HOW DANA
BECAME

As a child, Dana Owens was doted on by her creative and adventurous family.

The woman who became Queen Latifah looks back on an urban fairy tale in which a scrappy

tomboy from Newark grew up to reign as hip-hop and Hollywood royalty

BY JEANNINE AMBER | PHOTOGRAPHY BY MATTHEW ROLSTON

nthe thirty-fifth-floorlounge of one of the most
exclusive hotelsin Manhattan—where cocktails
cost $19 and the panoramicview sweeps over the
treetops of Central Park—sits aquartet of Saudi
princesses shrouded in hijabs, a trio of thin
Japanese tourists perfectlyturned outin Chanel,
a pair of elegantly suited Italian businessmen
and a young couple whispering in French and
kissinglike no one is watching. Amid the rustle
of foreign money, in alow-slungbooth by the floor-to-ceiling
windows, sits a lone woman nursing a take-out coffee from
Starbucks. Despite being dressed in faded gray jeans, aplain
cardiganandunlacedbootsand wearing no makeup, she exudes
an easy poise that says, I belong here. On her left pinkie is a
sparklycocktailring the size of a golf ball. It is the adorn-
ment of royalty. This is the Queen.

For more than 20 years we’ve been spectators to the
ascension of Queen Latifah. Risingfrom the streets of Newark,
New Jersey, to the pinnacle of the entertainment industry,
she is hyphenated to the extreme: Actor-singer-rapper-
producer-spokesmodel-fashion designer,and even perfumer.
With seven studio albums and more than 30 films to her
name, she is one of the world’s most recognizable stars.
The only full-figured woman of color ever to become the
face of CoverGirl, she assumed design duties for HSN’s
Queen collection of clothing, accessories and fragrances
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last year. “A lot of manufacturers don’t respect the curva-
ceous woman,” she says. “They don’t respect our dollar or
our shape. Workingwith HSN hasbeensuchagreatpartner-
ship.I'm happytobe able to make women’s clothing I really
like. We’ve made sure the shape isright, the length is right,
the colors are right. Everything in the line is something I
would wear myself. It’s the same way I developed the fra-
grance. Ithad tobe something I would wear.”

Latifah seems as happy exercising her creative muscles
behind the scenes assheisinfrontofthe camera.She donned
anexecutive producer cap todeliver the BET sitcom Let’s Stay
Together and VH1’s Atlanta-based girlfriend dramedy, Single
Ladies,whichhasbeen picked up for asecond season (without
costar Stacey Dash, who left the showlast summer). And this
month fanswill see Latifahreturn to the bigscreen when she
plays the hardworking mother and gospel choir director
Vi Rose Hill in the musical Joyful Noise. “Vi is raising two
teenage children by herselfand she’sdoingthe best she can,”
says Latifah, who has a pivotal scene with her on-screen
daughter, played by Keke Palmer. “Vi has hit her breaking
point, and I worked with the director to tweak that scene to
include things my mama or my aunts would have said, like,
‘Get your narrow ass in that room!” That’s something Black
women say. You know, Vi’s child is giving her back talk, not
realizing the pressure her mother is under, and I think a lot
of parents, particularly mothers, will relate.” >
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The Queen gets

glam. “To me, it’s
all about taking a
chance,” she says.
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The film, which costars country and western singer Dolly
Parton, is chock-full of musical numbers, including one of the
most exhilarating finales to hit the big screen in years. “This
movieissopositive,” says Latifah, who co-executive-produced
the film. “We need an uplifting American movie, especially
with everything that’s going onin the world.”

Latifahalsorecentlyinked adeal tohostadaytime talk show,
whichwillbe produced by Overbrook, the production company
ownedbylongtime friends Will and Jada Smith. “When Oprah
ended her show, people were coming out of the woodwork,
offering 20 million, 30 million dollars for me todo atalk show,”
Latifah says. “Itwasridiculous money, butIturneditdown. To
meit’snotaboutthe money. It’saboutthe partnership. Between
my company and Will and Jada’s company I know we can do
somethingreally great.”

What destines awoman for this kind of success? There’s
ambition and drive, to be sure. But we’ve heard that story
before. We know that atbarely 18, Latifah joined forces with
her partner Shakim Compere to form one of the first hip-
hop management companies, Flavor Unit, overseeing the
careers of Naughty by Nature, Terrence Howard, the hip-
hop duo Outkast and others. At its height the company
repped 11 gold and platinum acts. Now, at 41, Latifah owns
her own soundstage, Flavor Unit Studios, a sprawling prop-
ertyin Miami, where Cam’ron and Ving Rhames justfinished
shooting theirupcoming crime drama, Percentage. Latifah
isaproduceron the project.

For more than 20 years Latifah’s career has been charac-
terized by her apparentlyinexhaustible capacitytoclaimnew
territory, to master new skills, to do things that others never
dare to try. But who instilled in a young Latifah the gift of
seeing the possible in the impossible? Who nurtured her
creativity, fostered her grace, let her see what fearlessness
lookslike? Toreallyunderstand whatdrives Latifah, youneed
to get to know a girl named Dana. You need to go back more
than 30 yearstoasunnyapartmentin Newark.

A FEARLESS LITTLE SISTER
atifahis 3 yearsold. She lives with her police
officer father and art teacher mother in a
brighteighteenth-floor apartmentofabuild-
ing in Newark, New Jersey. She and her
5-year-old brother, Lance, have their faces
pressed against the window and they are
wondering about gravity. Specifically, they
are wondering what will happen if they drop an egg out of
the window. “There was no one under us,” Latifah recalls.
“We just wanted to see how long it would take for an egg to
fall that far and splat. We were fascinated.” So fascinated
that, after the eggs, they decided to drop their shoes. Not a
pair,justabunch of single sneakers. Theymight have moved
on to other objects had their mother not come walking up
the block and spied on the sidewalk an assemblage of chil-
dren’sfootwearthatsherecognized asbelongingtohertwo.
“Of course, we gotin trouble,” Latifah says, laughing.
Danalooked uptoherbigbrother. He made everything seem
exciting. Forhim, she would do almostanything. “Mybrother
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was athinker,” Latifahremembers. “He was a chess player and
was always taking things like the radio apart to see how they
worked. Thisishowmuch ofathinker he was: Irememberhhim
waking me up in the middle of the night. I couldn’t have been
morethan4yearsold. Wegointothelivingroomand mybrother,
who was 6, reaches inside my father’s leather jacket. He takes
outourfather’scigarettes, getsouthislighter,lights the cigarette,
takesapull,coughs, gives me the cigarette, I take apull, I cough,
then he puts the cigarette out, puts everything just where it
was,and we gobacktosleep.Idon’tknowhowlong mybrother
hadbeendoingthis. But ’'msurehe came to getme soifwe got
caught, he could blame it on me.”

Thechildren’s mother, Rita Owens, laughs when she hears
ofthe midnightexcursiontothelivingroom. “Thatis exactly
whatwould have happened,” she says. “Danawas soinnocent.
She would admit to everything. One morning the children
decided topaintmypale yellowand white bathroom with their
father’sblack shoe polish. Danawoke me up covered in polish
wanting to show me her masterpiece.”

Itwas Lance who taught Danatobe adventurous, to never
sayno, tofind the joyandriskin everydaylife. “Danalearned
from her brother that life was to be experienced fully,” her
mother reflects. “They would try anything; nothing was off-
limits. She still hasthat excitement abouttryingnewthings.”

HER MOTHER’S SPARK
he apartment on High Street was filled with
music. “We had a record player that was
always going with soul and rock,” recalls
Latifah. “And there were all kinds of instru-
ments,bongos and shakersand tambourines
and guitars. My parents divorced when Iwas
8, but before that they would invite people
overandthey’dbedrumming.Ididn’tknowat the time some
of them were the Black Panthers. I just thought it was a good
vibe.And my motherwas so creative; she wasreallyfascinated
by her children. It’s like she studied us and watched how we
did things and really tried to expose us to different experi-
ences to spark our creativity.”

Rita says she worked hard to involve her children in the
arts. Supplies were always in the house for paintingand draw-
ing. And when they got older, there were guitar and dance
lessons. “When friends would come over to play music, we
would let the kids play tambourine or drums or whatever they
wanted.Iwasanarteducatorand their father was very musi-
callyoriented. There was always jazz and Latin music playing
in the house, and I was constantly trying to find activities I
could afford to expose the children to culture.”

Rap pioneer MC Lyte met Latifah at a music conference in
the late eighties. “Right from the start, we were inseparable,”
recalls Lyte, who now hosts syndicated radio program Café
Mocha.“She had thisvibrancy. She would justburstintosong,
or if she was telling a story she would break into an English
accent,” she says. “Artistically, Latifah was free. She just did
whatever she wanted to do. So much of that is because of her
mother. Her mother gave herwings to fly. It’sas though she said,
‘These are the facts; now go ahead, baby, make it work.””
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The daughter of a teacher and a cop from Newark turned her dreams into megastardom
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Latifah’syounglife wasbright and filled with promise but
therewere alsohard days.In1992 herbrother Lance, who had
followed in his father’s footsteps to become a police officer,
was killed in a motorcycle accident. He was 24 years old. It
was musicthathelped Latifah heal. “Shewasinavery,verydark
place,” her mother says. “It’s the only time I've ever been wor-
ried about her. And then one night she called me from the
studio. She said she’d written a song called ‘Winki’s Theme.””
Winkiwas the pet name Rita had given her son when he was
anewborn, because he looked as though he was winking at
her. “Dana came home and played that song for me and I was
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floored.Itcapturedeverythingshehadbeenfeeling. Writing
that song was the beginning of her being able to be creative
again.” The song, a fusion of jazz, hip-hop and angst, would
appearonthe artist’s third album, 1993’s Black Reign.

Latifah, whose last two albums have been collections of
jazz and pop standards, says she’s currently working on a
live album, due out sometime next summer. “I noticed that
every time I performed live, the songs would be so much
better thanin the studio,” she says. “I’ve just gotten more
comfortable singing onstage. ’'mreally excited to capture
thatonan album.”
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THE SUPERHERO’S DAUGHTER
ack when Latifah was 10, her mother often
took her to visit her aunt and uncle over on
15th Streetin East Orange, New Jersey. There
werealotofkidsontheblock,including Vinnie
Brown, who would go on to become one of
Latifah’slifelong friends and amember ofthe
classicrap trio Naughty by Nature, the first
group signed to Flavor Unit Managementin1989. “Iremember
when I first met Latifah,” says Brown, whose group released
a twentieth anniversary album, Anthem Inc., last month.
(The CD features a collaboration with Latifah.) “She was a
tomboy who always had a basketball with her, and she was
no joke. You just knew she was not to be messed with. She
had this majestic aura, even then.”

Latifah, whoremainsclose toboth her parents, credits her
mother with giving her the skills to be at ease in any social
situation, but it was her father who showed her what raw
courage looks like. Lance Owens, Sr., was a man’s man. He
bought his young children guns, a gold-plated .38 for his son
and a German Luger for his daughter. “There were no firing
pinsinthem,” remembers Latifah. “But they were real guns,
and my father waslike, ‘Hold itlike this; thisis how youshoot.’
Iwas 5 years old. When my mother found out, she threw the
guns away.” Her father pushed the limits in other ways too.
One time, says Latifah, he took his children to a stretch of
closed highway and gunned his Jaguar just so the kids could
feel the thrill. “We were like, ‘Go, Daddy; go, Daddy, go!” ” she
remembers. “At that moment, there was not a better person
on earth than our father. Of course, ‘Don’t tell your mother’
was partofthe deal. Dads are dads: They do things with kids
that mamas don’t know about.”

Every Thursday, when Lance, Sr., got paid, the family would
go out for Chinese food and to see a karate flick. Latifah
remembers one time the family was driving home from the
movies and stopped ataredlight. “Welooked out the window
and sawaman with twowomen. He kept slapping one of them.
My brother and I were like, ‘Get him, Daddy! Get him!” And
my father gets out of the car. I’'m sure he put on the bells and
whistles forus,and he walks over and yells, ‘Freeze!’ with the
wide stance. And he yells at the man, ‘Get against the wall;
what’s the matter with you treating alady like that?’” Their
father cornered the man, allowing the women to leave the
scene. “My brother and I were in the car cheering,” Latifah
says. “The next day at school we told everybody what he did.
Itwaslike he was a superhero.”

Years later it was Latifah’s turn to be the hero. She was
22 andlivinginatownhousein Jersey City when she woke
up inthe middle of the nightto the sounds ofacommotion
on the street below. “I could hear someone screaming for
help,”” she recalls. Latifah’s brother had just graduated
from the police academy, and earlier that day she’d gone
with him to a shooting range for target practice. She’d
removed the clip for the drive home, and now she quickly
grabbed the unloaded weapon and ran downstairs. “When
Igotinthestreet,Icould seeamanwasgettingrobbed,” she
says. “There wasblood everywhere. I’'mlike, ‘Yo! Leave him
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alone.” ” The assailant appeared to be high on crack, she
recalls, hiseyeslitup like silver dollars. But he recognized
therap star. “He looked at me and says, ‘Come on, Latifah,
let me just get this.” Like I should let him rob this guy,” she
says. “Thenhe starts walking toward me.Itold himto stop,
buthe kept walking, soI smacked himrightinthe head with
the gun. Man, was he mad.”

Shortly after, the policeand ambulance arrived. “The thing
is,” says Latifah incredulously, “I know a lot of other people
musthave heard this manscreamingfor help and nobodyelse
came out. My father taught us that you have to do something
when somebody needs help. Be agood guy, not abad guy.”

THE QUEEN OF COURAGE
eople give Newark too much credit when they
talk about what made Latifah the way she is,”
says hip-hoplegend Eric B, who’sknown Latifah
formore than 20years. “Maybe Newark taught
hertobetough,but Latifahiswhosheisbecause
ofthe way her family raised her.”

Thelessons she’slearned, the life she’s led
and the people she’sloved have all brought Dana Owenstoa
singularrealization about whatdrivesher. “Tome,” she says,
“it’s allabout taking a chance. Just today mybodyguard and
Iweretalkingaboutperseverance. Heand I have been friends
since Iwas12yearsold. And we were talking about not giving
up, believinginyourselfand notlistening to what critics have
to say. If you believe in something and are willing to put the
work intoit, you have toignore the naysayers.”

And that’s just what Latifah has done. She stormed the
malebastion of hip-hop when she was still in her teens. Long
before Sean Combs, Jay-Z and 50 Cent became known as
rapper—entrepreneurs, Latifah created the mold. She portrayed
a leading love interest on film when Hollywood said pretty
hadtobethin,and reppedacosmetic companybefore anyone
knew for sure that mainstream America would find a curva-
ceous woman of color beautiful. She’s a maverick, a pioneer,
an innovator and a star. “My favorite thing about Latifah is
her ability to always transform and soar,” says singer Alicia
Keys, alongtime friend. “She is living her destiny, and she is
kindand givingand canmake youlaugh andlaugh. She’s totally
her own magnificent self.”

Of course, there have been moments when Latifah has
taken agamble and things didn’t work out. Notimmediately,
anyway. “Iremember the critics smashed my TV series Living
Single,” she says. “But we stuck with itand years later every-
bodyloved the show.” It was just one more lessonin trusting
hervisionsand pushing for the win. “From the time I decided
tobecome arapperandgetarecord dealand have amanage-
ment company, there have been doubters, people who didn’t
get it,” she says. “If we had listened to them, we never
would’ve tried half the things we did. But we didn’tlisten,
so here we are 20 years later. You believe in yourself and
put your mind and your soul into it. I’ve been around that
kind of fearlessness all my life.” OJ

Jeannine Amber is the senior writer for this magazine.

For behind-the-scenes video of the cover shoot, log on to ESSENCE.COM

“People say I’m going

to be the next Oprah,”
Latifah says. “No. Oprah

is still Oprah. I’ll be the
next me, | feel like there’s
always a lane for me as
long as I’m true to myself.”

For clothing details, see
Where to Buy.
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