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Marion “Suge” Knight founded a music label that released some of the best-selling albums in hip-hop history.
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Setting the Stage


It reads like a movie script: A boy from a tough, gang-infested neighborhood stays out of trouble, does well in school, and grows up to be a college football star. After his dreams of a pro football career stall, he seems aimless. He has a serious brush with the law and appears headed for prison. Instead, he receives probation.


With this new lease on life, he finds work as a bodyguard for a famous R&B singer. He takes full advantage of the opportunity. He learns all he can about the music industry. Soon he is promoting local concerts. Next he starts his own music publishing company and his own management company. After that, still just 25 years old, he launches a record label.


For a few brief, shining years that label and executive officer (CEO) stand atop the hip-world. They take hard-core gangsta rap into the mainstream, selling millions of records. And the money rolls in. There are mansions, a yacht, a fleet of luxury cars, even a Las Vegas nightclub.


But all the while, disturbing rumors of gang influence swirl around the record label and its CEO. There are also regular incidents of violence. It seems that the gangster lifestyle depicted—and, critics would say, glamorized—in the label’s most popular recordings has spilled over into the business.


In the end, the hip-hop empire is brought down by all the may-hem. One of the label’s biggest stars is gunned down. At least eight other associates of the label’s CEO will also be murdered. He is sent to prison. His top artists move on. Though his record label has generated up to $750 million in revenue in 15 years, the CEO is broke. He files for bankruptcy. Two years later, his label is sold at auction.


It sounds like fiction—the plot, perhaps, of some Hollywood movie. But it’s not. It’s the true story of Death Row Records and its cofounder and CEO, Suge Knight.


“SUGAR BEAR”


Suge Knight was born Marion Hugh Knight Jr. in Los Angeles, California, on April 19, 1965. Suge, pronounced like the first syllable of “sugar,” is a shortening of the future hip-hop mogul’s childhood nickname. According to his mother, Maxine, her son’s consistently sweet demeanor prompted the family to call him Sugar Bear.


Sugar Bear was the only boy and the youngest of the three children of Maxine Knight and her husband, Marion Knight Sr. The family lived in a small two-bedroom house in Compton, a city of nearly 100,000 residents located southeast of downtown Los Angeles.


Marion Knight Sr. made his living as a truck driver. But he had two abiding passions: football and music. In his youth, he had been both an excellent football player and a singer in a local R&B group. He passed on his love of football and music to his son.
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Suge Knight made Los Angeles the capital of his gangsta rap empire.





STAYING OFF THE MEAN STREETS


By his teen years, Suge (he had by this time shortened the cuddly nickname of his childhood) was showing a lot of ability on the foot-ball field. And he was very, very big. At Lynwood High School, where he played on the varsity football squad, he stood 6’3” tall and tipped the scales at more than 270 pounds. But he didn’t fit the mold of the loutish jock. He was serious about his studies, and he brought home good grades.


Compton during this time was experiencing a surge in violence. Much of it was due to fighting between the Crips and the Bloods, two powerful African-American gangs that had spread south from Los Angeles. Many black youths from Compton joined one or the other of the rival gangs. In the process, some lost their lives to the gang war-fare. Many others were arrested and sent to prison for their involvement in the criminal activities associated with the gangs, especially the selling of illegal drugs. A sense of fear, anger, and hopelessness hung over many Compton neighborhoods like a pall.


Much has been made of Suge Knight’s association with a Compton-based set, or subgroup, of the Bloods called the Mob Piru.




THE CRIPS AND BLOODS


The Crips and the Bloods—who are sworn enemies—are two of the most feared African-American street gangs in the United States. Both gangs are involved in all sorts of crime, from the selling of illegal drugs to armed robbery to murder. Neither gang, however, is a unified organization with a centralized leadership structure. Rather, the Crips and the Bloods are both “umbrella” gangs. Under their respective “brand names” are a host of loosely linked local gangs, or sets.


The Crips were started in Los Angeles around 1969. Initially, the members were all pretty young. But the Crips soon became very powerful. They began to force out other street gangs and take control of many poor black sections of L.A. Their influence also began to expand outside of the city.


Around 1972, a handful of non-Crip gangs—including the Piru Street Boys of Compton—formed an alliance to counter the growing power of the Crips. They called themselves the Bloods.


Today Crips and Bloods sets exist in many American cities. The gangs even have a presence in some foreign countries.
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