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YOUNG, RICH, AND DANGEROUS

(the poem)




Young enough to make mistakes

Expose the art forms of good and bad

The choices of many and the right choices of few

Rich enough to make mistakes into catastrophe

It don’t stop at dollars

I’m known by millions

Rich with knowledge and that power is dangerous

That’s where your fear starts

You trying to come from your pocket instead of your heart

True youth comes from within

The only rich man is one who knows the value of life and

death

Danger is present when consciousness is absent

Let your mind be the key to unlocking the beauty in your heart

Have Godliness in your soul

Live in it or rest in it

I’m gone

—Ruben “Big Rube” Bailey
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So So Def!!!







FOREWORD



There are three kinds of producers: the musician who plays instruments and arranges music; the beat master who’s skilled with the drum machine and takes several tracks to put together a chord; and the articulator who has an idea of everything he wants to hear but expresses it verbally for others to play. Nowadays, younger producers get credit for doing a lot less on a record. Their skills are fragmented and they’re lucky if they can be successful at even one of these tasks.

But not Jermaine Dupri. He possesses all of those talents and then some. Even though J.D.’s a young dude who’s very much in tune with what’s happening musically today, his grind is 100 percent old school. He is one of a breed, like Quincy Jones, Babyface, Jimmy Jam, and Terry Lewis, who can make a record from A to Z, from finding an artist and grooming them, to developing them vocally and making a record that’s true to the character of that particular artist and yet somehow bigger. These producers don’t need an established artist to make a hit. They build up the stars from scratch. The artist comes in and says, “This is what I can do.” But the great producers, like J.D., take an artist’s innate abilities much further—way beyond what the artist initially thought he could do.

It takes a special, visionary kind of person to pull this off. You need the greatest communication skills. You need to be able to get along with anyone anyhow. There’s no room in the booth for a producer’s ego. You have to manage the egos of others and yet command the artist’s respect and trust at the same time. You have to have a humbleness about you as well as an aura of strength and confidence that makes people pay attention and want to give you their best. That’s my man J.D. to the very core.

I first met Jermaine back in 1994 when I was performing with my act Blackstreet at the same show as him and Da Brat, who was performing her hit song “Funkdafied,” a truly great record. We never really spoke at the time. We just sort of smiled and nodded at each other as we lounged around backstage. But it wasn’t long before we met up again. J.D. was digging some track I wrote for Queen Pen and told me so. He’s always one to give props to other producers he respects. We’ve been kicking it together ever since.

Pretty soon J.D. invited me and my group to perform at his birthday party in Atlanta and really laid on some first-class Southern hospitality. After that he came to Miami to celebrate my birthday. The champagne was flowing like it does at these events, and J.D. climbed up onstage to tell the whole crowd that I was the reason he first decided to become a producer! I’ve never felt so honored. He puts my name out there like that all the time.

And that’s the thing about J.D. He believes in educating by the example of others as well as his own. He wants kids today to understand what it takes to make it in this business and if he believes there’s something to be learned from another producer’s work he has no problem holding it up to the light. Many of these other producers, like Bryan Michael Cox, have been longtime protégés of Jermaine’s. Today they win Grammys and enjoy accolades in their own careers as a result of what they learned in their mentor’s studio, and J.D. is thrilled that he had a hand in their success.

Back in the day, no one even cared about the producing aspect of making a record. People just wanted to be artists. But these days you find a lot of people coming into our camp. They think, “I’m gonna get me a Ferrari and a Benz just like J.D.” They don’t know all of the grinding and process it takes to get to that level of success. They’re only interested in the glamour. They don’t realize it takes 150 songs with at least 50 percent of them doing well to make it to the top and stay there.

So many rappers, like Kwamé, want to become producers now that in some ways our game is even more popular than being in the spotlight as a performer. For these kids, and anyone aspiring to get into this business, this book, Young, Rich, and Dangerous, is truly a gift. Only someone like Jermaine, who knows it because he lives it, is in a position to deliver such necessary and relevant insights.

I’m honored to support my friend J.D. in this and any other endeavor. It’s long been one of my missions in life to team up with him on a project one day. Meanwhile, I’m proud to see him take the torch and continue to run with it. Many people can get to the top, but few can maintain that position and still remember that it’s the music that matters. J.D. never forgets. He’s a superstar because his great music has made so many stars and touched millions of lives. But for him, it’s always about the process.

—Teddy Riley, producer








INTRODUCTION



There’s a movie they made more than twenty years ago that reminds me of me—it’s called The Idolmaker. Until a few years ago I never heard of it. It was no blockbuster. Then I was flipping through the movie channels late one night when I came across it. I was blown away by how similar the story of this hustla, played by Ray Sharkey, was to my life, or at least the essentials of it. It goes like this:

It’s 1959, the era of Elvis and the pretty-boy rock stars that make young girls scream. Vinnie Vacarri, an Italian guy from New York, can sing, write songs, and move. But he ain’t got the face for stardom, or at least he doesn’t think he has. So instead of being the player, he decides to become the playmaker and find a guy who he can make into the star who’ll sing his songs and dance his moves. Meanwhile, he’ll be the dude that controls everything behind the scenes.

Vinnie keeps running into some young thug named Tommy Dee from the neighborhood who’s always on him to check out his act in a local club. The kid, another Italian from the neighborhood, plays saxophone and sings a little, but Vinnie decides he ain’t interested in his group when he hears the front man is some blond-haired, blue-eyed guy. “So what?” he says. He knows that’s not the type who makes women crazy because he’s checked out the teen magazines and the real teen idols all have slicked-back dark hair. But one night he goes to see Tommy at the club anyway.

Vinnie watches Tommy’s opening moves and studies the audience’s reaction. A platinum blonde with big breasts gets so excited by Tommy, who gyrates like a dirtier version of Elvis, that she looks like she’s going to wet herself. But when the blue-eyed lead singer comes on, she stops bouncing and powders her nose. That’s when Vinnie says to himself, “This is the guy I need for the act that’s gonna make me rich. He’s the one!” Not the lead singer. Tommy Dee.

Now y’all might be surprised how much some Italian dude from the Lower East Side of Manhattan has in common with a lil’ African-American guy from College Park, Atlanta. But Vinnie did what I was doing for years before I saw that movie. When I discovered Kris Kross in a shopping mall, it was the girls looking and pointing at the two cute boys that caught me. Hell, those kids weren’t even rapping. They were just shopping for sneakers and hanging out! They just had that lil’ spark that everybody could see but only I understood.

In the movie, Vinnie takes Tommy, cleans him up, gives him words to sing and tells him how to walk, dance, talk, and dress to get past the censors, command the stage and win over the girls. He becomes like an older brother to the kid and teaches him every trick, including how to comb his hair into that puffy fifties greaser look.

Vinnie stays on Tommy, even coaching him from backstage on how to stare into the eyes of a thirteen-year-old girl in the audience. Vinnie says, “Trust me, I know all the moves and I can make this happen.”

Then Tommy and Vinnie go on the road together and Vinnie pulls every string. He gets him on the radio, books him for sock hops, and makes sure his artist doesn’t do something stupid like commit statutory rape with a teenybopper girl. It doesn’t much matter that Tommy Dee ain’t that talented or that he’s borderline retarded because Vinnie not only makes the man, he puts every last bit of his energy into making sure his act’s every move puts him on the path to stardom and keeps him there.

Now I’m not saying my artists are all like Tommy Dee. They all got natural talent plus star power. But the fans don’t know just how much work goes on behind the scenes before they see the video or the promotional tour. The idolmaker writes the songs, produces the track, comes up with the look, deals with the knuckleheads at the label, and handles all the business. The star is the beautiful face that gets put in front of all that sweat and tears. In the movie, Vinnie does all that by himself with no one to tell him how.

But one star with a few hits ain’t enough. The first time could just be dumb luck, so Vinnie has to find another kid. He’s sitting in some Italian restaurant cursing out a busboy who spills something on him and suddenly realizes he’s looking at the next teen idol, an even prettier, younger, and dumber dude than Tommy. This busboy never even sang a note in his life. So Vinnie takes the kid, who he decides to call Caesare, into his own home and builds him up from scratch. No one believes he can do it. Everyone doubts him, even Caesare. Tommy gets jealous and tries to sabotage the new kid’s career because Vinnie’s attention is all on the new guy. Vinnie tells everyone, “Please, you have to trust me, I know exactly what I’m doing.” He defies the doubters and the haters and turns Caesare into an even bigger star than Tommy!

In the end, the stars all forget what Vinnie did for them and turn against him. The bloodsuckas at the big artist management companies and the record labels are quick to sign them up and steal them away. Vinnie loses it all. Once he makes his artists successful he can’t control them and they forget the guy who made it all happen.

Yeah, me and Vinnie have a lot in common. I’ve been through all the bullshit when stars have one or two hits and suddenly get amnesia. Some are loyal and most get their memory back when they’ve gone out on their own and failed to make even gold records. Like my man Vinnie, I can also perform onstage, although I prefer being the playmaker, controlling everything behind the scenes. For me, being that guy who makes it all happen is more fun than being the star.

But times have changed. Lil’ guys like me don’t have to stay behind the curtain anymore. We’re dangerous. We matter, times 10, because what we touch goes platinum and makes everybody rich. When we do our thing, all the most powerful people in the industry get on a plane and come to us to help them make hits!

There are still haters in the music industry. Jealous people are always going to come along and try to mess things up. But hip hop has given us the power. The labels know they need me if they want to stay in the game and be connected to the market, and the artists know who’s going to keep their best-selling joints coming. We idolmakers can go on making hit after hit after hit until eventually we have almost as much fame, more power, and even more cold hard cash as the idols themselves.

Nowadays, the artists can’t help but remember who made their careers. Hell, Mariah Carey even came up onstage with me the other day at New York’s Hot 97 Summer Jam. That meant everything, because it was her way of giving me a nod to what I’ve done for her in front of a huge crowd of hip-hop fans. The artists, no matter how big I get, will continue to need me as long as I can keep dominating the charts.

Today, kids want to be the producers as much as they want to be the artists. Maybe more so, because they know we pull the strings. They wanna be Dr. Dre and me, because of what we do backstage, not onstage. Guys like us, and especially the ones who follow in our footsteps, aren’t disposable anymore. We’re young, rich, and a danger to those middle-aged executives who sit in the corner office of a record label making bad decisions because they don’t understand today’s music market and have nothing to do with how it gets made other than sign the checks.

The more kids come up like us, the more we’re gonna take over the industry. I’m writing this book and telling my story ’cause I want to lay it out for y’all. Anyone who is hungry, ambitious, and talented can take this chance to peek backstage and inside the studio to see how it all goes down. I mean really goes down, because this life ain’t nothing like what you’re gonna see on un-reality shows like American Idol, Rock Star, or Making the Band. That shit is harmful because it makes kids think all they need is a great voice and someone else’s song. Those contestants, for the most part, can only sing, but it’s so much more than that. The reality of this business is way harder than anyone who hasn’t been through it could know.

I still have my moments of doubt. There’ve been times, like last year, when it seemed like I spent a lifetime on frustrating conference calls with Virgin executives. It made me question why I’m doing all this. But when I step back, I see the impact I’m having and I know I wouldn’t change a thing.

Personally, I’ve never been happier in the skin I’m in. I’ve got my girl, Janet Jackson. I’m the little guy wearing the LV sunglasses and diamond grill you see stepping on the red carpet beside her, getting interviewed by Access Hollywood and snapped by paparazzi for People magazine. I’ve got my Grammy, the first of what I hope will be many. I’ve got all the trappings. I’ve been buying the best rides since before I could drive and today I have nine in my driveway—Lambos, Hummers, Bentleys—you name it. I’ve lost count of how many pairs of sneakers I own. I’ve got rooms full in four different locations. I’m a ballaholic shopaholic!

I own a big mansion in Buckhead, a $5 million private studio, condos in Miami, L.A., and an apartment in the Trump Building in New York City. I own the kinds of cars and houses that some artists have to rent when they play Big Willie in their videos! Y’all must know that joint I did with Jay-Z called Money Ain’t a Thang. That’s been my lifestyle for years.

It’s no secret that I enjoy those riches. I used to make a habit of flaunting my wealth. But you can’t put a price on the satisfaction I get when I’m making hits and taking artists to the top. That part never gets old. The other day I got a page from Chingy, a rapper who came to me to write and produce “Pullin’ Me Back,” which topped the charts. He said, “J.D., I always wanted to work wit you since Kris Kross so thanks man, you don’t know how much this means to me. Man, the song is number one on Billboard an’ that’s because of us. Right on, dog. Anything you need, I’m thurr.” That kind of appreciation from an artist means something because it’s so rare. I got all choked up.

These days I enjoy highs like that all the more because I’ve been through my share of lows. No one knows better than me that it takes a lot more than a bunch of stuff to feel truly successful. Fame and riches have a flip side. The music industry can be a cruel mistress. It breaks your heart over and over again.

When you strive to be the best, the disappointment of anything less than the top of the Top Ten just knocks you flat on your ass. As far as the world is concerned, you’re only as good as your last hit. And most of the time it’s not just one song I’m worried about, but four or five being released at the same time. Then I’m worrying all over again about what comes next.

I’ll never understand these basketball stars who want to go into the music industry. They just see the red carpet stuff, the lifestyle, but that’s not even 10 percent of it. They can get paid $50 million a contract, PLUS endorsement deals just to play a game that they love! But I can’t just sit in my studio making music. I’m always dealing with lots of little work stuff like conference calls and meetings with label executives, trying to squeeze more cash out of a budget to get more promotion for an album that’s just come out. It’s tedious daytime stuff that blows up my pager and ties me up when I’d rather be making music.

Being a hitmaker ain’t exactly an insurance policy for success. As long as I want to dominate the charts, I have to be on top of my game and never let myself be caught napping. In my world, there’s always some new kid tappin’ on your shoulder trying to break in and get past you. I always worry that too much success will make me go soft and I’ll lose touch, so I’m out there all the time in the clubs, at the radio stations, making sure I stay connected with the audience.

You could argue that as far as my songwriting and producing skills are concerned, I’ve been on top for a while now. I’m not just frontin’. Look it up in Billboard, The New York Times, you name it. As of today, I have twenty-one multi-platinum records to my name, from Kris Kross to Usher, whose biggest hits were made by me. I’ve worked with Alicia Keys, Ludacris, OutKast, Jay-Z, and of course my girl, Janet.

I cowrote and produced Mariah Carey’s Grammy-winning comeback album, The Emancipation of Mimi. One joint on that album, “We Belong Together,” had more spins on radio than any other song in the history of music. Just a few weeks later my artists Dem Franchize Boyz hit the top of the charts.

I’m that lil’ guy working the soundboard, making the biggest stars in hip hop, R&B, and pop. I’ve been in the business for a decade and a half and have tens of millions in record sales. I’ve made more hit songs than any other producer since the start of this millennium. I own my own label, So So Def, and I know my way around the executive floor of major record labels.

That’s why I’m calling this book “Young, Rich, and Dangerous.” At 34, I’m still young, especially when you compare me to most other senior music executives. I’m rich, with full-blown baller status. And I’m dangerous. My hands-on grind with the music and my closeness to what’s going on in the streets and the clubs makes me a threat to all of the competition out there.

No one else on the business side of music has my sense of what’s happening on the front lines of the music scene. People running record labels today don’t have the ears to pick out what’s hot in all the small clubs and strip joints across the country where it’s all happening. But I’m out there on the streets like no one else.

If that sounds cocky, you wouldn’t be the first person to think it. People don’t like my swagger. But they don’t understand it’s taken me a minute to believe in myself all the way. The industry was quick to dismiss dudes like me from the South, so I needed my cockiness to carry me through.

My achievements didn’t come easy, no matter how it might look to people looking in from the outside. When people see me, they just assume I’m some guy who never had to struggle. To them I’m just some little kid who got lucky with my first act, Kris Kross. They didn’t see me during those two years I spent working on a four-track in a little room in my mom’s house, making that first album. They just know it sold eight million.

For all y’all who want to know what life is like behind the boards, I’m gonna take you right there. By the end of this book—which I think of as an album featuring all the tracks of my life—you’re gonna understand the mysteries of the studio, the process of working with the artist, the business of dealing with corporate suits, the stress of releasing an album at the right time, and the right way to get the most spins on radio and blow up the sales. You’re gonna understand that it can be the most frustrating, tedious, crazy, exhausting, exhilarating, beautiful, and rewarding life for anyone who can stand the heat. You’ll also come to realize that out of every 100 kids I put in my shoes, 98 of them won’t make it.

I’m not offering readers a blueprint. It’d be pretty hard for anyone to follow me in my life. My path wasn’t exactly a mistake-free, straight line to success. I recently won some Urban League “Influencer” award. It’s supposed to mean that my example is inspiring the next generation of young black people to succeed. But I’m not so sure I deserved it. I’m not pretending I’m out to change anyone’s life. I’m just telling it like it is. If it prepares some kid who’s thinking about being in this business by opening his eyes to what’s real, so be it. The best way to teach something is to tell a story, and the story I know best is my own.

Will I get personal? Nothing’s more personal to me than this business. I spent the better part of last year, and part of the year before, executive producing my girl Janet’s album. That was serious business close to my heart. The music industry is the air that I breathe and the blood that pumps through my veins. When I work with an artist, I become them and a piece of me lives on in each of their songs. They’re like family. In the early days, some of them got so cozy they even lived in my house! Now I’m inviting you to open the door, turn the page, and step inside.








THE LIFE OF J.D.



1972: Jermaine Dupri is born in Asheville, North Carolina; family moves to College Park, Atlanta



1975: As three-year-old, plays drums and stuns Aunt Lucy with perfect rhythm and pitch



1982: Steals show with dance moves at Diana Ross concert



1983: Father moves out; Grandpa Dee passes; moves to house on Judy Lane with mother Tina



1984: Joins New York Fresh Fest as opening act, tours with them over next three years



1985: Meets Chad Elliot on tour; spends summer with him in Brooklyn discovering the New York hip-hop scene; father Michael attempts to put out a Chad and J.D. duo rap record; becomes fast friends with neighborhood kids Eddie Weathers and Daryl Barr



1986: Launches thriving mixtape enterprise, So So Def



1987: Discovers and develops girl group Silk Tymes Leather



1989: Establishes So So Def Productions; releases Silk Tymes’ Ain’t Where Ya From…It’s Where Ya At on Geffen



1990–1991: Spots two kids shopping in Greenbriar Mall and turns them into Kris Kross, spends next year working on album; releases Javier & the Str8Jackers on Ichiban; does demo for TLC



1992: Releases first Kris Kross album, Totally Krossed Out and quickly sells over four million copies; single “Jump” breaks records; inks $10 million deal with Columbia, forms joint venture label So So Def Records



1993–1994: Discovers, signs, and develops multi platinum So So Def artists Xscape and Da Brat



1995–1996: Teams up with Mariah Carey for the first time on “Always Be My Baby”; outside production and remix projects take off; produces Bass All-Stars records with employee and future King of Crunk, Lil Jon



1997: Named EMI Songwriter of the Year; wins Hot 97 Remixer of the Year; starts working with Usher on sophomore album My Way and puts him on path to stardom



1998: May 15, daughter Shaniah is born; releases first solo album, Life in 1472; gets nominated for Grammy for best rap album; releases debut Jagged Edge album A Jagged Era



1999–2000: Wins five ASCAP awards, meets and produces Lil’ Bow Wow, produces and remixes for stream of top artists from Elton John to TLC, Monica, Usher, Run-DMC, Kelly Price, etc.; produces Bow Wow’s Beware of Dog, breaking more records in rap



2001: Produces remix for Janet Jackson’s “Someone to Call My Lover,” the beginning of a beautiful friendship; produces “What’s Going On” for Artists United Against AIDS with Bono; nominated for producer/songwriter Grammy for Alicia Keys’s “Girlfriend” on Songs in A Minor, builds SouthSide studio with money from Sony



2002: Becomes president of Atlanta chapter of the National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences; beefs with Dr. Dre; leaves Sony/Columbia, gets a visit from the IRS



2003–2004: Joins Arista as president of urban music and cuts another label deal, signs Anthony Hamilton, Bone Crusher, J-Kwon to So So Def; produces Usher’s multiplatinum album Confessions; steps down from Academy after Super Bowl



2005: Joins Virgin Records; signs Dem Franchize Boyz; produces history-making Mariah Carey hit “We Belong Together”



2006–2007: Wins first Grammy for best R&B song “We Belong Together”; starts production on Janet’s 20 Y.O.; becomes youngest individual to be inducted into the Georgia Music Hall of Fame; leaves Virgin; to be continued…
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1

FRESH AZIMIZ




Back in the old days, 15 years ago, Atlanta’s music scene wasn’t in Atlanta at all. It was about an hour’s drive north of the city in a suburb called Alpharetta.

A mostly white, affluent neighborhood in Fulton County, Georgia, ain’t exactly what you’d expect of a mecca for all urban artists, producers, and musicians coming up in the South. But it was there, deep inside the Alpharetta Country Club, on an estate surrounded by golf courses and lawn ornaments, where Antonio “L.A.” Reid bought his McMansion and set up studios for LaFace Records, the label he started with Arista and his partner, Kenneth “Babyface” Edmonds.

That crib was crazy. Besides the house where L.A. lived with his then wife Pebbles and their kids, the compound had another huge building housing everything a music guy could want: recording and mixing studios, a dance rehearsal room, a hair salon, and a kitchen with a full-time professional chef to fix a lil’ snack for the artists and studio engineers between sessions. L.A. designed the whole thing to be a place where he could develop artists from scratch. Their moves, their image, their voice training all went down inside those walls.

On any given day or night the driveway would be deep with Benzes, Bentleys, Beemers, Rolls-Royces, and Porsches. TLC, Goodie Mob, Anita Baker, Whitney Houston, and Bobby Brown were just a few of the artists who passed through those doors. One day I was there waiting to mix a record and Toni Braxton was laying down vocals with L.A. in the next studio, Dallas Austin was in the kitchen waiting on some lunch, Babyface was at the piano composing a song, and Chilli and T-Boz from TLC were downstairs getting their hair fixed by Pebbles.

Back then, I never had any direct dealings with L.A. or Babyface myself. But like anyone in the ATL, I was well aware of who they were. Those two brought some real star power to a scene that was always being overlooked by the music industry in favor of New York or the West Coast. The fact that they were on our doorstep was creating some buzz.

They were the idolmakers of their day. Babyface was the guy who wrote hit songs for Whitney Houston, Aretha Franklin, Gladys Knight, and just about every other great female singer at the time. L.A. was the guy who signed all the talent.

Most kids hoping to make it in the industry beat a path straight to L.A.’s door. When I made TLC’s demo tape they took it first to Pebbles. Anyone with aspirations and a shred of talent made the trek to Alpharetta. Usher auditioned there when he was 13. He walked in, introduced himself as LaFace’s “next big star” and told L.A. he was gonna own that house some day. A few years and a couple of Grammys later, he did.

But I wasn’t one of those kids. As far as I was concerned, I already had my shine on. It was 1992 and I was fresh off my success with Kris Kross. I was 19 and I’d just seen my first big check for $1 million. My act’s single, “Jump” was dominating the charts. It stayed number one on the Billboard 100 for eight whole weeks. No one had seen a kiddie sensation like that in rap music before.

There hadn’t been a faster selling single in 15 years. My two stars, Chris Kelly and Chris Smith, were all over the TV, appearing on The Oprah Winfrey Show, In Living Color, The Tonight Show, and dominating the videoplay on MTV and BET. In all, we sold eight million copies of that first album, Totally Krossed Out. As far as I was concerned, my career was already on fire.

Me and my best friend Eddie Weathers had a lot of celebrating to do. We were popping tags all over the place. After years making do with the sales rack at JCPenney we were flying up to New York and Chicago for spending sprees, buying ourselves diamond chains and gold watches. I was heading straight into my young, fly, and flashy days.

I bought my mom a shiny, new blue BMW convertible and the salesman talked me into buying another Beemer for myself. Meanwhile, I was shopping around for a nice big ranch house so we could move out of our tiny place in College Park.

I only went to L.A.’s place in Alpharetta because I needed to use his fancy hi-tech mixing equipment to finish up some production work for TLC. I was still working from my little bedroom on Judy Lane and relying on some cheap Radio Shack equipment. There weren’t too many state-of-the-art studios around Atlanta at the time.

I never even spoke to L.A. or Babyface except to say “hey.” They couldn’t have been more than 30, but to me they seemed old, like those Motown dudes who were more into soul and R&B. They’d both been in bands in the eighties, and their music credentials were real, but with L.A. especially I felt the generation gap. He always seemed like he is now: slick, polished, and corporate. I didn’t think they were up on what was happening in the hip-hop movement. I respected them, but I reckoned they didn’t have a whole lotta relevance to a young buck like me.

Then one day they threw a party. After a couple of drinks I clocked L.A. and Babyface sitting by themselves. They were on the patio off the recording room, where the studio engineers went out for smoke breaks. I decided to sit down and join them. My newfound success made me feel bold enough to take my place at their table, and I was curious to get to know the other players in Atlanta’s budding music scene.

We talked for a bit about the business. L.A. threw me a few polite questions about how it was going with Kris Kross. I was proud of the fact that my act was still killing the charts and I guess I let them know, figuring they’d share in my excitement. I didn’t mean to sound boastful, but I guess they saw me as a cocky lil’ dude.

That whole time Babyface didn’t say a word, but there must’ve been something about my swagger that bugged him. When he finally opened his mouth he cut me to the bone:

“Good for you that you’ve got your little song,” he said. “But one hit doesn’t count for much. You gotta have three or four hits before you can really call yourself a success.”

That hurt my feelings. I didn’t know what to say, so I slumped in my chair for a second. I thought to myself, “Hell, I haven’t seen either of y’all coming out with no number one hits lately.”

Plenty of people assumed I was just some nobody who got lucky, but my success with Kris Kross was no overnight fluke. I’d been working toward it for years, making mixtapes since I was 12; producing another group, Silk Tymes Leather, when I was 14; and struggling for almost two years to get attention from a record label that would help me break Chris and Chris. A lil’ nod instead of a slap from my elders would have been nice.

Then I thought about it some more, “Maybe Babyface has a point. I gotta keep pushing myself if I want to truly be somebody in this business. I can’t stop now.”

I had two choices. I could have said, “To hell with it. I’m still just a kid and I’m gonna have fun on this ride while it lasts.” I could have enjoyed my moment for what it was. I could have spent all the money from my check until it was gone, which I was already halfway to doing, and been content to live out my days as a one-hit wonder. Or I could decide that the life I really wanted would be all about me getting my grind on and slaving for the next hit, and the hit after that, and the hit after that. I guess it really wasn’t a choice. I couldn’t stop because I’d always want more.

Babyface’s tough words were the best things that anyone could have said to me back then. They stuck with me so hard that I even programmed that philosophy into my pager. To this day, anyone who ever gets a message from me sees this tagline:

“When you win one time they call you a champion, when you win four times they call you a dynasty, when you win 21 times they call you So So Def!”

Yeah, that’s right. Today I have more than 20 top hits and they keep coming. I should put one of those signs up like they have at McDonald’s that says, “Over one billion served.”

Because of guys like me, the music scene moved south on the Interstate to take over the heart of the ATL. To let people know we’re here, I pay $8,000 a month for a big Day-Glo yellow sign by the I-85 that says, ATLANTA, HOME OF SO SO DEF RECORDINGS. I was inspired by Berry Gordy’s Motown billboard in Detroit that says, WELCOME TO MOTOR CITY, HOME OF HITSVILLE U.S.A. But maybe I should add a digital counter to keep track of all of those charts I’m slaying!

Not that I intend to rest on past success. I have to keep it turned on to keep turning out the hits. I wrote this poem three years ago to remind myself what it takes to win:


One that neva sleeps,

One that keeps his ear on the streets,

One that sets trends without tryin’

And all the time, no matter what, they shinin’.

One that looks and listens closer

Than other niggas.

Big, but constantly thinking of ways to get bigger.

One that’s looked at to come thru in the clutch,

Highly talked about, but don’t give a fuck.

Whether he plays ball, works in Corporate America,

Sings or produces,

If this person was to shut down shop

All hell would break loose!

Motivated by younger people,

That wanna be in his shoes,

Knowing how to do nothin’ else but win,

But ain’t scared to lose,

Cause a loss every once in a while,

Is what makes you turn it on,

And do what you do, but be twice as strong,

The best is a person that’s out

To do shit that ain’t neva been done,

This is my definition.

Don’t know about you,

But I’m one.



I put those words on a plaque and stuck it on the wall of my studio for everyone to see. I’m not saying I’m the best, but I strive to be. There are plenty of producers, like Quincy Jones, who’ve had more hits than me. That’s why I keep running. I’m a beast in the game who won’t quit until everyone else is beat.
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WELCOME TO ATLANTA




Growing up, I was a poster child for latchkey kids. My dad wasn’t around much—he was always off working as a roadie for concert tours, or having too much fun with the women and partying. I spent days at a time without seeing my mom, who was working as many as three jobs by the time I was 10.

People don’t leave their kids on their own nowadays. But back then, it was no big deal to leave a kid by himself in the house. You did what you had to do. I never thought of all that independence and solitude while I was coming up as a bad thing. I made good use of my freedom. Being home alone gives a kid’s imagination plenty of space to roam. My parents were too young to know better anyway. My mother got pregnant when she was just 17 and my father was all of 18.

My mom was born Cecilia Mosley. A pretty lil’ southern belle from Asheville, North Carolina, she came up living a sheltered but comfortable life under her parents’ roof. My grandmother was a strict, churchgoing Baptist lady who kept a close eye on my mother.

As a teenager, my mother had dreams of being a dancer like Lola Falana. She reckons she could have out-danced her idol if she hadn’t had me. But her dancing career was over before it got started. When she was getting ready to go to college to study dancing, Granny made her go into the nursing program instead. Something about music and dancing always made my grandmother a tad suspicious. Maybe she was nervous it would lead to loose behavior. She even made my Grandpa Dee choose between her and his saxophone! He picked her, but that didn’t stop him from playing his sax on the sly.

In the end, my mom never made it to college. She used to hang out all the time with her best friend, Johnnie Mae Nelson, the daughter of Granny’s best friend. The two girls did everything together. It was all innocent fun until Johnnie Mae’s cousin, my father Michael Mauldin, came calling from a nearby town. My mother didn’t stand a chance.

My father was, and still is, a tall, smooth-talkin’ dude who knew how to charm the ladies and usually got his way. He came from a well-to-do Catholic family in North Carolina but he had big-city ambitions to make it in the music industry.

After all, it was 1972, the year of Motown’s heyday, when Berry Gordy was the richest black man in America. Michael Jackson’s “Ben,” The Jackson 5’s “Little Bitty Pretty One,” and the Temptations’ “Papa Was a Rollin’ Stone,” were always playing on the radio. There was magic being made up there in Detroit and my dad was one of many other young, hip black men with musical ambitions who wanted to be a part of that life.

He was just starting out as a roadie and a drummer who got the occasional professional gig, but he was convinced that he was going to make it big as a manager or producer and he blew a lot of smoke about what he was gonna do when he made it.

My mom must’ve been impressed because nine months later I was born. My father decided to call me Jermaine, after Jermaine Jackson, thinking it would go well with his own name, Michael, and bring to mind some association with the Jackson Five. Hah! Who’d have guessed that twenty-seven years later I’d be dating their baby sister!

Names mattered to my dad, and whatever he picked for his firstborn son had to reflect well on his own ambitions. He picked Dupri for my middle name, after Cornell Dupree, a funk guitar player from New Orleans. My dad liked the exotic French sound of that name, but mostly it was because he couldn’t stop playing “The Ghetto,” a song on Donny Hathaway’s LP where Dupree was playing lead guitar. Thanks to Michael Mauldin, I was one of those rare kids who was actually born with a stage name. By my father’s design, I had two musical namesakes. Music was my destiny.

My mom went along with the names, like she did with most things in those early days. My dad was in charge. They got married and, before I could crawl, my dad moved us to Atlanta, the nearest big city where he figured he could find more production gigs.

We moved to a small apartment in a housing estate called Dhorage right by the airport. I still pass by the estate in my car and shake my head at how run-down and sad the place looks. It didn’t look much better 30 years ago.

Even though we were poor, we were a happy family for a minute. My mom was still in love with my dad and there were some good times despite all our money problems. Sometimes she struggled with the fact that her husband was a control freak. Dad always insisted on deciding what jobs my mother did, what she wore, where she went. Once, when she changed her hair-style after a trip back home to Asheville, my father made it known he didn’t like it by dragging her into the shower to wet it down and make it disappear. As far as he was concerned, image was everything.

But it was easy enough to forgive and forget whenever my dad went over the line. He had the charm and smiles to help us get past it. Whenever he got some extra cash, which wasn’t often, he bought us all presents and nice clothes, and treated himself too. He snuck us in to see the concerts he was working as production manager. When he was home, it was like one big party and all his musician friends would come over to kick it with him. That was real excitement for a three-year-old.

Even as a toddler, my dad was always pushing me in my musical ambitions. At three, he bought me my first drum set. I could bang out a beat perfectly before I could speak.

I’m too young to remember, but I’m told my dad used to take me along to studio sessions for Brick, a local funk band he worked with. Pretty soon I was playing the drum tracks of the entire Brick catalogue.

One of my earliest memories is of me wandering into a room where a couple of my dad’s drummer friends were playing along to a tune on the stereo on a full-size set of drums. I must’ve been about five, but I walked right up to them and stood in between to get an eye-level view of what was going on. I stood there all quiet and watched. There’s a picture of me standing between those two guys, with just my eyes peeking over the cymbals, but I didn’t even know it was being taken at the time.
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