can be choppy and indulgent, but his research 
– based on interviews with Franklin’s siblings and departed 
legends from Ahmet Ertegun to Vandross – is solid, and he vividly 
expresses what made her voice and albums so monumental in 
the Sixties. (When it comes to her chart-obsessed post-Eighties 
music, Ritz begrudgingly gives her props for wanting to stay 
relevant.) Respect paints Franklin as the ultimate diffi  cult diva, but 
it’ll also make you want to dig into now-forgotten gems like her 
1976 Sparkle collaboration with Curtis Mayfi eld.       DAVID BROWNE

“It’s all so tired at this point,” Fleetwood Mac’s 
founder and drummer writes about his band’s 
notorious, coke-fueled Seventies excesses. There’s a 
reason he feels exhausted by the topic: He already 
chronicled those days in his fi rst memoir, 1990’s 
Fleetwood. This new book, which brings his and 
the band’s story up to date, breezes over the same 

material (with fewer lurid stories) and adds behind-the-curtain 
tidbits about the Mac’s later years. Occasional amusing scenes 
pop up, like the time the band played a farewell party for Bill 
Clinton in 2001 and Fleetwood had no choice but to pee on the 
front lawn of the White House. But only Mac die-hards will want 
to read about the collapse of Fleetwood’s third marriage.  D.B.

Play On: Now, Then, and Fleetwood Mac 
Mick Fleetwood With Anthony Bozza Little, Brown HHH

More Mac, Fewer Rumors

http://RollingStone.com
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Oyelowo, 
Ejogo

Selma 
David Oyelowo, Carmen 
Ejogo, Oprah Winfrey
Directed by Ava DuVernay
HHH½

failure to indict white 

police in the killing of unarmed 
black men in Ferguson, Mis-
souri, and Staten Island has 
nothing and everything to do 
with Selma, Ava DuVernay’s 
provocative probe into Mar-
tin Luther King Jr.’s landmark 
1965 voting-rights march from 
Selma, Alabama, to the state 
capitol in Montgomery. The 
sad fact is that racial injustice 
is timelier than ever. Righteous 
fury is in the air. And that fer-
vor to stand up and be counted 
is all over Selma.

Which is all to the good. Du-
Vernay, working from a terrif-
ic, tightly focused script by Paul 
Webb, blows the dust off his-
tory to find its beating heart. 
Look at the situation facing 
King, played magnificently by 
British actor David Oyelowo: 
Black voters in the South are 

being intimidated, beaten and 
disenfranchised. Alabama Gov. 
George Wallace (Tim Roth) 
likes it the Jim Crow way. In the 
White House, Lyndon John-
son (Tom Wilkinson) hems and 
haws. King had to take action. 
He thought a nonviolent march 
in Selma, where bigotry was on 
full boil, would create a media 
firestorm and force the presi-
dent’s hand.

King was right. But at con-
siderable cost. Within the civil 
rights movement, the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Com-
mittee resented his in-
trusion. King expected 
push-back from pro-
ponents of violent ac-
tion. But in a meeting 
between Malcolm X (a 
splendid Nigel Thatch) 
and King’s wife, Coret-
ta (Carmen Ejogo), a 
more surprising strat-
egy emerges. Politi-
cal gamesmanship is 
at play in Selma, and 
DuVernay shows how 
every hand gets dirty.

There are no halos in DuVer-
nay’s film, and that extends to 
King. Selma isn’t a biopic – it 
celebrates community action – 
but in seeing King through the 
prism of one crucial event, the 
film offers a rousing portrait 
of a born preacher not without 
sin. Oyelowo’s stirring, soulful 
performance deserves super-
latives. His delivery of King’s 
speeches, especially “How 
Long, Not Long,” rings with 
emotion. But it’s in quiet mo-
ments of humor, heartbreak 
and stabbing self-doubt that 

we see a man in full. King and 
his wife discuss his infidelities 
with a wrenching honesty that 
cuts deep. Ejogo’s work is also 
ardent and award-caliber. It’s 
ironic that Ejogo and Oyelowo 
are British, as are Wilkinson 
and Roth, but why grouse when 
acting is this artful?

On March 7th, “Bloody Sun-
day,” black and white march-
ers are forced to turn back on 
the Edmund Pettus Bridge in 
the face of police billy clubs. 
Later, a judge forces a truce and 
the march proceeds. DuVernay 
and the gifted cinematographer 
Bradford Young, shooting in Al-
abama, achieve visceral won-
ders as we watch history forged 
in flesh and blood. 

A word here about the real 
women behind the Selma 
march. Oprah Winfrey, one of 
the film’s producers, is deep-
ly moving as Annie Lee Coo-
per, a nurse who decked a white 
sheriff for denying her right to 
vote. Lorraine Toussaint excels 
as Amelia Boynton, who is bru-
tally pummeled on the march, 

Still Spoiling to Be Heard
 A 1965 march against racial injustice stings with blunt relevance to right now   By Peter Travers  

FIGHTING BACK  
Winfrey resists 
white police on 

her march for 
voting rights. 
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and so does Tessa Thompson as 
Diane Nash, an unsung hero of 
the movement. 

Still, the woman of these two 
blistering hours is DuVernay, 
42, a former publicist for the 
likes of Steven Spielberg and 
Clint Eastwood. Her second 
feature, 2012’s Middle of No-
where, made her the first Afri-
can-American woman to win 
the Sundance award for direct-
ing. In Selma, DuVernay’s tal-
ent is in full blaze. The sprawl of 
an event that led to the passage 
of the Voting Rights Bill in Au-
gust 1965 is uncontainable, es-
pecially in one film. But noth-
ing is going to stop DuVernay. 
In “Glory,” a song by Common 
and John Legend that ends the 
film, we hear the lyric “That’s 
why we walk through Ferguson 
with our hands up. . . ./They say, 
‘Stay down,’ and we stand up.” 
DuVernay’s momentous fi lm is 
a testament to those words. The 
struggle continues.

Into the Woods 
Meryl Streep
Directed by Rob Marshall
HH½

when composer ste-

phen Sondheim and 
w r iter James Lap -
ine unleashed Into the 
Woods onstage in 1986, 
audiences gasped when 
children’s stories about 
Cinderella, Little Red 
Riding Hood and the 
like were laced with ex-
istential angst, Freudian 
sexuality and a nod to 
psychologist Bruno Bet-
telheim, who believed Grimm’s 
fairy tales could help children 
cope with fear, abandonment, 
violence and death. 

There is still darkness in the 
Disney film version, but di-
rector Rob Marshall pushes 
past it as fast as he can, cut-
ting songs like the indispens-
able “No More.” Yikes! Screen-
writer Lapine also eases up on 
the depravity and the dying. I 
know, I was disappointed too. 

Among the compensations 
for the loss of profundity and 
purpose is a playful cast. Meryl 
Streep is a hoot and a half as the 
gloriously evil witch who im-
prisons a kidnapped child, Ra-
punzel (MacKenzie Mauzy). To 
undo the curse she has put on 
a childless baker (James Cor-
den) and his wife (Emily Blunt), 

the witch sends them into the 
woods on a scavenger hunt that 
brings them in contact with 
Little Red Riding Hood (Lilla 
Crawford), the Big Bad Wolf 
(Johnny Depp, lecherous and 
loving it), Jack (Daniel Huttle-
stone) and his beanstalk, and, 
yes, Cinderella (Anna Kend-
rick) and her conceited prince 
(Chris Pine). In a large cast 
that includes the hardworking 
Christine Baranski and Tracey 

Ullman as questionable moth-
ers, the lovely voiced Kend-
rick stands out as the scrap-
py Cinderella, who discovers 
a prince’s charm is mostly illu-
sion. Yes, the sets and costumes 
elicit swoons, but it’s the peer-
less Sondheim score, howev-
er truncated, that makes this 
Woods a prime destination. 

Mr. Turner 
Timothy Spall
Directed by Mike Leigh
HHH½

mike leigh specializes in 

incisive social comedy-dramas 
(Naked; Secrets & Lies). But in 
Mr. Turner, his first period film 
since 1999’s Topsy-Turvy tack-
led Gilbert and Sullivan, Leigh 
examines the last 25 years in 

the life of J.M.W. Turner (1775-
1851), a cantank erous, grunt-
ing bullfrog who also happened 
to be a brilliant artist, perhaps 
Britain’s finest ever. As played 
by Timothy Spall in a volca-
nic performance that won him 
prizes from critics in Cannes 
and New York, Turner relishes 
the contempt that ensues when 
he takes his acclaimed land-
scapes to the brink of impres-
sionism. You can almost see 

Leigh behind the camera smil-
ing in approval. 

Turner was a wealthy man 
who lived simply in London 
with his retired “Daddy” (Paul 
Jesson) and a maid (Dorothy 
Atkinson) who lifted her skirt 
on command. As an artist, he’d 
strap himself to a ship’s mast in 
a storm to get the right perspec-
tive. As a father, he ignores his 
two daughters by Sarah Danby 
(Ruth Sheen). Yet on a visit to 
Margate, a seaside town that 
inspired his paintings, he forms 
a tender relationship with the 
twice-widowed Sophia Booth 
(the marvelous Marion Bai-
ley). Leigh embraces the con-
tradictions in Turner. And in 
tandem with cinematographer 
Dick Pope, a master of light, he 
shows us the world as Turner 

sees it. The effect is harsh and 
ravishing. Leigh’s beauty of a 
movie touches the heart not by 
sentimental gush but by the 
amplitude of its art. 

A Most Violent Year 
Oscar Isaac, Jessica 
Chastain, Albert Brooks
Directed by J.C. Chandor
HHH½

the problems of an indie 

heating-oil company may seem 
like small potatoes. But they 
mean plenty to Abel Morales 
(Oscar Isaac) in A Most Vio-
lent Year, set in the winter chill 
of 1981 New York, when crime 
infiltrated everything, bed to 
boardroom. Abel, an immi-
grant out to live the American 
dream, wants to play things 
legit. But his competitors won’t 
let him. They know he has only 
30 days to pay off a loan on 
a waterfront storage facility. 
They know he’s freaked that 
someone is hijacking his trucks 
and beating on his drivers. Plus, 
the DA (David Oyelowo) is on 
his ass. Abel, who wears a fancy 
camel coat and has bought a 
new home for wife Anna (Jes-
sica Chastain) and their daugh-
ters, is being squeezed – hard. 
The tension is coiled and ready 
to spring. 

That’s the setup for this grip-
ping third feature from writer-
director J.C. Chandor (Margin 
Call, All Is Lost). Here, Chan-
dor is walking mean streets 
paved by Sidney Lumet (Prince 
of the City) and James Gray 
(The Yards). The action – a 
shootout on a bridge, a chase 
on an elevated train – is aces. 
But Chandor marks his territo-
ry with a more meditative pace. 
Abel is tempted to compromise 
by his lawyer (a superb Albert 
Brooks). But the violence comes 
from Anna, who reacts like the 
Mob daughter she is.

Chastain is killer good, 
shooting off  her mouth like a 
Brooklyn bombshell: “You’re 
not gonna like what’ll happen 
once I get involved.” And Isaac 
is an implosive powerhouse. 
Chandor gives him the space to 
set up psychological torments 
that reverb hellishly. Evoca-
tively shot by Selma wizard 
Bradford Young, A Most Vio-
lent Year refl ects a world where 
nothing is held sacred. You 
watch with nerves clenched, 
holding on tight.C
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(1) Spall makes lasting art as 
J.M.W. Turner in Mr. Turner. 
(2) Chastain and Isaac face 
the worst in A Most Violent 

Year. (3) Streep casts another 
spell in Into the Woods.
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Citing a pending ap-
peal, Lupe declined an interview. “My de-
nials of those allegations that cannot be 
verified or corroborated are a matter of 
record,” he said in an e-mail, noting that 
many additional claims were made when 
he wasn’t present to defend himself. 

Lupe’s defenders insist that his crime 
was, at worst, a campaign violation. 
“[They] sentenced him because of his son,” 
said the Hidalgo County DA, one of his 
oldest friends. Chris agrees: “If it wasn’t 
for the Panama Unit, they never would 
have been combing through his campaign- 
finance reports. Jonathan brought all the 
attention on him.”

Although no one knew it at the time, the 

sheriff was considering a run for Congress. 
Recently, he e-mailed Chris from prison in 
Florida, where he’s serving five years. “He 
said, ‘I worked so hard in my 42 years of 
law enforcement, and it was all wiped away 
because of what Jonathan did. I forgive 
Jonathan – but I’m here because of him.’ ”

On april 25th, 2014, jonathan 

Treviño celebrated his 30th birth-
day. Four days later, he and the 

rest of the Panama Unit arrived in feder-
al court for sentencing on drug conspiracy 
charges. The right side of the gallery was 
filled with family and friends, including 
Treviño’s girlfriend, a middle-school vice 
principal. The left side was filled with fed-
eral agents. 

The proceedings stretched over two 
days, with most sentences ranging be-
tween 10 and 14 years. Treviño, who was 
sentenced last, was represented by a de-
fense attorney named Bobby Joe Yza-
guirre, whose previous clients included 
two ex-chiefs of the Gulf Cartel. The $120 
bulletproof vest that Treviño had been so 
proud of ended up coming back to haunt 
him: The judge imposed an extra penalty 
for using body armor in a drug-trafficking 
crime. In the end, he got 17 years. 

On a crisp autumn day at the begin-
ning of November, Treviño shuffled into 
the visiting room of a federal prison in 
an Eastern state that he requested not 
be named. He wore Nike sneakers and a 
khaki jacket and work pants – sheriff’s 
colors – and his thick black beard was 
flecked with gray. He sat at a small table, a 
little hunched, and asked for some snacks 
from the vending machine: a tuna sand-
wich, potato chips and a can of Dr Pepper. 

Treviño wanted to make it clear that he 
never informed on anyone outside the unit, 
on either side of the law, partly out of con-
cern for the safety of his family. He noted 
with pride how he stood up in court and 
took his punishment like a man. He said 
he was grateful to the feds who arrested 
him – “as weird as it sounds” – for step-
ping in before anyone got hurt or killed. 
And he forgave the people he says ratted 
on him, including the rest of the Panama 
Unit. “Even though they turned on me in 
open court, I would still take a bullet for 
these guys.” 

Chris thinks if his brother had come 
clean earlier, he might have been able 
to work out a deal. “My dad would have 
turned him in immediately to the feds 
and said, ‘My son will cooperate,’ ” he says. 

“He had plenty of outs, and he didn’t take 
any of them.” But he says the sheriff also 
bears some responsibility. “The unit didn’t 
have any supervision whatsoever,” says 
Chris. “And to be honest, I blame my dad 
for that.” 

But according to Jonathan, the thought 
of confessing never crossed his mind. “I 
couldn’t,” he says. “My dad would have 
been so disappointed.”

Prison could be worse for Treviño. He 
has a fantasy football team and can use 
the bathroom without permission. With 
good behavior, he could get out in his 
early forties. And though the government 
seized the cash he had hidden in his safe, 
he says, he also had two more hiding plac-
es they don’t know about. 

In the meantime, he misses being a cop. 
“I enjoyed my job so much,” he says. “I loved 
waking up, going to work, getting busts. 
Even doing crooked stuff, I was proud. 
Five-thousand-pound dope busts? Some 
narcotics officers will never get that in their 
careers. So I felt accomplished knowing 
we got 4,000 pounds off the street – even 
when we put 1,000 back on it.”

There’s a new sheriff in Hidalgo County 
now. Before he took office, he had to sign a 
pledge that he was never “in any way asso-
ciated, directly or indirectly, with the Gulf 
Cartel, the Zetas, the Sinaloas or anybody 
else.” On the border, the violence contin-
ues: The same day the Panama Unit ar-
rived in court for sentencing, 14 people 
were gunned down a few miles away in 
Reynosa, two of them federal policemen. 
A few months later, the Hidalgo County 
Sheriff’s Office received a new grant from 
Homeland Security’s Operation Stonegar-
den: $4.7 million – its biggest ever.

66

PROMOTION

YOUR TICKET TO   
       SPECIAL PROMOTIONS,  
   OFFERS AND NEWS

Meet the world’s smallest, lightest 
hi-res audio player. The Sony® A17 

Walkman packs studio quality sound 
in your pocket wherever you go 
with up to 30 hours of playback.

sony.com/HiResAudio

Step Inside the 
Sound Booth.

DISCOVER THE WORLD 
OF HI-RES AUDIO AT

Collect Your 
Favorite Rolling 

Stone Covers with 
the Original 

Fine Art 
Photograph

rockpaperphoto.com/rollingstone

OWN A PIECE OF ROCK ‘N ROLL 
HISTORY AS YOU’VE NEVER

SEEN IT BEFORE: 
a limited edition fine art photograph, 

hand-signed by the photographer, 
paired with fine art prints from the 

original cover photo shoots.
Makes a great gift idea too!

[Cont. from 57]

COCAINE COPS

“I was proud of the work we did,” says 
Jonathan Treviño. “I felt accomplished 
getting 4,000 pounds of dope off the street, 
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The 1930s brought unprecedented innovation in machine-age
technology and materials. Industrial designers from the auto
industry translated the principles of aerodynamics and stream-
lining into everyday objects like radios and toasters. It was also
a decade when an unequaled variety of watch cases and move-
ments came into being. In lieu of hands to tell time, one such
complication, called a jumping mechanism, utilized numerals
on a disc viewed through a window. With its striking resem-
blance to the dashboard gauges and radio dials of the decade,
the jump hour watch was indeed “in tune” with the times!  

The Stauer 1930s Dashtronic deftly blends the modern func-
tionality of a 21-jewel automatic movement and 3-ATM water
resistance with the distinctive, retro look of a jumping 
display (not an actual jumping complication). The stainless
steel 1 1/2" case is complemented with a black alligator-
embossed leather band. The band is 9 1/2" long and will fit a 
7–8 1/2" wrist.

Try the Stauer 1930s Dashtronic Watch for 30 days and if you
are not receiving compliments, please return the watch for a
full refund of the purchase price. If you have an appreciation
for classic design with precision accuracy, the 1930s Dashtronic
Watch is built for you. This watch is a limited edition, so please
act quickly. Our last two limited edition watches are totally
sold out!

14101 Southcross Drive W.,
Dept. DTW131-01
Burnsville, Minnesota 55337
www.stauer.com

Not Available in Stores
Stauer 1930s Dashtronic Watch $99 +S&Hor
3 easy credit card payments of $33 +S&H

Call now to take advantage of this limited offer.

1-800-859-1602
Promotional Code DTW131-01
Please mention this code when you call.
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the savings on to you. It’s just that 
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Vigor Labs #1 Selling Male Health Pills
Ball Refill ($19.95) is #1 for increasing male volume. Black Antler ($39.99 is your #1 
product featuring real deer antler velvet (banned in pro sports). Chainsaw ($19.95) is for 
male hardness.  Wrecking Balls ($19.95) increases testosterone. Black Snake ($39.99) 
increases male size. Users report fantastic results with Vigor Labs products. Order at:
http://www.vigorlabs.com/
1 (888) 698-6603 Always Open 24/7 Se Habla Español

T-shirt Quilts
Campus Quilt Company turns your t-shirts 
into an awesome new quilt. Get those 
hard-earned shirts out of your closet and 
off your back! We do all of the work and 
make it easy for you to have a t-shirt quilt 
in as few as two weeks. As featured on 
the Today Show, Rachael Ray Show, and 
Real Simple. Mention you saw us in Rolling 
Stone for $10 off. 502-968-2850
www.CampusQuilt.com

VIAGRA, CIALIS, 
LEVITRA, PROPECIA, 
VALTREX ONLINE!
All FDA 
approved 
brand name 
medications. 
USA Pharmacies 
and Doctors 
since 1998.
Order Online, 
by Phone 
(800-314-2829) 
or Mobile Device! 
• Safe 
• Secure 
• Discreet
www.viamedic.com/rs/

Spill Protection
WeatherTech® FloorLiners™ are 
custom fit to protect your vehicles’s carpet 
from dirt, liquids and everyday spills.
Available for cars, trucks, minivans and 
SUVs in Black, Tan and Grey.
WeatherTech.com
800 441 6287

Interactive Jewelry for 
Men & Women
Spin in style with the Kinekt Gear Ring 
& Gear Necklace. Sold separately. 
Both feature micro-precision gears that 
turn in unison when the outer rims are 
spun or by pulling on the ball chain. 
Lifetime Warranty. Free Shipping. 
Watch our Video. Order online or call:
888-600-8494
kinektdesign.com

SUMOLOUNGE 
Looking for the perfect lounging chair? 
Check out the newest and comfiest 
chairs online. Sumo Lounge has the 
best selection of quality bean bags in 
a variety of sizes and colors. All orders 
come with free shipping!!! 
www.sumolounge.com
866 340 7866

Rockabilia.com 
With over 100,000 items to choose 
from, Rockabilia.com offers the largest 
selection of music merchandise you will 
find on the Web – period. From men’s 
t-shirts, babywear and women’s fashion 
to posters, barware and rare collectables, 
you won’t find this stuff anywhere else – 
trust us. Make us your source! Request a 
free catalog or place an order by visiting 
our website or calling 952-556-1121. 
www.rockabilia.com

Nomadic State of Mind
New! Get on your sailing shoes...
Upcycled sail cloth sandals
(yes, from sail boats)
vibram soles  made in U.S.A 
(comes with upcyled sail cloth 
shopping bag)
coupon: sailingshoes
*coupon only valid for sailing shoes
www.nomadicstateofmind.com

ADVER T I S EMENT
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CHARTS

NEW

2ND

1 J. Cole
2014 Forest Hills Drive  
Roc Nation/Columbia

2 1 Taylor Swift
1989  Big Machine

3 2 Pentatonix
That’s Christmas to Me  RCA

4 Carrie Underwood
Greatest Hits: Decade #1 
 19/Arista Nashville

5 3 AC/DC
Rock or Bust  Columbia

6 K. Michelle
Anybody Wanna Buy a Heart?  Atlantic

7 5 One Direction
Four  Syco/Columbia

8 4 Sam Smith
In the Lonely Hour  Capitol

9 11 Ed Sheeran
X  Atlantic

10 8 Garth Brooks
Man Against Machine  RCA Nashville

11 7 Michael Bublé
Christmas  Reprise

12 6 Idina Menzel
Holiday Wishes  Warner Bros.

13 34 Guardians of the Galaxy: 
Awesome Mix Vol. 1
Soundtrack  Marvel/Hollywood

14 12 Hozier
Hozier  Columbia

15 10 Frozen
Soundtrack  Walt Disney

16 17 Barbra Streisand
Partners  Columbia

17 15 Ariana Grande
My Everything  Republic

18 20 Jason Aldean
Old Boots, New Dirt  Broken Bow

19 27 Frozen: The Songs
Soundtrack  Walt Disney

20 19 Tony Bennett and Lady Gaga
Cheek to Cheek  Columbia/Interscope

21 14 Now 52
Various Artists  Universal/Sony

22 22 Maroon 5
V  222/Interscope

23 18 Pentatonix
PTXmas  RCA

24 28 Florida Georgia Line
Anything Goes  Republic Nashville

25 9 Mary J. Blige
The London Sessions  Capitol

26 24 Foo Fighters
Sonic Highways  RCA

27 35 Disney Karaoke Series: Frozen 
Various Artists  Walt Disney

28 33 Pink Floyd
The Endless River  Columbia

29 16 Michael W. Smith
Michael W. Smith & Friends: 
The Spirit of Christmas  Capitol

30 25 Darius Rucker
Home for the Holidays  Capitol Nashville

31 31 Bette Midler
It’s the Girls!  Warner Bros.

32 54 Chris Brown
X  RCA

33 The Smashing Pumpkins
Monuments to an Elegy  Martha’s Music

34 37 Meghan Trainor
Title (EP)  Epic

35 38 Luke Bryan
Crash My Party  Capitol Nashville

36 65 OneRepublic
Native  Mosley/Interscope

37 21 Shady XV
Various Artists  Shady/Interscope

38 30 Nickelback
No Fixed Address  Republic

39 Angels and Airwaves
The Dream Walker  To the Stars

40 45 George Strait
The Cowboy Rides Away: Live From 
AT&T Stadium  MCA Nashville

Bustin’ Out
The legendary rock band’s 
15th LP is also its fi rst 
without founding rhythm 
guitarist Malcolm Young, 
who left for health reasons. 
It sold 268,000 units. 

‘Heart’ Attack
R&B singer-turned-reality-
star K. Michelle’s second LP 
moved 88,000 copies in its 
fi rst week – 16,000 more 
than the debut of 2013’s 
Rebellious Soul.

Garth Parties On
After a 13-year break from 
touring and recording, the 
country megastar returned 
with a set of arena dates 
and a new album that sold 
118,500 units in one week.

Young King Cole
Rapper J. Cole scored his 
third consecutive Number 
One record this week. Even 
without a single, his latest 
sold an impressive 375,000 
copies in Week One. 

Top 40 Albums

On the Cover
“I think we’re the Eighties 
Beatles. If we had been born 20 
years earlier, maybe the world 
would have seen that. There’s 
something about our personali-
ties that is very Lennon-and-
McCartneyesque. And there 
is something about the body 
of work we both have that is 
similar.” —Daryl Hall

1  Madonna
“Like a Virgin”  Sire

2 Foreigner
“I Want to Know What Love Is” 
 Atlantic

3 Chicago
“You’re the Inspiration” 
 Warner/Full Moon

4 Philip Bailey 
(With Phil Collins)
“Easy Lover”  Columbia

5 Wham! feat. George Michael
“Careless Whisper”  Columbia

6 Jack Wagner
“All I Need”  Qwest

7 Bryan Adams
“Run to You”  A&M

8 Don Henley
“The Boys of Summer”  Geff en

9 Billy Ocean
“Loverboy”  Jive

10 Prince and the Revolution
“I Would Die 4 U”  Warner

1  Taylor Swift
“Blank Space”  Big Machine

2 Hozier
“Take Me to Church”  Columbia

3 Mark Ronson
“Uptown Funk”  Sony

4 Ed Sheeran
“Thinking Out Loud”  Atlantic

5 Meghan Trainor
“Lips Are Movin”  Epic

6 James Newton Howard
“The Hanging Tree”  Republic

7 Taylor Swift
“Shake It Off ”  Big Machine

8 Sam Smith
“I’m Not the Only One”  Capitol

9 Selena Gomez
“The Heart Wants What It Wants” 
 Hollywood

10 Meghan Trainor
“All About That Bass”  Epic

1  J. Cole
2014 Forest Hills Drive  
Roc Nation/Columbia

2 Taylor Swift
1989  Big Machine

3 Pentatonix
That’s Christmas to Me  RCA

4 K. Michelle
Anybody Wanna Buy a Heart? 
 Atlantic

5 Nicki Minaj
The Pinkprint  
Young Money/Cash Money/Republic

6 Various Artists
Guardians of the Galaxy: 
Awesome Mix Vol. I  
Marvel/Hollywood

7 Michael Bublé
Christmas  Reprise

8 Ed Sheeran
X  Atlantic

9 Sam Smith
In the Lonely Hour  Capitol

10 Hozier
Hozier  Columbia

TOP 10 SINGLES

From the Vault
RS 439, January 17th, 1985
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New Entry
Re-Entry

Greatest Gainer
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© Mondelēz International group*CHEWING TRIDENT AFTER EATING AND DRINKING CLEANS AND PROTECTS TEETH. CHEWING TRIDENT MAY HELP REDUCE THE RISK OF CAVITIES.

THE GUM YOU LOVE, NOW UNWRAPPED

HELPS FIGHT CAVITIES

LOTS TO CHEW, 

NONE TO UNWRAP



togethernesssm

a new comedy from the Duplass brothers

some people have it all figured out.
these are not those people.

series premiere
 jan 11 9:30pm

HBO GO® is only accessible in the US and certain US territories.
©2014 Home Box Office, Inc. All Rights Reserved. HBO® and related channels and service marks are the property of Home Box Office, Inc. 

or watch it on


