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FOREWORD

By T.I.


I WAS BORN IN 1980, NOT LONG AFTER THE SUGARHILL GANG’S “Rapper’s Delight” became the first hip-hop song to blow up nationally. So I guess you could say that hip-hop and I grew up together. As a kid I never imagined that the South would explode the way it has, but as an adult I’ve been fortunate enough to be part of hip-hop’s evolution. It’s exciting to think that kids today grow up listening to me the same way I grew up listening to Scarface, Master P, and Bun B.

Like pretty much everyone, I was into Run-D.M.C. How couldn’t I be? The look, the songs, the attitude—what kid could resist? But the first joints I remember really, really getting into were N.W.A.’s Straight Outta Compton and LL Cool J’s “I’m Bad.” It’s hard to say exactly what it was that struck me about either of these joints except that they felt really young and raw and dangerous. They moved me in a way nothing had really moved me before. They grabbed a hold of me and made me think, “Man, I wanna do this too.”

So I started rapping along to all the songs I liked on the radio, but then around 1988 when I was seven or eight I started writing rhymes of my own. At first I rapped about typical kid shit—being the best rapper, having a good time, and taking pride in my ’hood. But I also rapped about the things my uncles used to be motivated by—nice cars, having lots of money.

As a kid it never occurred to me that people made money off of rap, let alone that I could pursue it as a career. Who thinks that far ahead? I was just having fun. Besides, hip-hop wasn’t the big business it would become. It was more local and underground. Then the first acts from the South started to explode. You could hear the Geto Boys’ “Mind Playing Tricks on Me” everywhere and not just in the South. Then Kris Kross came with “Jump” and I started to put two and two together and realize what hip-hop could do for people. Then OutKast came out.

Growing up, OutKast, Scarface, and UGK were the undisputed kings of the South. No question. They were the acts that held it down until the rest of the country was ready to hear different voices from the South, the Master Ps and Juveniles and T.I.’s.

People sometimes ask me what rappers I’m influenced by, and I’ve got to say I’m influenced by life more than anything else. When I’m writing rhymes I think about dealing drugs and people I know and shit that I’ve been through rather than another rapper’s style. I didn’t listen to Jay-Z’s Reasonable Doubt over and over and over again so I could study his rhyme patterns or flow so I could imitate them. I didn’t sound anything like Jay-Z back then. I did listen to Reasonable Doubt over and over and over again, but that didn’t influence my style.

Jay-Z and I were worlds apart. I could relate to a lot of what he was rhyming about on Reasonable Doubt but there was a lot of shit on there I didn’t really have knowledge about at the time, like Cristal. I didn’t know what the fuck Cristal was—and Range Rovers. There were maybe four or five Range Rovers in Atlanta at the time. I couldn’t really identify with a lot of what Jay was talking about, but I could recognize skill. With B.I.G. and the Coogi sweaters, I knew what that was all about. Jay went over my head at first with Reasonable Doubt. It took me a minute. But I did salute it. And I appreciated it.

When you show money and cars and the trappings of the good life to a kid who’s never had anything, they’re not really going to understand it all immediately. That’s how it was for me with Reasonable Doubt. I was sixteen years old, man, a sixteen-year-old kid selling drugs, selling dope every day. I was listening to Master P at the time, 8Ball and MJG. Imagine listening to that every day and then coming to Reasonable Doubt. It’s like, “Woah. This shit here is a world away from what I’m looking at.”

Me and Jay-Z may have been rapping about the same thing but we did it differently. Back then when Jay rapped about vials, people in the South didn’t know what he was talking about. I did because I’d come up North every summer, but down in the South we used different packaging and different marketing structures. So even though we were both selling drugs, we were doing it differently. There was a culture clash.

But if there was a culture clash there was also a cultural exchange. I learned about what life was like in New York from listening to Jay, just like folks can hopefully learn a little bit about where I’m from just by listening to my records.

Everything happens for a reason. So while I was disappointed that my first album, I’m Serious, didn’t blow up, it just made me work harder on making my next album as strong as possible. I called it Trap Muzik because it’s inspired by the Trap, that cornerstone of the underworld where drugs are sold and money is made. So many people have asked me why I wear rubber bands that I decided to put the explanation in a song (“Rubber Band Man”). I wore rubber bands when hustling drugs to symbolize the money I’d be making.

But when I made the song, it came to represent something else entirely. It symbolizes where I come from—the streets, the Trap, hustling—but also how far I’ve come. That’s one of rap’s greatest gifts to our country—it helps people transform something negative into something positive. That’s why I think everyone has a responsibility to give back to their communities, not just rappers. There are no exceptions. That’s why I’m involved in the Boys & Girls Clubs of America, King Foundation, and a bunch of other charities. I’m just happy to be able to help.

For me, the biggest problem in hip-hop today is oversaturation of the market. People have been burned by labels promising the latest hotness so often that they don’t trust them anymore. The major labels are going to have to switch up their hustle if they’re going to stay in business, but the music will always survive as long as it continues to speak to the everyday struggles of the hip-hop nation. A lot of people talk about hip-hop being dead, but I know that as long as I remain sincere and true to myself, then I’ll be all right. And if hip-hop follows suit, it’ll be straight as well.



INTRODUCTION

It Was All A Dream

The ’70s were a time of great upheaval for New York, a funky-fresh decade of Studio 54, polyester suits, Reggie Jackson’s booming bat, the Son of Sam’s reign of terror, Saturday Night Live, and John Travolta disco-dancing up a storm. In the streets of New York throughout the ’70s a revolution was brewing that would have profound ramifications for the decades to come, a musical and cultural upstart that began in noisy, disorganized park jams but went on to conquer the world. It was a revolution that flourished everywhere. There were black and white and Hispanic kids and Jews with kinky afros with too much time on their hands and not much in the way of money, resources, or parental supervision. It was an outlaw movement founded in the minor criminality of spray-painting graffiti (or bombing trains, to use the vernacular) and jacking public power sources to power up the turntables that got party people dancing. 

HIP-HOP WASN’T JUST THE SOUNDS EMANATING FROM THE records of DJs and the microphones of rappers moving in unison. It was a lifestyle, culture, and philosophy that also entailed graffiti and break dancing, the raucous, aerobatic form of street dance that would become an ephemeral fad in the ’80s but remains one of the immutable cornerstones of hip-hop culture.

Hip-hop was the first truly postmodern musical genre, an explosion of sound and attitude rooted immutably in the music of decades past. It was brand-new but it was also as reassuringly familiar as the hits it sampled. Hip-hop’s roots can be found in the “toasting” of Jamaican DJs, a vastly influential practice where DJs would talk rhythmically over the music they were playing, often with the exaggerated braggadocio that would become synonymous with hip-hop.

Toasting played a key role in the development of hip-hop, as did the formidable legacies of George Clinton and James Brown, two of the most sampled artists in hip-hop history. Both artists helped pave the way for rap by experimenting constantly with the form, structure, and shape of black music. Brown seemed to shout and talk nearly as much as he sang, and his repetitive, groove-based sounds provided the sonic architecture for a huge cross section of golden age hip-hop. Indeed golden age hip-hop could loosely be defined as rappers rhyming over James Brown samples, especially “Funky Drummer,” an endlessly recycled showcase for drummer Clyde Stubblefield.

Clinton’s influence on hip-hop’s development is equally crucial. Long before rappers gave themselves eighteen different names, Clinton created an endless string of increasingly outrageous alter egos for himself and his bandmates while simultaneously creating a P-funk movement that would morph into a G-funk movement under the direction of Dr. Dre, one of Clinton’s most storied acolytes. OutKast, Digital Underground, and Afrika Bambaataa all owe Clinton’s ’70s work a huge debt. Clinton didn’t just rewrite the black music rulebook. He threw that fucker away and began again from scratch with only one dictate: music was whatever the hell he wanted it to be, whether that meant endless stoned rambling or insane extraterrestrial concept albums.

Then again, Brown and Clinton worked with respected musicians like Bootsy Collins, Bernie Worrell, and the aforementioned Stubblefield, but the bored teenagers and casual revolutionaries who would create hip-hop out of little more than borrowed goods and ennui couldn’t afford pianos or saxophones or elaborate drum sets, let alone lessons or studio time. But if DJs didn’t have the time, money, and resources to play like the JBs, Brown’s legendary backing band, they could at least spin a James Brown record and channel some of the Godfather of Soul’s edgy funk. DJs like Kool Herc, a Jamaican-born innovator, found that by repeating and extending the breaks—generally the most rhythmic, percussion-heavy part of a song—in their favorite groove-heavy songs they could keep dancers on the floor longer. For DJs breaks were like orgasms—the visceral rush party people lived for—and by extending breaks they could consequently extend everybody’s enjoyment.

Breaks could come from anywhere. James Brown’s bountiful oeuvre was a treasure trove of dope breaks, but grooves could just as easily come from Krautrock pioneers like Kraftwerk—whose “Numbers” became a popular backdrop for break-dancers to strut their stuff—or even cheeseball arena rocker Billy Squier, whose “Big Beat” quickly made its way into the break-beat hall of fame. It didn’t matter where the beat came from or what color its creator might be. All that mattered was that a break knocked, and dancers judged the relative dopeness of every break with their feet.

Grandmaster Flash improved on the groundwork laid by Kool Herc by adding “cutting,” an innovation where DJs alternated between turntables playing two different copies of the same song so they could “cut” back and forth between them. Grand Wizard Theodore, meanwhile, invented “scratching,” the intentional rubbing of vinyl records for percussive effect. DJs were acting as sonic mad scientists who divided songs and albums into their tastiest and most dance-friendly components. They kept the juiciest part of each song—the break—and discarded everything else.




“For DJs breaks were like orgasms— the visceral rush party people lived for—and by extending breaks they could consequently extend everybody’s enjoyment.” 



Old-school hip-hop made something out of nothing, transforming old records, turntables, a convenient electrical source, and the boundless nervous energy of an army of bored latchkey kids into a revolutionary indigenous American art form that would go on to change everything from presidential politics (who can forget John Kerry’s hilarious comment about being “fascinated” by rap music or Wesley Clark’s sad, perhaps disingenuous contention that Wyclef Jean was his favorite artist) to NBA dress codes.

DJs were and are the backbone of hip-hop culture but they’re ultimately one component among many. They don’t exist in a vacuum, after all. No, they exist to move asses and pump up parties, and the dancers who perfected their craft over the DJs’ breaks became known as B-boys and B-girls and their flashy new form of dance became known as break dancing.

Like hip-hop DJing, break dancing evolved constantly with the never-ending addition of new and treacherous moves. It was intrinsically competitive. Break-dancers from one neighborhood would regularly square off against each other or crews from different neighborhoods. Even when no other break-dancers were involved, B-boys danced to improve their craft or impress girls.

A proto-break-dancing group called the Lockers, whose lineup at various times included Fred “Rerun” Berry of What’s Happening? fame, one-hit wonder Toni Basil, and Dance Fever host Deney Terio, made noise and appeared on Saturday Night Live and Soul Train in the mid-’70s, but the first important break-dancing outfit was the Bronx’s legendary Rock Steady Crew, the most respected group in break-dancing history.

In order to break into the Rock Steady Crew you had to defeat one of its members in a break-dancing battle, a demanding entry requirement that kept membership to a minimum. Nevertheless, a few expert B-boys managed to pass the test, most notably Richard “Crazy Legs” Colon, a graffiti writer who would acquire a curious notoriety as Jennifer Beals’s dance double during the break-dance sequences of Flashdance after establishing a Manhattan branch of the Rock Steady Crew.

Break dancing was dismissed by some as a passing fad and demonized by hysterical parents convinced all that head-spinning and pop-locking would send their beloved babies to the emergency room with broken necks and cracked spines. But it was generally seen as harmless compared to an infinitely more controversial component of hip-hop culture: graffiti.

To its critics—and there are many—graffiti is nothing more than garden-variety vandalism glibly masquerading as self-expression. Like skateboarding, it is viewed by its practitioners as a lifestyle and an art form and denounced as a crime by its detractors. The rewards for enterprising graffiti writers in New York in the ’70s were fleeting and ephemeral. Even if a graffiti writer succeeded in laying down a sweet-ass mural or insanely elaborate design on a sleeping subway train, chances were good their godlike work would be unceremoniously erased by the employees of the New York public transportation system or replaced by a rival graffiti writer’s tag. To create a sense of permanence for this most ephemeral of pastimes, graffiti writers began photographing their work to document their youthful endeavors for posterity.

DJing transformed the music of the past into the soundtrack of the present and break dancing found vertical young hotshots dancing like no one had ever danced before, but graffiti was an art form that didn’t just take from other art forms—it made destruction an essential component of its aesthetic. Graffiti writers were viewed by powerful people as hoodlums contributing to the ongoing desecration of one of the world’s great cities. Not surprisingly, when politicians eventually cracked down on what they deemed “quality of life” offenses—relatively minor crimes sociologists feel contribute to a free-floating sense of lawlessness and contempt for authority—graffiti writers were one of the first groups they targeted.

Graffiti consequently became the official visual art form of hip-hop, just as break dancing became the nascent genre’s dance of choice. We’ve already seen how DJs helped create hip-hop’s musical aesthetic, which leaves us with arguably the final and most important component of hip-hop culture. No, not ringtones, snap music, or video skanks, though those are all fine guesses. We’re talking about the MC, the master of ceremonies, rhymesayers, verse spitters, freestylers, and everyone else who makes music with the mouth, whether as a beatboxer or as a rapper.

Not surprisingly, in the heady early days of hip-hop there was a great deal of overlap between rappers, DJs, break-dancers, and graffiti writers. There still is. It wasn’t at all unusual for an up-and-coming kid to start out exploring one element of hip-hop culture before trading it in for another or investigating a number of different elements at the same time as a graffiti writer/rapper/DJ. Hip-hop borrowed from punk rock the idea that enthusiasm and energy mattered more than craftsmanship and that anybody could be an artist, especially superfans. In hip-hop, as in punk, the line separating the audience from the performer was loose and slippery if not nonexistent.

Prominent early rappers include DJ Hollywood; the Herculoids, an influential group associated with DJ Kool Herc; the Furious Five, another influential group associated with Grandmaster Flash; and Kurtis Blow. In the prerecording days of hip-hop, MCs generally rapped for hours at a time with relatively simplistic rhymes aimed largely at keeping crowds moving. From the genre’s very inception bragging has been an essential component of hip-hop. For kids growing up in a system that gave up on them before they were even grown, it was enormously empowering to get in front of a microphone at a street party and proclaim your godlike omnipotence and Shakespearean mastery of the English language. In its original form hip-hop was unashamedly party music. It wasn’t until years later that people first began thinking of rap as something more than the soundtrack to illicit street parties.

In the late ’70s standouts from New York’s growing hip-hop community began recording singles. In late 1979 the funk group Fatback Band released the song “King Tim III (Personality Jock),” a track generally considered the first commercially released rap single. It arrived in stores just before the Sugarhill Gang’s “Rapper’s Delight” changed the sound and vibe of black music forever.

The Sugarhill Gang was essentially a prefabricated studio concoction of Sugar Hill Records founders Sylvia and Joe Robinson. The Robinsons heard the lusty sound of cash registers ka-chinging merrily in the impromptu street parties rocking New York, so they assembled a trio of relative novices (Wonder Mike, Master Gee, and Big Bank Hank) and a studio band that included future Living Colour bassist Doug Wimbish and had them record material that included “Rapper’s Delight.”

“Rapper’s Delight” was founded on multiple acts of theft or “borrowing.” For its melody the tune simply borrowed the unmistakable bass line of Chic’s monster hit “Good Times,” much to the horror of Chic bassist Nile Rodgers, who sued for royalties and songwriting credit and won. According to hip-hop legend, Big Bank Hank’s lyrics on the track were “borrowed” from Grandmaster Caz of party-rap pioneers the Cold Crush Brothers, a well-respected figure within the rap community legendary for his live performances. Caz reportedly let nonprofessional Hank use his words with the understanding that Hank would in turn help Caz’s career, only to be bitterly disappointed when Hank failed to reciprocate his generosity. Caz’s mistreatment at the hands of rap’s first hitmakers would become hip-hop’s version of the original sin and has been referenced on songs from Brother Ali and Jay-Z.

Caz and other old-school pioneers were learning the undying truth of A Tribe Called Quest’s Industry Rule Number 4080: record company people are shady. But it wasn’t just record company people who behaved abhorrently throughout the early days of hip-hop. Rappers stole from each other even as they themselves were being horribly exploited by music industry sharks.

The Sugarhill Gang scored the first hit single in rap history, but they also became the genre’s very first one-hit wonder when they were unable to capitalize on their breezy hit’s runaway success. It took Kurtis Blow to prove to skeptics that the audience for hip-hop could be fans of artists as well as songs.

Like the Sugarhill Gang, Blow trafficked in goofy, lighthearted story songs about money, girls, and fame. A former break-dancer and DJ, Blow lucked out when he hooked up with manager Russell Simmons, the brother of Run-D.M.C. frontman Joseph “Run” Simmons and future founder of Def Jam and Phat Farm. Simmons saw in Blow a handsome, unthreatening, charismatic performer who would help break hip-hop for mainstream audiences.

In 1979 Blow released the classic single “Christmas Rappin’.” A year later he became the first rapper to release a full-length album with his self-titled 1980 Mercury debut. In the late ’70s the lines between downtown subcultures hip-hop, New Wave, and punk were porous, and intermingling between the genres was fairly common. For example, punk rock pioneers the Clash, a group legendary for their passion for black music and black culture, invited Blow to serve as their opening act, while Blondie introduced hip-hop to MTV audiences via Deborah Harry’s painfully awkward rap in “Rapture,” a hit whose video featured future Yo! MTV Raps host and all-around old-school tastemaker Fab Five Freddy.

Blow’s hit singles helped pave the way for Run-D.M.C. Run of the group even DJed for Blow under the moniker “Kurtis Blow’s Son.” Run-D.M.C. and Blow would later appear alongside a veritable who’s who of early hip-hop talent in 1985’s Krush Groove, a fictionalized account of Def Jam’s founding.

On the artier, spacier side of hip-hop, a former gangbanger was developing a musical movement to rival the Parliament-Funkadelic mythology erected by his hero George Clinton. As a teen, the man, who would grow up to be Afrika Bambaataa, ran with the Savage Seven and later the Black Spades, but a trip to Africa awakened a dormant social consciousness within the future icon.

Bambaataa founded an organization called Zulu Nation to uplift the black race. He began throwing huge parties and became famous as both a highly skilled DJ and a conceptual thinker. Where much of old-school hip-hop looked to the crowd-pleasing, dance-floor-friendly grooves of disco for inspiration, Bambaataa channeled the icy electro-funk of German weirdos Kraftwerk on his seminal 1982 single “Planet Rock.” Bambaataa’s icy technique still sounds sleek and futuristic today and would go on to influence everyone from Rick Rubin to Timbaland to Diddy’s Hitmen squad. Bambaataa organized the first major European hip-hop tour and later engaged in seminal collaborations with Johnny Rotten and James Brown. He continues to tour and record and act as an unofficial hip-hop ambassador.

The year 1982 also saw the release of Grandmaster Flash and supergroup the Furious Five’s “The Message,” a grim bit of social commentary widely considered the first socially conscious hip-hop song. Where previous hip-hop hits trafficked in lighthearted escapism, “The Message” rubbed listeners’ noses in the despair and desperation afflicting the underclass. By the time the track was released Flash was already regarded as one of rap’s most respected and influential DJs, and his fame grew with the 1982 release of “Grandmaster Flash and the Wheels of Steel,” a seven-minute-long showcase for Flash’s turntable wizardry that would become a landmark in the burgeoning turntablist movement. Grandmaster Flash later served as the musical director for The Chris Rock Show and was recently inducted alongside the Furious Five into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.




“Hip-hop was all about having fun and partying, not soberly addressing societal ills. The arrival of Run-D.M.C. changed all of that.”




Grandmaster Flash and Melle Mel of the Furious Five scored another classic early hip-hop message song in “White Lines,” a jittery, paranoid anti-cocaine anthem built around a twitchy, disconcerting interpolation of Liquid, Liquid’s “Cavern.” But in the early days of hip-hop, dark, socially conscious songs like “White Lines” and “The Message” were the exceptions rather than the rule.

Most early rap stars trafficked in lighthearted escapism, like plus-sized wisenheimers the Fat Boys and disco hitmakers Whodini. Hip-hop was all about having fun and partying, not soberly addressing societal ills. The arrival of Run-D.M.C. changed all of that. Where “Rapper’s Delight” borrowed its upbeat melody from Chic’s “Good Times,” Run-D.M.C. released a first single called “Hard Times” with a sound as dark, angry, and minimalist as the song’s title.

The stripped-down beats of Def Jam founders Russell Simmons and Rick Rubin made the disco-based production of many old-school rappers suddenly seem corny and irrelevant. Just as New York history can be divided into the B.G. (Before Giuliani) and A.G. (After Giuliani) eras, hip-hop can pretty much be divided into the time before Run-D.M.C. (the old school) and post–Run-D.M.C. (the golden age and everything that followed). The concomitant rise of the Beastie Boys and LL Cool J, two other acts irrevocably associated with Russell Simmons and his fledgling Def Jam empire, helped further spur hip-hop’s gradual shift away from airy escapism toward sparer, more minimalist sounds and sustained careers.




“In setting out to make a name for themselves and make their blocks and neighborhoods proud, these long-forgotten rhyme slingers nevertheless laid the foundation for one of the most influential social and musical movements of the past century”


The Def Jam/Run-D.M.C. contingent also helped kill talk about hip-hop being nothing more than a fad. For in the early to mid-’80s it sure seemed like everyone was out to exploit hip-hop. Break dancing found its way into commercials for breakfast cereal and inspired a string of dire exploitation movies like Breakin’ 2: Electric Boogaloo that simply shoehorned gratuitous break-dancing scenes into hackneyed “urban” melodramas. Movies like the superb documentary Style Wars indelibly document the explosion of talent and energy erupting from the streets of New York throughout the late ’70s and early ’80s, but most “rap movies” disrespected the music and the culture they were ostensibly paying tribute to.

It’s tempting to romanticize hip-hop’s old school as a lost idyll of selflessness and cooperation, but it’s important to remember that many of the icons who laid the foundation for hip-hop—people like Grandmaster Caz and Grand Wizard Theodore—were fucked over by record companies and peers alike. The music industry was just as shady then as it is today. Ego and competition have always been a part of hip-hop. True schoolers with a fuzzy sense of history and rose-colored glasses might insist that rappers in the old school were all about evolving the art form and uplifting the suffering masses, but you and I know they were out to get paid and out to get laid, just like every musician since the dawn of time.

In setting out to make a name for themselves and make their blocks and neighborhoods proud, these long-forgotten rhyme slingers nevertheless laid the foundation for one of the most influential social and musical movements of the past century. Perhaps Grand Puba said it best when he rapped, “What more can I say? I wouldn’t be here today if the old school hadn’t paved the way.”
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