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This book is dedicated to the Struggle. For who we are not supposed to be and what we are not supposed to know. For the dreams we are not supposed to dream and the love for one another we are not supposed to show.




For now I understand, the bad before the good, the storm before the sunshine, the loss before the win and the down before the up. The Struggle made me stronger and for that I dedicate this book to hip hop for through you anything is possible!
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Introduction:


From Intern To President






My cousin Tony always told me there are three kinds of people in this life: those who make it happen, those who watch it happen and those who let it happen to them. Which kind do you want to be?




From early on, I decided to take control of my fate and put myself in that first category. If I was ever going to be a success in life, I had no choice.




On the streets of West Baltimore where I’m from, you don’t get handed a comfortable living. Every day is a struggle to survive. My hometown is one of the crime capitals of America. Every year, about three hundred people are murdered. As a young black man, I stood a better chance of getting shot or thrown in jail than getting a good-paying and respectable job.




I love where I’m from, but I wasn’t going to let myself become another statistic. I didn’t just want to survive. I wanted to be a success.




That’s what hip hop is all about. Despite what you read about the bling, the Bentleys, the Benzes and the beefs, those are trappings that have nothing to do with the true spirit of the culture. We are all about overcoming the odds and making success happen for ourselves by being ourselves, only better. Whatever our detractors say, we pulled ourselves out of the ghetto the old-fashioned way—through hard work.




Every real success story in hip hop comes down to the same thing: someone who finds the will, focus and drive to achieve. It doesn’t matter if you are male or female. It doesn’t matter what race or religion you are. It doesn’t even matter what hustle you choose.




You could be a firefighter, a rapper, a banker, an athlete or a nurse. If you fight against the odds to realize a dream and be the best that you can be at whatever industry you choose, you are doing it the hip-hop way.




We don’t take no for an answer. We don’t abide the negativity of people who tell us, “You can’t.” We’ll fight to turn a “no” into a “yes.” For us, impossible is nothing.




If I had let the statistics define me, I wouldn’t even be here. When I was fourteen I watched another kid get beaten close to death with a baseball bat. When I was eighteen one of my homeboys was shot in the head at a basketball game over some beef.




I was no angel. I did things that were strictly dumb. My friends and I used to hustle car stereos, whatever could get us a few dollars. We’d steal stuff, just for the thrill of it. Once or twice I came inches from getting thrown in jail.




The day of my high school graduation from Woodlawn High was a turning point. So many of my buddies didn’t make it. The time for playing around was over. Still in my graduation gown, gripped by a sudden panic, I stood on the street outside the commencement hall and turned to my mother.




“Ma, what am I going to do now?”




My mother, Alberta Fennoy, made all the reassuring noises good parents do, telling me I could do anything I put my mind to.




“Kevin,” she said. “You will be successful, you just have to decide that you want to be.”




To me, at that time, success was a secure job paying $30,000 a year. I wanted a roof over my head and the ability to provide for my family. Unlike a few of my classmates who were going on to top colleges, I didn’t have a rich dad or an uncle who could bring me into their business. If they weren’t on the hustle, the kids from my neighborhood were taking minimum-wage jobs flipping beef patties at some fast-food joint.




I chose a different path: business. I made it from intern to president of Def Jam in nine years, before I turned thirty. Today, at just thirty-seven, I’m executive vice president of Warner Music Group, a multibillion-dollar content company that’s one of the biggest in the music industry.




My hard work has given me so much success, access and opportunity that I now experience things most of us only dream of: travelling by private planes, vacations in places I never knew existed and the best of the best that life has to offer. I’ve gone from what I thought was rich to creating one hundred–year estate wealth planning so my children’s great-grandchildren will receive the fruits of my labor.




So how did I make it happen? As I look back over the last decade, it’s a question I’ve been asking myself a lot lately. I know I’ve been blessed. Some of those kids I grew up with are still there on the corner, many struggling to survive, many more not making it, ending up in jail or worse.




But my success is no accident. I made it happen because I had the will. I didn’t have the history of Russell Simmons or Lyor Cohen, who were there from the beginning and founded Def Jam. I came late to that block party. I didn’t have the street credibility of a rapper from Hollis, Queens. In the business of hip hop, I was the outsider who started from next to nothing.




If I can do it, so can you. Anyone can make it happen, but they have to want it badly enough. I was strategic, hardworking, devoted to the brand and passionate about every aspect of this business, from wiping down a stage before a concert to choosing the cover of LL Cool J’s next album. I didn’t just find a job, I found my one true love.




It didn’t always occur to me that being a businessman could be cool. I always knew I wanted to make money, but by age fifteen I was determined I was going to be a rapper. I joined a group with my friends. We had dreams of making it. Back then, we looked up to the drug dealer on the corner, the NBA stars, artists like Run DMC. Who, me, sit in an office pushing papers? Nah! To hell with that!




But take it from me as a music executive—a lot more people can make it in business than as a rapper, basketball player, boxer or in the crack game. Even the most talented singers and athletes don’t always make it. Many who do get there have crashed and burned because they don’t even know the basics of business.




Business is a democracy. You don’t need to be born with a God-given right hook or the gift of a great voice. The business world is the only truly level playing field. Anything is possible if you work hard and show results; youcan make it. Whoever you are, you will be measured by what you bring to the bottom line and the work ethic that you play by.




Business doesn’t have to be about a bunch of guys in suits. Just look at Def Jam. You’ll be hard-pressed to find an executive over forty at that label. It was never an exclusive club. It was built on not having access. We fed on talent, drive and passion, not connections, politics or pedigrees. Creating access and opportunity is the hip-hop way.




We’ve changed the meaning of the hustle from something that you do to people in a negative way to working harder and longer than everybody else. We might not be as smart, but we made a niche and found a way. Our culture has created a mind-set that mainstream America wants to emulate.




People used to say hip hop would die. Twenty-five years later, they’re still saying it, and we’re more alive than ever. Our culture used to be out on the fringes, something to be dismissed. But we’ve survived because of the maturation of our culture and the “Browning of America.” We are where it’s at today. We own the youth market that corporations desperately want a piece of.




The rest of the world is latching on to hip hop to sell everything from hamburgers to mobile phones. You can’t turn on the TV without seeing ads that refer to our culture. Soda, sneakers, airlines, JCPenney back-to-school sales and even the Serta counting-sheep are rapping.




Of course, hip hop is more than just a mainstream marketing tool. It’s been embraced by the masses around the world. We’re part of the fabric of cultures from Africa to China to Russia to Colombia. We’ve become the voice of the struggle everywhere.




We couldn’t have become this big without grinding hard and running ourselves like a professional organization. We had to. Back in the day, and even now, the corporate world didn’t want to let us in. We had to prove ourselves and do everything better so the businesses of mainstream America would come knocking on our door.




In the words of Jay-Z, “So now you own a record label, I got one too / We on a roll now, can’t nobody stop our crew.”




As successful as companies like Def Jam, FUBU, Sean Jean, Rocawear and Phat Farm are, it hasn’t always been easy to get a meeting. Damon John got so tired of getting turned down by the big national clothing distributors that he struck out on his own. Now he owns the corners of major department stores across America. FUBU means: For Us, By Us. That’s the hip-hop creed.




Corporate executives hear the music their kids like, listen to hip-hop haters in the media like Bill O’Reilly and they get scared. They still don’t get our lyrics. They don’t appreciate the positive in the message. Like Jack Nicholson’s character Jessop says in the movieA Few Good Men, “You can’t handle the truth!”




Our artists sing about doing it for themselves and coming up from a life of poverty. Sometimes the message is materialistic. They rap about Louis Vuitton and Jacob watches. They celebrate the stuff they can afford today that they couldn’t even dream about when they were kids.




Sometimes our words are violent and angry. But even the nastiest lyrics can be educational. They reflect the raw truth of the world many rap artists come from. They’ve earned the right to be defiant. Like Russell says, “We don’t adapt to you, you adapt to us.”




But that doesn’t mean we are entitled to our success. To make it happen you need to get educated and learn the skills. You need to play your position to the best of your ability. Be disciplined. Be tough, especially on yourself. Find the passion to succeed and the will to learn and you can make it.




It won’t be easy. Success doesn’t come without a few failures, and every struggle against poverty has its fallen soldiers. We’ve lost some of our greatest artists—Biggie, Jam Master Jay, Tupac—to the violence that comes from jealousy, desperation and ignorance.




The traditional music business has also taken a beating. We’ve had a slump in the record industry because of piracy and illegal downloading. Hundreds of jobs were lost. I have personally had to lay off dozens of close friends at Def Jam. We got sued for tens of millions of dollars. It ate up even more of our profits. My mentor, Lyor Cohen, left Def Jam for Warner. I didn’t know where I stood. After a tumultuous few months, I followed, but it hurt my heart to leave the label I grew up with.




It’s moments in life like those that remind you that even when you think you’ve got it all, it can always be taken away. As soon as we start thinking we deserve our place at the top of the heap, God lets us know that what he gives he can so easily take away.




That’s why the hip-hop way to success can be of value at any stage in a career. We don’t give up. We turn disadvantage into advantage. We’ve learned to reinvent ourselves with each new business we take on. We keep the passion burning by constantly pushing and stretching ourselves. When other people knock our hustle, we get stronger.




I don’t pretend to have all the answers. If I said I knew every secret to success, you’d know I was full of it. Thirty-seven may be old to some of you, but I don’t have enough gray hairs to be some sage. I’m still on a steep learning curve.




I’ve been grinding in the trenches for so long that this is the first time in my life I’ve lifted my head up. I’m working hard to figure out how to bring more balance to my life. I’m making the transition from running a small entrepreneurial business hands-on, to taking a more senior executive role. I have to learn to put the right people in the right positions. I have to learn how to delegate so that I can see the big picture, have a life and stop putting out every little fire on my own.




But I can take you on the journey that got me to this point. I can tell you how I got this far, and what’s going to get me through and take me further as I deal with all the changes in my world.




Through this book, you’ll get to know my story. How an ordinary kid from Baltimore made it from intern to president at the company of his dreams. I’ll take you back to my grandmother’s small house on Presstman Street. I’ll tell you about my first hustle, my biggest screwups and the toughest decisions I ever made in my life.




You’ll hear how I joined a rap group, Numarx, when I was sixteen, and how, in 1986, we wrote the hit single “Girl You Know It’s True,” which helped the spandex pop duo Milli Vanilli lip-sync their way to a Grammy. We sued their record label for taking our song and won the royalties and our rights.




That experience taught me how artists need to know the business of music. That’s when I found my mission. Instead of continuing my career as an artist, I took a job as an unpaid intern at Def Jam. I was willing to do anything to get to the heart of the hip-hop music industry.




I’ll also draw on the examples of friends, mentors and executives from all industries. I’ll tell you about the drive and determination of Ludacris, who made his own album when no other record label would sign him. I’ll tell you about how Jay-Z refuses to be swayed until he’s thought things through with his brilliant analytical mind.




I’ll share my conversation with Bob Johnson, the founder and CEO of Black Entertainment Television, the biggest black-owned and -operated media empire in the world. BET became a reality because one man believed it was possible.




I’ll introduce you to Walter Randolph, my twenty-three-year-old assistant, who was so determined to make it in the music business that he’d sleep on the subway and do any odd job just so that he could learn at Def Jam University.




You’ll meet Russell Simmons, who understands the difference between true success and just getting paid. Over the years, Russell has taught me that it’s not the stuff but the work itself that matters. Real success is happiness. It’s the joy of focusing on a project or cause you truly believe in and the very act of making it happen that is its own reward.




I want you to learn from my mistakes as well as my best plays. Taking risks and facing failure are both ways to come correct. At Def Jam, we always loved the employees willing to stick their necks out and get bold with an idea, even if we shot them down. That’s how we’d grow.




Like Lyor’s mom told him when he was a kid, take the biggest risks when you’re young. You’ve got less to lose when you mess up, and more often than not you can get the biggest rewards.




I didn’t do it all by myself. I had family and mentors to guide me. I realized early on that the best resource is the “human resource.” My family started out poor enough for me to remember the government cheese, the spam and the WIC checks. But my mother and my father, Jerome, the man she married after my birth father left us, worked hard to provide me and my brother and sisters with a comfortable home.




My parents were strict but supportive. They believed in me and encouraged me in sports, music, Boy Scouts, football, whatever I wanted to try. I used to complain that we were “Family America.” To my teenage mind, our wholesome home life was so not cool. But it was a gift that saved me.




Not everyone is as blessed with a stable home life. So many successful entrepreneurs from the culture come from broken homes. But even without these solid foundations, you have to have the drive and passion inside you to make it happen.




In the words of my mother, Alberta, “People are always going to tell you what you can’t do, but if you work hard and believe in yourself, you’ll prove them all wrong.”




So whatever life hands you, NO MORE EXCUSES! If you don’t believe my mom, heed the words of the late, great Biggie Smalls:






F___ the world don’t ask me for sh__




’Cause everything you earn, you gotta work hard for it.







Let this book be your companion as you make your way through your working life. Let my example, and the example of those around me, inspire you to be the best janitor, nurse’s aide, business executive, ditch digger, entrepreneur, lawyer, teacher or cop you can be. Self-respect comes from any job well done. You are your own best business. You are your biggest brand.




Let my words guide you onto a new path of hope. Your future doesn’t have to be a stereotype. Whether you think you have to work as a gardener or a maid because that’s what your parents did. Whether you grew up in the projects and think you have to sell crack because that’s what the guy on the corner does.




Whether you just lost your job on Wall Street and you think your career is over. Whether you’ve hit a wall and hate what you’re doing but think it’s too late to change fields. The only ghetto that can hold you down is the ghetto of the mind. The only thing holding you back is your state of mind. We can sometimes be our worst enemy and biggest obstacle. It’s time for change.




Live by my ten rules and remember: in hip hop, we don’t get down, we get UP!




Empower yourself and…MAKE IT HAPPEN!!!



















Rule 1




Find Your Will









You better lose yourself in the music, the moment




You own it, you better never let it go




You only get one shot, do not lose your chance to blow




This opportunity comes once in a lifetime yo




—Eminem, “Lose Yourself”









Willpower starts deep inside you. You can’t have ambition without will and the burning passion to do something. Go find your passion.




Figure out what you want, and what you’re willing to sacrifice to get it. Some people call it a dream, a mission or a vocation. I call it will. Whatever word you choose, the idea is to identify something that takes you outside of yourself and helps you envision your future. Name it and claim it.




Everyone has a dream or something they love to do. Whether it’s about making it big as a rapper or selling enough insurance policies to afford that dream vacation, if your will is strong enough, it will get you through the hard knocks that might otherwise throw you off the path to success.




Tapping into your will can take time. It’s an imperfect process of trial and error. Sometimes we think we know what we want because we are trying to live up to other people’s expectations. Maybe you’re studying accounting because your parents want you to find a steady job, but you hate working with numbers. Maybe you’re working as a hairdresser because your mother made a good living at it, but weaving, crimping, cutting and straightening hair is boring you to death.




People from our culture don’t always get to know what they want because they weren’t exposed to the possibilities. They are only thinking they will be a product of their environment. They’re too caught up in surviving in the streets, struggling on welfare, or dealing with a father or mother in prison. Kids think if they’re going to escape their corners and see the world, they’d better join the army.




Their only limitation is that they don’t know the game. But awareness can change that.




No Guts, No Glory




There’s an underground card game we like to play while we’re killing time backstage or just hanging out with our homeboys. It’s called “Guts.”




Guts is a street version of poker, but in this game everybody gets dealt three cards. Each player has to put $100 in the pot, so if you’ve got ten people playing, it’s $1,000 at the start of the first round. Once you’ve been dealt your hand, the dealer calls his game. He can say, “One, two, three, drop.” Everyone can either hold their cards up or, if they’re not going to stay in, drop them. If you’ve got guts, if you feel you can win, you hold your cards up to see if you or the others have to match what’s in the pot. Calling “guts” helps us flush out the people who aren’t real players.




The stakes get high, especially when you have a sizeable crew in on the game. One night last year, for example, we had seventeen guys playing Guts at Jay-Z’s Manhattan nightclub, 40/40. Jay and his partner in the club, Juan; NBA stars LeBron James and Antoine Walker and their crews; Richard Santulli, founder of the private jet company NetJets; Mike Kyser and Steve Stout, “the Mayor” and marketing wiz of Def Jam respectively, were all in the game. I was the dealer, presiding over a pot that quickly got up to $40,000 just in that first round.




As the dealer, I get to hold my cards until the end and I’m the first person to call guts. Once you call it, all the players have to turn their cards up. The best hand wins, and the losers have to match the pot. Of the five people left in that game, Juan won.




Sometimes the pot gets so big that people are afraid to keep playing and they drop out. If everyone does that you might get to walk even if you’re bluffing. Nobody shows their hand and you can put yours back in the deck without having to pay. But we never let people walk. That’s why it usually costs people a minimum of $10,000 just to play one round with us.




Wherever we are on the road, me, Jay and the rest of my crew get together for a Guts game. It’s become a tradition. We all come as our different characters. Jay-Z’s is “Lucky Lefty,” because anyone who gets stuck sitting to the left of him loses. They call me “The Cowboy,” because they know Kevin Liles is going to shoot you down. I’m not going to let you walk. I’m going to call it in every game. I say, “I’m not letting any of you feel y’all are better than me, so ‘Guts!’ ”




Do you have the guts? Do you have the courage to stay in the game all the way and risk it all? No matter what your face looks like, no matter what’s happening in your career, no matter who’s in your ear telling you what you should and should not do, no matter who’s saying you can’t, do you have the will to keep it going? To play Guts, you have to want to win more than anything. You have to overcome your fear. That’s what this game is all about.




One of my former employees, Shante Bacon, always has guts. She was just a college rep for us when she first joined Def Jam. But she’d known all her young life that she was destined to work in the music business. Even as a teenager she figured one day she’d run her own label.




When Shante was in college she was a rep for Def Jam’s distribution company in Virginia. That means she promoted our label, and any new singles that were coming out, through college parties, football games, homecomings, college radio and concerts. One day in her senior year she sent us a three-hundred-page book she’d put together documenting all the work she’d done for Def Jam over the years. She included wrap-ups of events, pictures and dozens of letters of congratulations from me and Lyor on the success of her work on campus. She put it together in one slick package using everything she’d learned as a marketing major. I’d never met Shante, but I took one look at that book and said, “She’s hired.”




That was in November 1997, but Shante didn’t graduate until May 1998. We wanted her to join Def Jam so badly that we held the job, of sales assistant, open for her by filling it with temps. She already had the winning hand.




Lose Yourself




It’s not always obvious at first what we’re good at or what we enjoy doing. Some of the skills that can work in the business world don’t fit easily into a box. They’re not on your high school curriculum. You may even think that something you do is way too much fun to be anything but a hobby.




You may not realize it, but if you love to throw a party, you could be a great event planner. If you like to look fly, you could be a stylist. If you enjoy vibing with other people, you could be a publicist. Plenty of industries need these skills.




When I was fifteen it didn’t really occur to me that I could be in a rap group. I was good in English class. I could write well. I was always composing rhymes in my spare time. My buddy Rod used to rap, so he’d come over and ask me to put together some rhymes with him, but it was just something I did for fun.




Then I heard Run DMC’s hit song “Sucka MC” at a house party:






Two years ago, a friend of mine / asked me to say some MC rhymes / So I said this rhyme I’m about to say / The rhyme was mecca, and it went this way…







I thought, “Damn, I can do this! Hell, I AM doing this.” Rod was part of a rap group, Numarx, but it never occurred to him to ask me to join, and until that moment I never even thought about it. But when I heard that rhyme it all made sense. I had to do it.




True passion doesn’t always hit you like a lightning bolt. Take my good friend and colleague, Julie Greenwald.




Julie always loved music, but she’d never even considered the music business as a career when she was going to college. She came from a nice, liberal Jewish family that believed in making a difference in the world. From the time she was a little girl she’d always planned to teach or work for some charity organization. The first thing she did when she graduated was sign up for a volunteer program to teach impoverished children in the Mississippi Delta. That year she became like a surrogate mother to these kids, who often had nothing to go home to.




But when her year ended, she moved to New York to be with her boyfriend. She found a job working as Lyor Cohen’s assistant at Def Jam. Those two were kindred spirits. They’d spend hours together hatching brilliant and out-there ideas to promote artists. Julie discovered that she loved the business and decided to stay. She learned that by working in a company that was part of the hip-hop culture, she could find another, more lucrative way to serve the young people she cared so much about.




In taking care of Def Jam’s consumers and providing a home away from home for the young artists who were signed to our label, Julie’s nurturing instincts, together with a great head for marketing, would serve her well at Def Jam. Many of our artists come to us at such a young age, and are so messed up from the life in the streets they’ve come up from, that a strong, maternal figure is just what they need to set them straight. Julie’s found her true vocation in the music industry. Today she works with me as president of Atlantic Records, a division of Warner Music Group.




Like Julie, you’ll find your own will when you decide to look for it. Just ask yourself:






Am I a team player, or do I prefer to work on my own?




Am I creative, or do I like to plan and organize things?




Do I see the big picture, or do I like to execute the plan?




Do I like the camera, or am I that quiet guy getting it done behind the scenes?







If you’re a detail-oriented perfectionist, or anal, like me, you might become a good chief of operations. If you’re into team sports, you might make a good human resources manager, or even company president. If you’re a natural-born hustler, you could be vice president of sales. In business, there’s enough room for all kinds.




Step back and think about who you are and what makes you passionate. When you know who you are you’ll find your fit.




By Any Means Necessary




Finding your will gives you the strength to endure whatever it takes to make it happen, even if it means sleeping on the floor of a friend’s cockroach-infested apartment in the Bronx.




Walter Randolph, a lanky twenty-three-year-old kid from Chicago, wants my spot. He’s followed my career path from intern to president in the music trade press. He knows that anything is possible because he’s read up on it. But you won’t believe what he’s been willing to go through to realize his dream.




Growing up, Def Jam’s music was the sound track to young Walter’s life. Every job he ever worked through high school and college was in record stores, sampling and selling rap music. To him, Def Jam was the Mecca of the music business in the Holy Land of Hip Hop.




He was like thousands of other kids who travel across the country to try to get their foot in the door. He didn’t aspire to be a rap artist himself. Instead, he wanted to be part of an environment that nurtures artists and creates great music that can change a culture.




At college in Tallahassee, Florida, an acquaintance of Walter’s was a college rep for Sony. She’d been up to our offices in New York City to get some CDs and heard that Def Jam was hiring summer interns. She mentioned it to Walter, and his eyes lit up. He told his friend, “I’ll sweep the floors, take out the garbage, ANYTHING, just get me in there!”




Immediately, he e-mailed the person in charge of recruiting interns, sending in his resume and letters of recommendation from former employers. He got a polite call back explaining the summer intern slots had already been filled, but to please try next year.




Instead, Walter kept in touch on a weekly basis, regularly following up with calls, e-mails and letters. Months later someone took a look at his resume and realized he had some valuable experience in music sales. In the middle of his junior year exams he got a call and was told to be there the next day.




What we didn’t realize at the time was that Walter didn’t live in New York. Truth be told we probably wouldn’t have cared. So he did what he had to do, raiding his bank account for all his cash to buy a $600 last-minute plane ticket to fly up from Florida that same day. With no money left over for a hotel room, he spent the night in LaGuardia Airport’s arrivals terminal and came into the city for his interview the next morning.




Walter’s sacrifice paid off. He got the position, headed back home, packed all of his worldly possessions into his beat-up Chevy and drove back to his father’s place in Chicago. He took a train to New York and started work with nothing but the clothes on his back.




When he started work at Def Jam Walter didn’t even have a crib. We don’t pay interns at Def Jam. Like me when I interned for Def Jam’s regional office in Baltimore, armies of kids are willing to prove their stuff for free.




But Walter had it especially rough. After hours, he’d put his head down on a bench by the piers at Forty-seventh Street, where the cruise ships come in. He’d sleep all night on the subway. He didn’t have enough money to buy food. Not eating properly gave him an ulcer.




Back then people used to say, “Walt, you work such long hours!” But he didn’t want to leave the office because he had nowhere to go!




His first home, a piece of floor in a crack house in Far Rock-away, Queens, was raided one day while Walter was at work. Then Walter found a distant cousin with a free sofa in the Bronx, but he outstayed his welcome after a few weeks. Last I heard he was sharing a place with a friend in New Jersey.




He survived on the occasional hustle, and charm. Walter’s polite demeanor and willingness to do anything to help made him a favorite of the girls in the office. They’d get him Phat Farm clothing samples so he could look cool. They’d order food in so he could get his three squares.




For a while there it looked to Walter like he’d never get paid. The music industry had had a lot of layoffs over the past couple of years. For the longest time I couldn’t offer any of the interns full-time paid positions. They just didn’t exist.




But even back in the heady days when everything we touched went platinum, most interns moved on before a full-time position opened up. They got tired of doing the stuff that nobody else wanted to do and eventually realized that making it in the music industry was just too much of a challenge for them.




Walter was an exception. No matter how tough it got, he never complained. He just kept coming to the office and working longer hours than Def Jam employees on the payroll. He made himself indispensable to me, and he knew it.




I gave him the demos that aspiring rap groups hand me outside the office so that he could tell me what, if anything, was good. I relied on him to be my eyes and ears.




Every day he’d put together a book of record spins and other daily numbers that I need to scan each morning. Known in the industry as the BDS—or Broadcast Data System—report, I call it my bible. Walter was one of the few people in the office who knew how to put it together just the way I like it.




Every day, he’d sit at the workstation outside my office taking in everything around him. When I dropped knowledge, he was there to catch it. He’d listen in on meetings and study the major players as they walked and talked through the halls. He was one of Def Jam University’s best students.




He never asked me for a thing. He endured the hard times and positioned himself just right. So when I left Def Jam last year for Warner Music Group, I took him with me. Now he’s getting paid.




I’ve got big plans for Walter.




Be Resilient




It takes tenacity like Walter’s to find your passion and chase it. You have to harness your will to take success to the highest level. You have to be focused.




The dictionary says the meaning of fierce is savage or cruel. But there’s more than one definition for the word. Being fierce can also mean intense, untamed, passionate and strong. The most serious are committed to going after what truly matters to them. When you are fierce, you are unstoppable.




Irv “Gotti” Lorenzo is resilient. He knew what he wanted to do before he was old enough to drive.




The head of The Inc., the multimillion-dollar record label that discovered and produced DMX, Ja Rule and Ashanti, Irv was deejaying in the community halls around Hollis, Queens, from the time he was just fifteen years old. He was so set on starting his career producing hit records and promoting talent that nothing could keep him in class. He aced every test, but his high school teachers had to flunk him because he never showed up!




But Irv didn’t care. He’d already found his one true love—music.




Irv’s passion is writing and producing music. But he’s also down with grooming and breaking artists, and taking care of all the little details that are involved with making records and achieving bulk status in sales. He fights so hard for the artists he believes in that I call him the Muhammad Ali of the music business.




“My artist is the best and I’m going to show you guys; we gonna sell bulk!” he announced at one of our first meetings. I had to laugh at Irv’s chest-thumping style. But I was also impressed.




Irv started seeing himself as a label executive by the time he was a teenager, when Eazy-E launched Ruthless Records. He saw what Russell Simmons was doing. He watched as young dudes not much older than himself were launching labels like Bad Boy and Death Row. That’s what he wanted.




Irv will stay up all night for days in a row when he’s laying tracks in the studio. But as far as he’s concerned, he’s never worked a day in his life. Making records is pure passion. He’s been involved in some huge hits, and he’ll do it again and again as long as he lives and breathes.




“It all starts with the love,” he said. “I would do this for free.”




Irv’s will was obvious from the first moment I met him. I could see in his eyes an unshakable belief in himself. He was brash but never failed to deliver. Whatever you may have heard about Irv—the FBI investigations into links with drug gangs, the recent arrests—spend five seconds with him and you know he’s all about the music. He is a true record guy.




When he was just twenty-three and working for Def Jam’s A&R division (artists and repertoire, for those of you not familiar with the music business), we were paying him $40,000 a year. But Irv had signed artists that grossed us $100 million in record sales. By the time he decided to branch out on his own he had our utmost respect and support.




Plenty of wannabes like to say they own a record label but most of the time it’s just hype. Today, Irv is one of a rare breed of hip-hop entrepreneurs, alongside P. Diddy and Dr. Dre. He’s sustained consistent success in a volatile industry where you’re only as good as your last hit record.




Irv is just thirty-five, but I see him as someone who could easily take over a record label like Def Jam. That kind of success has been possible at such an early age because he dared to dream big. He’s one of hip hop’s great visionaries.




Quincy Jones once said, “Take the biggest dream, the biggest one you can find, and if you get just 25 percent of it, you’ve made it.”




Take that dream and blow it up even bigger.




Repeat after me: “I believe in myself, therefore I am what I believe myself to be.”




Try Everything




Don’t be discouraged if you haven’t found your will yet. Not everyone is like Irv. Not everyone is lucky enough to find their life’s passion by the time they hit puberty. Sometimes we get stuck on the wrong path. I took many paths, just so that I could keep my options open.




It’s okay to experiment. Take as many risks as you can while you’re young. You wouldn’t buy a car without test-driving it first, so why not try a few different things before you figure out what’s going to be your life’s work? Explore!




Lyor Cohen, one of the most powerful executives in the music business, calls it dabbling, and look where it’s got him. Today, he’s the CEO of Warner Music Group. Dick Parsons, CEO of Time Warner, was a lawyer, a political consultant and a banker before he became one of the few African-Americans to head up a Fortune 500 company. Kenneth Chenault, the CEO of American Express, started out in dental school!




Sean “P. Diddy” Combs expanded his business and widened his appeal to audiences outside of the hip-hop culture by acting in movies and playing Walter Lee inRaisin in the Sun on Broadway. He’s got a clothing empire alongside his music empire and the sky is the limit as to what that B-boy will do next.




Trying new things always carries the risk of failure. Puffy could have gotten his ass kicked by critics for his Broadway debut and quit. Not only did he keep it moving, he invested in his own play. He got mixed reviews and a lot of nods for making the effort to stretch himself. He brought young urban audiences into the theater for the first time and exposed them to great American drama. He puts himself out there. As Lyor would say, he leaves a piece of himself on the field every game. That alone deserves respect.




Not everything you do is going to work out, but you’ll learn what works, what doesn’t, what you’re great at, and what you suck at. You may learn that something you love doing will be a hobby, not a career. Doing it may lead to something related that you never even thought about turning into a career.




It took me a while to figure out my true calling. My parents made sacrifices so that I would have the chance to try out all the things that captured my interest. They also pushed me to do things they knew would help me build the skills and character I would need to become a leader. They just had one condition: whatever I tried, I had to put my heart into it and see where it would take me.




I was into everything: Little League baseball, football, basketball, the Boy Scouts, the church choir. And those were just the extracurricular activities my mother knew about.




While I was earning every merit badge in the Scouts I was also hanging out with my homeboys. We’d come together on the corner of Liberty Heights and Gwynn Oaks, a rough patch of West Baltimore where we’d network with the other crews and see how much fun we could have. We were always coming up with creative ways to get the money to finance our latest needs, not all of them strictly legit.




One thing I did know early on was that I loved the power of the Almighty Dollar. I had needs. I wanted the latest sweatsuits or those Air Force Ones I’d seen at the mall. When I was eleven I took on a paper route so that I could buy myself the nice extras my father wasn’t willing to pay for. But I soon figured out that there were easier ways to earn a dollar than getting up at four in the morning every Sunday.




I graduated to shoveling snow with one of my buddies. We figured out where the old ladies lived and cleared the paths from their front doors so they wouldn’t slip and fall. We clocked when a potential client would open his garage door to drive to work, so we could clear the driveway just in time. We earned hundreds of dollars in extra tips from the appreciative snow-bound masses of Baltimore!




Later on, other sources of income came from hustling. By our mid-teens, our crew had all kinds of deals going on, selling any illicit commodity we could steal or turn over for a profit. I wouldn’t recommend that way of living to anyone, for reasons I’ll discuss in a later chapter. But those experiences were not only lucrative, they gave me a taste for negotiating a deal and thinking fast on my feet.




I was also rapping. I wrote most of the lyrics for Numarx, including a hit song. But I was better at promoting and selling our group. I watched where the money was going. I set up our gigs. I got our music played on the radio. I planned our image and how we would invest in ourselves.




I had so many business ideas that the other guys in Numarx started calling me KG for “Krhyme Genius.” One of those ideas was to start our own production company. We used our income from performing and loans from our parents, to invest in equipment for our production company, Marx Bros. Records.




My new hustle led to all kinds of interesting and profitable sidelines: street team marketing, throwing parties and promoting records on local radio. I knew every club owner, music retailer, deejay, cop and drug dealer in the mid-Atlantic who could help me push and sell records.




The sidelines continued on through high school and college. I played football at Woodlawn High for three years. By the age of nineteen I was studying to get my degree in electrical engineering and managing a telemarketing team of four hundred people for a travel marketing company called World Connections Travel.




Something had to give. The first thing to go was football. That killed me. I was one of the top high-school players in the state of Maryland, and I’d been playing football since I joined the Pop Warner league at the age of nine. I hated letting down my team.




Two years later I ditched college. I was so obsessed with music that I couldn’t sit down and focus on complicated physics formulas. I’d sit in front of the computer at home and compose rhymes in my head.




Finally, my will to be in the music business was coming into focus. The hardest part was letting down my parents. My mother, Miss Berta, was disappointed. I was always close to my parents and I still am, but my decision to drop out was a turning point in our relationship. Still sore from the time I quit Boy Scouts before graduating to Eagle Scouts, they said, “Kevin, why can’t you finish anything? Don’t be a quitter!” But when you find your will, nothing, not even the sadness of letting down family, can stop you from going your own way.




I wasn’t fully aware of it at the time, but everything I had going on from the very first dollar I earned was in some way preparing me for my career at Def Jam.




Team sports taught me the discipline needed to be a manager and work toward the good of the company. Shoveling snow and delivering newspapers taught me how to think about what the customer wants. Hustling taught me how to handle tense situations and think on my feet. Managing a telemarketing team showed me how to be a leader.




My experience with Numarx made it all clear. I wrote a song that would become one of the biggest singles in 1989, “Girl You Know It’s True.” National labels were clamoring to sign us to re-record it and fan the flames, but we were tied to a contract with Studio Records, a regional record label in Oxen Hill, Maryland. That didn’t stop Chrysalis Records from taking it and recording it anyway as a song by Milli Vanilli.




Watching Milli Vanilli’s cheesy video and hearing about those crazy record sales was galling. Our manager found us a lawyer, we sued and we won. We got the BMI award for Song of the Year, and all the royalties. At nineteen I got my first royalty check for $90,000.




At twenty, I was already bringing in $90,000 a year from my marketing job, band royalties and all my other little hustles. That was more than I could expect to make from sticking to college and graduating, so there wasn’t much my mom could say.




Through all this I discovered that what I really loved was the business of music. I realized that the industry needed good music executives to take care of their own. I was twenty when I knew, more than anything, that I wanted to be part of an organization that takes care of its artists. I’d finally found my one true vocation.




Stand Up




When you find out what you want to do, stick to it. Like my football coach always said, put your head down and keep those legs moving. Your future employer will appreciate your persistence. It’s no good having will unless you’re willing to prove it.




Almost every employee at Def Jam who came up through the ranks—which at one time accounted for about 80 percent of the label’s executives—will tell you they got their foot in the door the same way. They were beyond tenacious. You might even say they were obsessive.




By persistence, I don’t just mean they sent in their resumes and followed up with a few e-mails. They came close to turning themselves into stalkers. They were shameless about using whatever contacts they had. They invented pretexts to come to the Def Jam offices. They called and called and called.




You’ve got to use that will you’ve just found to push until you’ve knocked down that door. There’s no doorman with white gloves on waiting to open that door for you. You can’t just walk right in, no matter how perfect you think you might be for the job.




I first met Deidre Graham, Def Jam’s former senior vice president of marketing, when she was just twenty-two and living in L.A. Deidre’s roommate Tina Davis, who was Def Jam’s manager for the West Coast office back then, brought this tall, skinny kid fresh out of college to a video shoot.




Deidre had been working for some entertainment lawyer’s office for about five minutes and decided that she wanted to get into “a gig that’s more creative and hands-on.” She asked me if I could help her and I told her I’d see what’s up.




I don’t think I said more than a few words to Deidre at the time, but I was impressed enough that she found a way to get my ear. There was something in the way she carried herself upright. I could tell she had that confidence and drive. No sh__! She called me for four months straight after that.




Deidre never had an actual phone conversation with me, but she called me every single day. I’d tell her to call me on Saturday morning at seven, my time, and she’d get up that morning at four L.A. time to make the call. She’d call me on my cell and I’d say call me back at three. She’d call my office and my assistant would say I was on the other line or take a message. For weeks on end she never heard my voice.




But I knew she was calling. Finally on the day of the Million Man March, I did call her back. I said, “Yo, you got the job, pick up your keys tomorrow and don’t f___ up.”




Deidre knew how to be just pushy enough without looking crazy to me. That’s a valuable asset in any business. Like a lot of prospective employers, I like to test job candidates to see how badly they want the job.




I’m also a little indecisive about who I hire. I might meet them once and like their spirit, but I want to see if they’ve got what it takes. In this business, if they don’t call consistently, and follow up at the precise time I tell them to, it’s a bad sign because they may try even less hard once they’re in. Too many kids think they’re entitled.




You’ve got to be able to follow through and deliver, even before I put you on the payroll.




Be Shameless




I respect people who use cunning and guile to get what they want, within reason. It means their will is so strong that they’ve really gone to the trouble to think about how to create opportunities for themselves.




Gabrielle Peluso showed that kind of chutzpa when she got her start. She already had Def Jam in mind when she was studying communications and the music industry at Syracuse University. She was determined to get her foot in the door of the one record label she loved.




After graduation she called the New York office to see if she could get a summer internship. The person filling in for the receptionist that day said, “Oh sure, come in Monday at ten.” She was kidding. But Gabby was dead serious.




She packed up her dreams in her little Volkswagen Fox and drove. The regular receptionist Sonya, who was on duty that day, was surprised to see her. When she told her she had an appointment with Jeff Trotter, the head of A&R, Sonya told her he’d left for L.A. four days earlier and wouldn’t be back until Wednesday.
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