THE RISE OF CANNA-CELEBRITIES IN POST-PROHIBITION AMERICA
BY ZACH SOKOL

BDULLAH Baced lives the high lle. To
marijusnas lovars, ifs possibly the draam life.
Every month, the California-bassd cannahis
cullivalion company ALAF Farma sends
him at laast a pound of his favarite sfraing
ol mampsans—ofton OG Kush, which he calls
“the: dafinitive: Call wessd)' or specialtieg such
as the indica-dominant Zkittlez.

When Saced allends a cannabis conforonce or expa, he has
to bring an emply duffie bag In order 1o fit all the free swag
atlendaes go oul ol their way o gilt kim, § he has a meaeling with
his Willlam Morris Endeavor agenls, they come 1o his bome n the
Hollywood Hilks, whana ha'l puff grass on hes couch or by the pool
while discussing potontal opportunibes with the suits. Recenlly,
he's been casually fucking around i the booth with rapper Yung
Glessh, and was even photographed &l & Diglo house parly
smoking doobles alongside roslaurataur Eddie Huang.

And those are just the trappings of his success. His career is
50 desirable thal at one poinl he conssderad starling a podcast
callod How o Gol My Job.

Sased has besn flippantly described as a “professional
sloner”-which = rue o a degree-though a more fiting term
might be “canna-celelbrity” or “canna-enterainar’

As the host of VICELAND's cooking show Bong Appébit and
brainchild of the VICE column-tumed-TV-show Weediguetle,
Sasad ia one of the most prominent faces associated with
cannsbis culture. and it's offered him the freedom to get paid 1o
do what he loves moat.

On Bong Appéilit, which wrapped #a second season n
MNovember and is one of the channel's most walched programs,
Saced aerves as a dinner party host alongside cannabis expert
Ry Prichard and culinary wizard/edibles entrepraneur Vanessa
Laverato. Together, they invite notable cheds and cannabis figures
to collaborate on overthe-top expenmental dishes they prepare
with weed befors all the guests sit down at a table and gt stoned
in the moat epiourean way possible.

In one episcds, Sased goas to Demer and teams with the
awner of Rosenberg's Bagels to make a “multicourse stony and
schmalir-laden Shabhat dinner] {eaturing medicated matza ball
soup, noodie kugel, and Scandinavian sambuce-cufed canna
graviee In another, he works with the chels al the Califonnia-based
Indian restavrant Badmaash to cook tandoor chicken emokad in
sanriabs flowor, barramundi bastod in canna-butler and safling on
mailes curry, and naan with full-size pot leaves baked in.
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“The imfersection of both food pom and wesd pom is what
really makes the show tick' a reviewer wrote glowingly in The
Cannabiat, the cannabis vertical forthe Denver Post Ita haadline
called Bang Appétit The only reality show about woeed you need
o sea’

And it's Sased who ties the culinary adventures together,
gradding guests through the titllating {sometimes intimidating)
infused feasta with infinite charisma and natural raconteur skills—
all while he consumes harrowing amounts of THC n 2 way thal
*makes it look casy”

On lop ol hosting HBong Appétl, Sased has boon invelved
with much of VICE's other weed-reigled conlont. For moro than
two panrs, he wrode the weekly “Weediquatte® column joumalist
Krishna Andavolu hosls the VICELAND version). In he column,
Saced used the nom de plume T, Kid and wased poctic about
smoking with his Pakistani relstrves, broke down his conlentious
ralationship with sloohol, and prodicled how corporale America
will inffluence the cannabls communily alter legalization.

Saeed has also hosted documentanes on kelamine infusion
thorapy, wvisilod Mepals Annapuma mountams (o samphke
p=ychoackve honey, and made & number of ghort-form tutonels
called “Smokeables™ in which he leaches viewers how to roll
pross [oinls and cave a pipe oul of a banana, Ples, he hostod
ona of VICE's frst podcasts, Tea Time With T. Kid, whers guasts
would come by ai 4:20 o smoke weed. drink loa, and {ak shil.
{Full disciosura: | praviously worked st VICE for saveral yaams and
sometimes collaborated with Sased, including on the podcast)

In 2016, he cohusied one of the oiginal VICELAND shows,
WICE Dpea America, but & wasn't a rainge success. Soon,
though, he got the cooking show, which was a hit, and it led
Saced to appesrances on The Nightly Show With Lary Wilmove,
*venfied” blue checks on Twitler and Instagram, and hiz acquinng
B manages, agent, and |awyer-all for being a gregarious duds
with an inimitable panchant for pot.

But what seis Sased spart from tokars ke Snoop Dogg.
Tommy Chong, or Wille Nelson is that ha's bilt an audience and
nams for himaelf both inaide and outside the cannabia industry
based specifically on his enthusiasm end expertiss about all
thinga dank nug. He's not a rmpper wha also happens to love
wead. He isnt a stand-up known for stoner |okes, like Doug
Benson ol Supar High Me fama. He's a porsonality, an advecale,
end “the fucking mascot of this shit] 1o quote Saped-someans
putting his likensss at the forefront of a movemeant in Amenica
that's BO-plus years in the making, one cumenlly esperienaing
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“I'M RUNNING AHEAD, CARRYING THE TORCH, AND BEING THAT AGITATOR, AND BEHIND ME
I'M LEAVING FLAT, EVEN GROUND FOR ALL THESE MOTHERFUCKERS TO COME TRAMPLING ON."

ot & woed vorsion of Tony Hawk

Smuitancously, there are kushaficionados weh particular socel
meds idontitios who arc orgamcally and indopondently building
lwrge audbasncea and aven tumeng hary online pressnces into
full-on carears—like millannsal, manjuana-loving Bam Margaras. In
our vast and svar-budding cannabie redgoist, thara's & demand
io put & face lo Bowes, and canmae webnties, wesd: focumssd
woesal media nlars, and olher 420 smluencers pm Beginning o
amargs as the ambasaadsrs of this verdant sea changs.

(18}

ABDULLAH Sased might be the most impacthul of the bunch. Tha
33-31-.-:&' -k comes Fom a iu'_llr'c.dll:'.hl ha{i:l:'lruurlr.l. !f'.u.lr:ﬂ' ha's
heapantipussthetemminrslationinweedberass he's incapableaf
talkingaboutcannabis withoutadvocatingforil, and therslorscan't
be ohsjective. *Knshna, who hosts the TV vorsion of Weediquetie,
m an unbimed premalist going at #, which s pust one approach
i gr-ﬂnu F‘H"I.:Ir:llr"'lﬂ harik aboud [carnatis] r}Her-ﬁll}-' Saend fokd
me. Born in Now Harmpahire bot raisad in Thailand badors moving
back to the statos, tho Pakstani-Amoncan descnbes himeolf as
an “wlernationsl kid, but Fem sl o Gk b third-worid hood™

He got his start writing musio revisws or Philadsiphia a-
weskliss before creating “Adventurss in Porkl a food blog
detading his first culmary cxpenenoos with tho meat he wasn'l
abfowod o eatl growngup in @ Mushm houschold In hes mid
Iwenlses, he moved to New York Cily lor & post al MTV. which
bed to his firet [ob at VICE a& a wrilsr-aditor ai the now-defunct
wartical The Craators Project.

Sased still remembers the moment it becames clear that ha'd
b= (he Gty foet .ln],'l'.'urnﬂ PHlIIJﬂIﬂ'E o pol unider the VICE birand,
it was 20132, bedore the company was valued n the biliongs and
had a réghtly show on HBO, and Rocoo Caslorn, then editor in
chigt, rocesvod a gas mask bong in the mal Ho asked ovoryono
weithan carshol f ho could mako an rviem b i, and when someoono
naod o, he aakead the siaff f nnr-'-r‘.-t weantad 1o woriniaer, S:H'ﬁ'd,
who's baan amoling weasd haavily sincs he wos 14, rasad hea
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hand, At tha tme, o had har down to his clbows, & full beard,
and typically reckod a Phiadelphia Eagios joreoy,

“1 looked wory storcotypacally ke a stoncr then” recalled Saced.

He told ma this orign atory while whippng up lunch &t his
houss in Lo Angeles, which mors or less functions as T. Kid
HO. The masl wo ale s Ra dineng room Wad mors modaat
tan  the conma-culrary delights the pormacblared  hosl
ndulges in on lelevition, bul Sased m a pretty modest guy.
Sure, he cmn spin & yam of go on & uly spie rand lile ts bis
ob {which #t kind of =), and people have bean teling hem he
should try stand up since he was puthng on mids cut of apple
pilpet. Ared nol Lo menton the fact that he csn sned has outamiked
runted rappers. But part of hea magie, his special aomsthing, stems
from his ralatability, his realnaes

People say the defiration of chansma 15 when you consistently
it ilhrﬁj.r':||r'=r".'nnm.'|r*r'r '..l.lhlr:.-nu'rlr aroursd—wtnile sidl |'i'|.'|.n'r.r||:|'
e, *1 0" Hmui-{rn ar 1i|:||||:,'::n'||:|r|||r1- From Abdullah's bloodshod
eyes. The dude who mada mo & turkey sandwich on & croissant
&t hia homa is the same magnetic canna-personality |'ve watchad
gat CBD pakoras with JTop Chef"s Faima Al on a plasma screan
Uinkks getting high, sst and melting doss nol spply when i comes
enjoyng T. Kid's infeatious vibes,

We munched on our sandwiches (prafty Lasty, sctualyl)
and continued burmmng Saced’s lavonte OG Kush, Alter some
mewitable tangents, be fimshed the gas mask bong story.

‘| remember pratty dstincdly that Roces tred to over-pull me
or somathing, Be he was trying to get me to cough,’ Sased told
me. *But you can't buck with the kid. | mean, please. That's my
shit” Alerswmrdn, he wend back 1o work g if | wise fo I.'.|||.3 cAeal,
despits the whols office resking. “That attifuds got my altentan
going thers” he said. Everyone at VICE already knew he loved
wood, but “thore was somo mosidual offoct, ko, "Oh, that brown
kid wath the long hair het the bong’ | feel like that momont cased
the rest of my career thom”

Fast-forward fva years, 15 web spisodes of Bong Appétil,
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two seasons and another 20 episodes of the same show on
VICELAND, plus a couple dozen other video and production
projects (“Smokeables” gamered 30 million Facebook views for
tha banana pipo clip alona). Bong Appdlit was now a Crossovor
sucoess outside VICE's typical 18-24 male demographic. Saeed
wanisd the show's audisnce 1o be “peopls who live on the sdgs
of the acceptance of cannabis” as compared to those already
interastad in pol cullure, and he oflen asserls thal “my ballls s
social, not political” He aimed for Bong Appéfit o be “a tool 1o
say, 'Lock Mom,_ look Dad, look Steve, or whataver, there ars
normal people who do normal things with cannabis, and | get
thal | want you lo sas this and gel that, loa’ And tha crazy thing
is thal it's worked”

A mamorabla NPR write-up stariad with the reviewar datailing
how her 65-year-old mother first hipped her to the online version.
Sasad's work with VICE also eslablished him as one of the
eariiest OG media presences of the modem cannabis ema fo
embrace his passion for the herb on camera. “When | starled
owning the phrase ‘cannabis joumalist” Saeed told me, *| really
was lhe guy lo coin thal shil in lerms of the post-legalizalion
contoxt. | was kind of on the I'm so fufure tip, like, “You guys don't
even gel this yal™

EEE

IN November, Sasad announced

| met Araujo and his girlinend/collaborator Rosic Ruyz [@stoner_
dottie) at Hitman Cofles, a members-only pipe gallery, calé, and
coworkng space based in downtown LA In the backyard, where
mombors aro allowed o BYOC (bring your own cannabis), tho
content crestor packed a giass bong and explained how he went
from ilegally saling weed in bumfuck Marced, Califarnia, o creating
an Instagram account that's followed by Rilkanna and endorsed by
anoligh companiss hal he was able 1o quil his day job and relocals,
Amujo was an early adopter of the app, and “started uploading
content al the very baginning of Instagram, whan the thought
of posting photos of yoursolf with weed online was fucking
ridiculous” as he pul il, due to privacy and legal nsks. He had
no prior cxpenence taking photos or video, but he's always been
a salf-described movie buff with a unique sonse of humor. The
couple began posting photos of movie scenes recreated using
nups of wead, somatimas with Araujo Pholoshoppad in. *Il was
all plctures that | thought would make you stop, look twice, and
go, 'Oh my God, il's fucking weed|™
One post from his social media salad days involved a nug ted
wilh a hamp wick 1o a min woodsn chair bough! at a dolhouss
supply storo. In subsoguent images, another bud cuts tho
imprisonad nug's “ear” off in a nod to the nlamous torlure scana
In Reservoir Dogs. Loss than a
year after ha crealad his Inslagram

that he'd no longer be collaborating SAEED AIMED FOR BONG APPETIT handie, Araujo’s I&mmmmgmn
with VICE afler sevoral employees shared on popular mema accounts
were accusedof sensaiméconcuct,  TOBE"ATOOLTO SAY, 10OKMOM, o @wecdstagram, ropostod by
{H= was nol one of them.) In & pressa LOOK DAD..THERE ARE NORMAL celabribes, and fealwed on the
releasemnresponsetotheallegations, Instagram *Explore® page.
the company used Bong Appstil PEOPLE WHO DO NORMAL THINGS “Wa ware some of the first people
of it o fuck withweoadon "
B WERRANE N GETTERL. Y e rak
agreament” The sories was called I'WANT YOUTO SEETHIS AND GET Hitman Coffoo. Bul aven if he wasn'
‘provocative” and descnbed as an i a pol pioneer on sockal meda, t's
oxploration of *drug culture” which 'mrm- AND THE CRAZY THING likaty the wood momer would have
Sasad did nol lake kindly to. ISTHATIT'S WORKED." still found an audience. His creations

“My purposc is to explore
cannabis and spread knowledge
about substances that enlighten us, and I'l continue that jourmey
with like-minded antifies] he posted on social media, *Additionnlly,
| don't befieve cannabis is a drug, norwould | characterize its study
and advocacy as provocalive”

And though he's leaving an undeniably massive platform
whera he oul his lesth, the canna-celeb alrsady has big moves
in tho pipoling, including a rolo on the second soason of HBO's
wead comedy High Maintenance. He's also developing a new
documentary project thal he balievos will be his “woeed opus.' as
well as writing a memaoir that will Beely el itself,

“What am | going to call my tucking memoir? Weed, The Kid. I'm
that thing personifiad he chuckled. However, Sased leala ha's
already accomplished a lot by initating a precedent for cannabis
personalitios.

“H tha whole cannabis activist world, and that whola shade of
|ournaliam, is behind me, and I'm the midpoini;” Sased reflecled,
“than the fulure ahead of me js this whole ‘Instagram stars of
wesd’ thing. I'm running ahead, carmying the lorch, and baing that
agitator, and bohind ma 'm kaving flal. ovan ground for all thasa
matherfuckers to come trampling an?’

EEm
OMNE such “matheriucker” is Thomas Araujo, aka Dope as Yola. For
the past five years, tho 28-year-old has built a reputation as a social
medin weed star and entreprenew—a weedfluencer, if you wall,

have a distinct voico—sort of ke a

fusion betwesn a CollegeHumor
sketch and a Michel Gondry music video, but caked with the playul
braggadacio of a part-lime weed deslsr—and the sensbility blaees
through to IRL conversation.

Every anecdole he lold me came equipped with an excess
of hand gestures, and he packed in movie references and pop
cullure analogpes wherever he could. Other Hitman Coffes
patrons immadiataly noticod him talking up a stom in tho space’s
backyard, and several regulars intermupted our conversation to say
hoy and pay respect. Mayba it was tho weod, but | lost my shil
aiter Araujo detaied how he often measures valuables in *units of
usad Hondas"™—a matnic that only a formor pot peddier could have
conceived. “That's a nice Mercedes you're smoking out of* he said
while describing an expansiva glass dab fig.

Onoe Instagram added video, Araujo increased his output and
also began uploading “video memes and skils] scoring several virl
hits in the process, Amund the same time, he and Ruyz starled a
420-friandly apparal brand called Push Treas, and the first limited-
edition run sold out within 24 hours.

i Dopa_as_Yola_ wos racking up followars, too, al ono poini
accruing close fo 400,000 before his account was shut down
{somathing that's happoned 1o him noarly a dozen times sinca).
These successes led fo a number of brands in the cannabis
spaco reaching out and offoring endorsomont daals and creative
consulting opportunifies, ncluding mling paper giant Raw. Al
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ona poind, he told me, 8 magor sellzer company-which has no
formal tics to manjuana—oven got in touch to talk aboul possible
collaborations.

“Back then, | had no idea that peopia got paid for thia ahit? Amujo
contimusd, then added in a lona of disbaliel; “Now I'm on contracl
and il's Bk, Fuck! I'm making more money than my parenis! "

Raw pays him fo use is papers in (@ _Dope as Yola_ confent,
somathing he was abeady doing. And though the contract
shpulaies fhal Arsujo musi exclussvely vse Raw, he relams folal
creative contnol

“There was no guideding, it was just, ‘Hey, keop doing whal
you're doing, and here's money)” Armupo ssd. After &l the &
Dopa_as Yola |rsiagram bio used lo sials, “| wanl o make
waad commercials”™ (lhough he's quick to add in perzon that he
nover wanta hia work fo actually fenl e ads). Not only did the
dream come tnie, but Araulo's since grown his brand outside
Instagram, including video hos! gigs lor dispensarios ke Urban
Trooz and marnijuana publications lke Moy Jane, [Editor's note: Rull
disclosure, the author is currently an odilor at Moy Jane, though ha

has not dirsctly collaborated with Amsujo.] He even has hard cors
fans, and has counted upwards ol 25 peopls who have latioos of
the Push Treeslogo—his mom even has ink that says “Dope as Yola™

“I you think about i, it's really tha only time in He whern you can
filarally blow your brand up off of a wdeo or image you made on
your phona! Asaljo remarkod. *You can gol famous ofl ono baby
thing, one btk vwideo. We: live in the luckiest time. I's crazy—lon
yearn ago beands wouldn't have got big off a funny picture posted
onkns or on Reddit”

LR )

GREEN Streot Agency agrees with Araujo's obsorvation, and
the company’s exstence = & lestament o hes emerging canna-
onleb businass wilhin the lerges cannabis mdusiry, The full-service
craative agency foowses on markating, advarlising, chenl sannces,
and brand development “all dedicated to tha [cannabis) apace”

Oniopotiaciifating brand parinerships—suchas Snu-up['lugg's
doal with G Pen vaporzers=Greon Stroet holps influoncers and
personalitios tum thair clout inlo a carcor, Sacoed hippod me (o the
company, and descnbed them as trustworthy inslders who know

. DRUGS & RA.
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how 1o nassgalo the corporale world without greon-washing tha
image of their cannabis clenta

Founded by lnwyer Josh Shelton and former record label exec
Rama Mayo in 2013, Grean Strest |8 gearning up o be the go-lo
ad firm for wood. They curonlly work with mainstream wood-
friondly colobritios, including Snoop Dogg, The Game, Melissa
Ethendges, and 2 Chainz, but they're also leaming with up-and-
caming cannshis personalities from the social medis space, such
as vagger CustomGrow4 20 (1.4 milkon subseribars an YouTuba)
and Acam lll (aka “The Highest Host® and “The Kosher Stoner”).

In addition, Groen Strect is opening a 50,000 square fool
office in Los Angelss this yaer o house both the agency and
olher cannabe-facing companies. They imagine the space as a
Walod)Weork of sorts=—a “loundalion for the community” with a
talent agency viba.

“That's our plan aesd Mayo, “We want o bulld the Makers
for woed. Let’s hamess the YouTube-verse and turn thal inte the
platferm.

Groen Streot is focused on the londg tad, and the founders know
thelr business is a bil premalue ghven the precarious stalus of

“The digital age of marketing really docen't exist in the cannabis
industry yet Mayo told me at their onginal office in the historic
Wilshire Tower, where they also host
cannabis-ralalod evants and parties.
INol by coincidence, they shared

"AFTER 80 YEARS, SUDDENLY

onling, become celobritias, and also make a ving. N's prally
phonomenal”

Thae law firm warka with chants from all tacets of the marijuana
inclusiry, from dispensanss thal nesd help scquining licenses, o
*bigger-namao colobritios” launching woed products. Increasingly,
Viconte Sedorberg LLC advisesindividuals inthecanna-entortainer
and social moedia space who sook o legitimize their hustios and
profit from tham. In & phons interdew, Vicenls splained thal his
siaff doss "a {air amount of work advising theses up-and-coming
celebritics who are self-made, trying to figure out what is their
niche and how can they promote themselves and find a career in
this space withoul running afoul of the law”

For example, Vicenls zaid he's halped al least 00 chenls=both
direc! manjuana businesses and ancillary ones-with banking,
which “is frequently an maue” Banks are often reguisted by the
teds, and theretore will resinct indivnduals and businesses from
tzking out loans, applying for morgages, and even dopositing
cash if they work with, or are adjacent to, ganga,

“You noed to understand the state and fedoral lavws that govemn
that said Vicents. “We walk people through a lot of thal®

There are a mulituds of other hurdles cannahes enireprensurs
must navigate, regardioss of what state they e in. Busness
owners are often prohibited from using PayPal or having their
apps appear in the Apple Store,
and social media weed slaes
regulary have lheir accounls tsken

the building with the West Caast MARIJUANA LEGALIZATION down by Facebaak and Instagram
e G L S
including restrictions on advertising, INTERSECTING WITH THIS Wogal narcotic.

et UNQUEMOMENTIUTIME oo o convins o
el v S St b WHENPENPIECANPROMGTE 't s s b b
space for someone who has a THEMSEIVES ONLINE, BECOME “Sometimes M,F us and
iy el dseinia CELEBRITIES, AND ALSD e tbcroey cant e, Wb
company*-a business opporiunity MAKE A LIVING. very litthe recourse lo fight thal, so

they are experts al catalyzing. In

other wards, if an independant personality has organically built
& srahle audence and has an onginal voice, Green Sirest can
help that canna-cntertaingr monclize whatover it is thoy do.
By the time recreational legalization s a reality in more statos,
the company is poised to streamiine the process and take on
countless more olients.

A CANNABIS creative agency is “a sign of the times)” said
Brian Vicente, cofounder of premier manjuana law fimm Vicente
Sedaerbarg LLC. Vicenle was one of the main aulhors of
Amendmenl 64, the landmark measire that legalized recrealional
marifjuana use for adults in Colorado, and his firm employs over
50 staffers with offices in the Cantennial State, Massachusetis,
Mevads, snd Califomis. The team's LA, office iz cumantly two
blocks away from Green Streol, and Vicento Sodorborg LLC
will also occupy a section of the crealive agency's Impending
mega-office.

Lika Thomas Araujo did when we mel, Vicenls underscored
how modarn tha nascent canna-celebrily prolession s withm
legal weed: “We live in this incredible moment when there’s a
confiuence of a massve social change—afier 80 years, suddenly
marijuana legalizabon is here. I's sor of intersecting with this
unique momeanl in lime whan people can promote thomselves

you can see how frusiraling that
cauld be to someone wha's buill a sobd network on Instagram or
Facebook and has then had thal tom down”
THIS is cxactly what happened to Dope as Yoka, whose Instagram
bio in lale 2017 stated *Deleled at 343k & 006" [followsrs].
Players in the marijuans space are kable to threals that are fully
oul of thair control-vulnersbdities they're very much aware of but
cannot safeguard, if your weed carcer depends on social media,
your entire lvelihcod could be cut off without waming, even if you
didnl braak any laws.

A lol of the people who used 1o be on Instagram don'l do
Instagram anymore because they keep getting daleted and they
gave the fuck up!” Araujo told ma.

Hiring & lawyer from Vicente Sedarberg LLC is a shield, bul
admittedly a porous ong until manguana is foderally deschodulod.
Therefore, some in the woed game are hesitant to make social
media their only source of promotion or income, and others are
intant on creating entirely new platiorms for pol.

Dr. Dina has worked in cannabis full-time since 2003, but it ook
a full decade before she bocame a bona fide canna-celeb known
outside the direct community.

“Thera was a fime when | was afreid to {ell people whal | did for
i living. It wasn'l tha sama thon,” said the dispensary owner, who
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