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			Ben Pedroche fell in love with hip-hop in 1993 and has been listening non-stop ever since. He has written about and documented the genre for decades, including as a regular contributor to the groundbreaking rap magazine, Hip-Hop Connection, and various other titles. He has also written extensively for online gaming magazines, and more recently, Ben has contributed to websites such as Albumism, and since 2014 has been the editor of his own hip-hop culture platform, Grown Up Rap. He has published three books about his other passion, London history, and has appeared in TV documentaries for the BBC and Channel 5. In 2016, a short story Ben wrote was performed on BBC Radio 4.

			

		

	
		
			

			For Florence and Frances…
just don’t repeat the name of the book out loud.

		

	
		
			First published by Velocity Press 2025

			velocitypress.uk

			 Copyright © Ben Pedroche 2025

			Ben Pedroche has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, in any form or by any means, without permission from the publisher.

			Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, Elcograf S.p.A. GPSR

			Cover design: Hayden Russell

			Mika Väisänen: mika-photography.com
Mika Väisänen collection on Wikipedia: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Photographs_by_Mika_V%C3%A4is%C3%A4nen

			Typesetting: Paul Palmer-Edwards

			PHYSICAL ISBN: 9781913231873

			EBOOK ISBN: 9781913231880

			Publisher: Velocity Press, London, United Kingdom

			EU Authorised Representative: Easy Access System Europe
Mustamäe tee 50, 10621 Tallinn, Estonia

		

	
		
			

			Contents

			 Entroduction… 

			1: From 93 til 

			2: Stress Rap 

			 3: The Fire In Which You Burn 

			4: Cali Agents 

			5: Universal Magnetic 

			6: The Antipop Consortiums 

			7: What’s Golden 

			8: The Future Is Now  

			Endnotes  

			Acknowledgments 

		

	
		
			 Entroduction… 

			The ancient streets of London allow you to take many different routes when walking from A to B, the result of a dense hotchpotch of main roads and labyrinth backstreets connected over centuries of time. It helps to keep things interesting, especially when faced with doing the same boring walk each day to your place of work. I don’t have to use the side street that connects Great Marlborough Street to Oxford Street, but I choose to everyday. The side streets are quieter, where even in one of the world’s busiest cities at rush hour you can still find pockets of peacefulness that help before facing another banal eight hours at the day job. There’s also another reason why I take this particular street, Poland Street to be precise. At number 44 there’s an unassuming shop front, currently a confectionary shop. Years before, however, and until it closed in 2003, this was home to the greatest hip-hop record store in the world. 

			Mr. Bongo still lives on today as a boutique record label specializing in reissues and world music, but the physical retail store in London is long gone. The shop was a modest affair, away from the footfall and the tourists despite being just seconds away from London’s most famous retail zone. But IYKYK, and those of us who did know were rewarded handsomely once we stepped inside. It was only a small shop, with an upper floor for Latin music, which I personally never had cause to venture up to. The ground floor was my spot, where every available inch of space was packed with hip-hop vinyl. 

			I only moved to London in 2008, and so my trips to Mr. Bongo were few and far between, and like a special pilgrimage each time. I was born and raised in Nottingham, way up North from London, and although the UK is only small, the divide between London and the rest of the country can be vast. My older brother, Nico, went to university in the town of Luton from 1995 to 1998, and after that moved to London for work. My parents and I would come on occasional weekends to see my brother, and it was on these trips that I’d get to visit Mr. Bongo. I had my go-to record shops back home in Nottingham (RIP to the now defunct Selectadisc, where me and my friend Shaun used to shop at every Saturday, me buying hip-hop, him buying house), but the London weekends were when I got to stack up on wax I couldn’t get up North, back when the internet wasn’t quite yet a big thing. 

			The London trip ritual included going to the flagship branch of HMV on Oxford Street, Tower Records in Piccadilly Circus – where they stocked lots of import-only rap albums on CD (at dumb high prices) and the latest issues of the smaller US rap magazines that covered underground hip-hop, like Mass Appeal, Urb, Complex and Scratch – and to Mr. Bongo. 

			It could be an intimidating shop to step inside. At peak times the small space would be jam packed with rap heads. Claustrophobia aside, this suited me best, because it allowed me to blend in with the crowd. Slower times were more daunting, paranoia setting in that the judging eyes of the staff behind the counter would laugh at me if I was seen to be looking at a record they deemed to be wack. 

			I’m sure the workers were all friendly really, but they gave off an air of the snobbery you often get in record stores. If you didn’t know your shit they could be brutal, and I once witnessed this first hand. On a visit to the store in 1999 I was browsing the racks when a man came in and excitedly asked the guys behind the counter if they had the “Zam Zany” song. I knew right away he was talking about the “Slim Shady” song, meaning “My Name Is” by a then largely unknown Eminem. The song was getting a lot of traction at the time, and tons of people who didn’t usually buy rap music now wanted it. Not only did I know he meant Slim Shady, the guys behind the counter did too, but instead of helping they feigned confusion, claiming not to know the record. Dejected, the man left the store empty-handed. It was painful to watch, not to mention bad for the prospects of the store, because I’d bet good money that man never again set foot inside Mr. Bongo. 

			Experiences like this made me scared to ask questions like the names of songs being played over the speakers, meaning I missed out on adding some killer records to my collection. I’d typically leave the store with three or four new 12”s, and then it was back to Oxford Street to rejoin my parents who had been patiently waiting for me in the cafe of the also-now-defunct Borders book shop, bemused as to why their teenage son had been buying hip-hop records again. By the time I finally migrated to London to live, Mr. Bongo was no more. 

			Ask most underground hip-hop aficionados which record store was their favorite and they’ll probably say Fat Beats, the famed outlet in New York City, located first in a basement on East 9th Street in Lower East Side Manhattan, and later relocated to 6th Avenue. There were also branches of Fat Beats in Los Angeles, Atlanta, and even Tokyo and Amsterdam, but the 6th Avenue location in New York is the one people remember as the mecca of indie rap record stores. 

			I only managed to get to Fat Beats one time, on a trip to New York in 2002. It was an experience I’ll always remember, and I’m forever glad I got to go before the store closed in 2010.

			Fat Beats was sacred ground in the world of independent hip-hop, but for me personally, it still came a very close second to Mr. Bongo. Ultimately, however, it didn’t matter if the shop was in London, New York, Japan or anywhere else in the world. Mr. Bongo, Fat Beats and other similar hip-hop record stores all shared the same aesthetic and essential characteristics. The walls had to be covered in graffiti tags, event flyers, promo stickers and record sleeves signed by any artist who had passed through. The older records needed to be in shelving bins on the shop floor, while the newest releases were to be found in racks on the walls. The 12”s with plain white or black sleeves needed to be labeled with stickers written in tag writing. There had to be a turntable where customers could listen to wax before they buy, and that turntable better be a Technics SL-1200. And last but not least, the music needed to be constantly blasted loud. If you got these elements correct you had yourself a quintessential hip-hop vinyl record emporium. 

			Record shopping today is different. Sales of vinyl have inexplicably boomed again in recent years, but most of this is done online. There are still physical record stores, and the new lease of life that records have experienced has seen new shops open in cities around the world. It is all very sanitized now, however, and the place people buy records from is often primarily a clothes shop or an artisan coffee joint with a token vinyl section thrown in for good measure, because why the fuck not. Come for the chai latte, stay for the over-priced special editions of Taylor Swift and Chappell Roan albums on vinyl. I can walk two minutes from where Mr. Bongo used to be located to Urban Outfitters on Oxford Street – a clothes shop – and buy a copy of Kendrick Lamar’s DAMN. or The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill on wax. It is good that a new generation of listeners can discover these two albums on a record, or at least purchase them, seeing as lots of people buying new vinyl do so as a collection item and not to actually listen to, but it’s all a far cry from what record shopping used to be like. 

			Some of this is false nostalgia. The classic era of underground hip-hop covered in these pages was fuelled just as much by online sales as it was by purchases at physical stores, when primitive e-commerce sites like Sandbox Automatic, UGHH and Hip Hop Site sold copies of the latest releases from labels like Rawkus Records, Fondle ‘Em Records and Hydra Entertainment, and shipped them to places across the world. No website purchase, digital download or play on a streaming service can match the feeling of going into a record store and touching vinyl, however, and for me the experience was a big part of what made underground hip-hop so exciting, especially during a golden age when there was something new, fresh and utterly dope to purchase every week. Independent as F*** is an attempt to describe everything that was great about the period from 1995-2005, and the artists and records that made it memorable. 

			

			Author’s Notes

			This book focuses on the decade in question (1995-2005), with time periods before and after that only covered for context and history. Some of the most important underground albums are therefore only discussed briefly, because they were not released in the focus period. The book also does not necessarily give a fully exhaustive account of each artists’ discography, even if an album was released in the period. 

			There are a selection of key artists from the era not being covered in detail in this book because of their actions, regardless of how much good music they made during the period. Some have espoused opinions in recent years that are hateful and extreme right leaning, or that veer wildly towards the promotion of dangerous, and thoroughly debunked, conspiracy theories. Others have been accused of harassment, bullying, or horrendous physical and sexual abuse, including one artist who at the time of writing is serving a prison sentence for felony rape. Some of these artists are mentioned briefly but not celebrated or discussed at length, unless this is required for context.
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From 93 til 

			The shining lights of what would become the golden era of indie rap were without doubt influenced by those that flourished in the first half of the 1990s, with 1993 and 1994 particular years of major significance. The rappers and producers from this generation – themselves influenced by the first golden era of the late 1980s, when innovative acts like Public Enemy, BDP, NWA, Ultramagnetic MCs, Run-DMC, Ice-T, the Juice Crew and others all released classic albums – advanced the genre further still, creating, among other things, boom-bap, ‘jazz rap’, and G-funk. 

			These artists may not have been signed to indie labels – although some labels did start out independently, or operated as such, with distribution via major labels, such as Loud Records, Relativity, Rap-A–Lot Records, and others – but the music they made matched the sentiments of the future underground era in many ways: neither era was concerned with following the conventions of ‘popular’ music, they didn’t need huge recording budgets to make breathtaking music, and they were not willing to compromise their integrity by being forced to make certain types of records just because they would sell lots of CDs. 

			There were exceptions. The RnB crossover song, the inevitable ‘ladies’ track, and the much-maligned hip-house cut were staples you’d often find on albums where the record label had insisted on an attempt to make an impact on the charts. But even when a record by a group like A Tribe Called Quest or Pete Rock & CL Smooth did become a modest hit, or even a big hit in the case of a group like Naughty by Nature, the authentic, street-level aesthetic of such artists made them too raw and unpolished to ever be considered ‘pop stars’. 

			The following is a potted, non-exhaustive history of the kind of hip-hop released between 1990-1995 that had a lasting impact on the underground artists from the second half of the decade. 

			The originators

			In Brooklyn, Queens and the Bronx, a mixed group of emcees and producers were honing their skills, and eight of them came together to form the Diggin’ In The Crates (D.I.T.C.) crew. Various albums followed, starting with Funky Technician by Lord Finesse and DJ Mike Smooth in 1990; Stunts, Blunts & Hip Hop by Diamond D, Showbiz & A.G.’s Runaway Slave, and Return of the Funky Man by Lord Finesse, all in 1992; Fat Joe’s Represent in 1993; O.C.’s Word…Life in 1994; and Big L’s Lifestylez ov da Poor & Dangerous, Fat Joe’s Jealous One’s Envy, and Showbiz & A.G.’s Goodfellas, each in 1995. Between them, the producers in D.I.T.C. – Diamond D, Lord Finesse, Showbiz and Buckwild – helped to create the sound of boom bap, as did Large Professor, DJ Premier, Q-Tip, Pete Rock, Da Beatminerz, The Beatnuts, Easy Mo Bee, EZ-Elpee, and others, themselves inspired by the likes of Marley Marl, DJ Prince Paul, Rick Rubin and the 45 King.

			DJ Premier was responsible for a string of early 90s New York classics as one half of Gang Starr with his partner Guru, despite the kicker that neither were from the city (DJ Premier is from Texas, and Guru originally founded Gang Starr in Boston in the mid 80s with rapper Big Shug and DJ Suave D). The DJ Premier and Guru incarnation of Gang Starr actually dropped their debut in 1989, but it was on Step In the Arena (1991), Daily Operation (1992) and Hard to Earn (1994) where they became boom bap icons. They also developed a group of emcees under the banner of the Gang Starr Foundation, resulting in albums by Jeru The Damaja (1994’s The Sun Rises in the East) and Group Home (Livin’ Proof in 1995). In 1993, Guru introduced the first volume of his Jazzmatazz series, and volume 2 arrived in 1995. Gang Starr also helped to bring other artists to wider attention, including M.O.P. Group members Billy Danze and Lil Fame debuted with To The Death in 1994.

			Pete Rock debuted in full in 1991 when he and CL Smooth released All Souled Out. This was followed a year later by the masterful Mecca and the Soul Brother, and The Main Ingredient in 1994. After learning his craft while producing for Eric B. & Rakim and Kool G Rap, under the tutelage of Paul C, Large Professor introduced his group Main Source with the release of Breaking Atoms in 1991, although he had already left by the release of the group’s next album in 1994, Fuck What You Think. In addition to producing for their own groups, DJ Premier, Pete Rock, Large Professor, Diamond D, Buckwild and Lord Finesse also earned respect for production on other people’s records, each one building a solid reputation as a go-to New York beatmaker for original songs and remixes. 

			In Brooklyn, Black Moon’s Enta da Stage and Smif-N-Wessun’s Dah Shinin’ hit hard in 1993 and 1995. Both were soundtracked by Da Beatminerz, and laid the foundations for the Boot Camp Clik. Other key Brooklyn releases included records by X-Clan (To the East, Blackwards in 1990 and Xodus: The New Testament in 1992); Jaz-O (To Your Soul in 1990, featuring a young Jay-Z); Original Flava, whose line-up included future acclaimed producer Ski Beatz (their This is How It Is album came in 1992, and Beyond Flavor in 1994, again featuring Jay-Z); and Digable Planets (1993’s Reachin’ (A New Refutation of Time and Space) and 1994’s Blowout Comb).

			In Queens, Pharoahe Monch and Prince Po combined to form Organised Konfusion and dropped an album of the same name in 1991, and then Stress: The Extinction Agenda in 1994. Onyx then introduced a new, rowdy style with their debut Bacdafucup in 1993, and All We Got Iz Us in 1995. There was also a strong debut in 1995 by Mic Geronimo with The Natural. 

			Elsewhere in New York, in 1991, Tim Dog released the incendiary Penicillin on Wax, Nikki D released Daddy’s Little Girl, Staten Island group The U.M.C.’s debuted with Fruits of Nature, and Bomb Squad proteges Son of Bazerk dropped Bazerk Bazerk Bazerk; in 1992 Positive K released The Skills Dat Pay da Bills, and Hard Knocks dropped School of Hard Knocks; in 1993 Da King & I released Contemporary Jeep Music, and Akinyele released Vagina Diner; and in 1994 Kurious released his debut, A Constipated Money, while his fellow CM Mob members Hard 2 Obtain released Ism & Blues. Kurious would later become a key player in the indie rap scene thanks to his close friendship with one of its biggest stars. 

			Although they continued to release records throughout the 90s, bitter fighting between Erick Sermon and Parish Smith meant that EPMD broke up and reformed more than once during the decade. This caused a split between several artists the duo were working with, creating two separate factors. On one side was the Hit Squad, led by Smith, maintaining the name used by the entire collective pre-split. The line-up of this splinter cell included K-Solo – who released Tell the World My Name in 1990 and Time’s Up in 1992 – and the duo Das EFX. With a novel way of rapping – the so-called ‘iggedy’ style of flow – Das EFX scored some success with Dead Serious in 1992, Straight Up Sewaside in 1993 and Hold It Down in 1995.

			On the other side was the Def Squad, led by Sermon. Their ranks included the late Hurricane G, and Keith Murray, who debuted in 1994 with The Most Beautifullest Thing in This World. The jewel in the Def Squad crown, however, was New Jersey rapper Redman. After gaining recognition on tracks with EPMD, Redman released his debut in 1992, Whut? Thee Album, and followed it with Dare Iz a Darkside in 1994. Sermon and Smith also each released their own solo albums during the period: Sermon’s No Pressure came out in 1993, and Double or Nothing arrived in 1995. Smith released Shadē Business in 1994.

			Redman was far from the only New Jersey artist earning critical acclaim with a sound similar to the boom bap beats coming from across the Hudson River. The group Lords of The Underground – for whom Redman used to deejay – came out with Here Come the Lords in 1993, trailed by Keepers of the Funk a year later. Both albums featured production by Marley Marl and one of hip-hop’s most underrated producers, DJ K-Def. El Da Sensei and Tame One formed the Artifacts and released Between a Rock and a Hard Place in 1994, and both would later become stalwarts of the indie scene in the next half of the decade and beyond. In Trenton, the Poor Righteous Teachers released a run of albums starting with 1990’s Holy Intellect. Meanwhile, the Fugees released Blunted on Reality in 1994, two years before they would reach megastardom with their next album. 

			A member of the 45 King’s Flavor Unit, Apache released his debut in 1993, the self-deprecatingly named Apache Ain’t Shit. When the Flavor Unit morphed from being a crew of artists into a management company headed by Queen Latifah, they continued to support artists from their native New Jersey. Their clients included the group Channel Live, who came out with Station Identification in 1995, but the biggest hitter for Flavor Unit Management was Naughty by Nature. The group scored genuine hits with tracks from Naughty by Nature in 1991 and 19 Naughty III in 1993, and to a lesser extent on 1995’s Poverty’s Paradise. It was far removed from when Naughty By Nature first attempted to break through in the late 80s under the name New Style. The group used their new found success to develop other artists, including the Rottin Razkals with their Rottin to da Core album in 1995. 

			The Native Tongues collective had a degree of success in the late 1980s with the first albums from De La Soul and the Jungle Brothers. By the turn of the decade, the various members and artists in their wider circle were ready to unleash their own high quality albums. A Tribe Called Quest moved into the spotlight in 1990 with People’s Instinctive Travels and the Paths of Rhythm, and went on to release two masterpieces with The Low End Theory (1991) and Midnight Marauders (1993). Monie Love dropped her debut, Down to Earth, in 1990, and her sophomore album with In a Word or 2 in 1993, and Chi-Ali released The Fabulous Chi-Ali in 1992. Queens based Dres and Mista Lawnge formed Black Sheep and released A Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing in 1991, followed by Non-Fiction in 1994. Dres also helped introduce the group The Legion, whose Theme + Echo = Krill 94 album came in 1994. And plenty more crucial releases emerged from artists on the periphery of the Native Tongues, most notably Brand Nubian and The Beatnuts. Brand Nubian debuted in 1990 with One For All, and although Grand Puba left soon after, the group continued with In God We Trust in 1993 and Everything is Everything in 1994. Grand Puba’s solo run began in 1992 with Reel to Reel, and the 2000 album three years later. Juju and Psycho Les (plus original third member Fashion (later known as Al Tariq)) released the first The Beatnuts project in 1993, named Intoxicated Demons: The EP. This was followed by their self-titled full length debut album in 1994 with fourth member The Mighty V.I.C. Other Native Tongues affiliated acts to release records in the era were the groups Da Bush Babies (Ambushed in 1994), the Fu-Schnickens (F.U. Don’t Take It Personal in 1992 and Nervous Breakdown in 1994), and the Leaders of the New School. The latter released A Future Without a Past… in 1991 and T.I.M.E. (The Inner Mind’s Eye) in 93, on which the world got to witness the coming out of a major new talent in Busta Rhymes. 

			The rich, diverse amount of good hip-hop coming out of New York and New Jersey in the early-mid 90s helped the east coast reclaim its luster and respect after having lost ground to the mega rap hits that were being released on the west coast. All of the aforementioned albums helped, but there were several marquee releases from 1993-1995 that really made an impact. When the RZA formed the Wu-Tang Clan he had a fully-sketched out plan for how his group would take over the rap game, starting with the release of their classic debut in 1993, Enter the Wu-Tang (36 Chambers). Solo debuts were the next part of the plan, starting with Method Man’s Tical in 1994, followed by a bumper year in 1995 which saw the releases of albums by Ol’ Dirty Bastard (Return to the 36 Chambers: The Dirty Version), Raekwon (Only Built 4 Cuban Linx…) and the GZA (Liquid Swords). The latter album was not actually GZA’s debut – that came with the pre-Wu-Tang era Words from the Genius released in 1991, the same year that RZA released his debut EP as Prince Rakeem, Ooh I Love You Rakeem. The success of the Wu-Tang Clan also created an entire cottage industry of albums by Wu-affiliated artists, starting in 1994 with AKA the Rugged Child by Shyheim, and the release of 6 Feet Deep by RZA’s side-project the Gravediggaz, with former Stetsasonic members DJ Prince Paul and Frukwan, and Too Poetic of the group Brothers Grym. 

			Nas and The Notorious B.I.G. released their classic debuts in 1994, Illmatic and Ready to Die, marking the official arrival of two major new talents. B.I.G.’s label mate Craig Mack also did good numbers with 1994’s Project: Funk da World. In 1995, Mobb Deep released The Infamous (very different to their 1993 debut, Juvenile Hell); Nas’ partner-in-rhyme AZ released Doe or Die; and The Notorious B.I.G. helped establish the group Junior M.A.F.I.A. with their debut, Conspiracy. 

			Outside of New York and New Jersey, Black Thought and Questlove started their long and celebrated career with The Roots on 1993’s Organix and 1995’s Do You Want More?!!!??!, and fellow Philadelphia group Da Youngstas released three albums between 1992-1994 (Somethin 4 Da Youngstas, The Aftermath and No Mercy). In Boston, Edo.G debuted in 1991 with Life of a Kid in the Ghetto, and followed up with Roxbury 02119 in 1993, both with his group Da Bulldogs. In the Midwest, Chicago’s Common (then known as Common Sense) released Can I Borrow a Dollar? in 1992 and Resurrection in 1994. 

			On the west coast, the explosion of gangster rap and G-funk opened the floodgates for important releases from across the state of California. Compton’s Most Wanted released their debut in 1990, It’s a Compton Thang, and then Straight Checkn ‘Em in 1991 and Music to Driveby in 1992. Group leader MC Eiht also released his solo debut in 1994 with We Come Strapped. Fellow Compton emcee DJ Quik – for many years a rival to MC Eiht in a vicious beef – kicked off his lengthy career in 1991 with Quik is the Name, Way 2 Fonky in 1992, and Safe + Sound in 1995. DJ Quik also featured on albums by his proteges AMG (Bitch Betta Have My Money) and the self-titled debut by 2nd II None, both in 1991. Yo Yo, another Compton native and a protege of Ice Cube, was introduced in 1991 with Make Way for the Motherlode, followed by Black Pearl (1992) and You Better Ask Somebody (1993), while the Ice Cube-affiliated Da Lench Mob released Guerillas in tha Mist in 1992. Kid Frost released East Side Story, also in 1992; South Central Cartel released several projects, including 1994’s ‘N Gatz We Truss; and although she was from Detroit, Bo$$ transplanted to Los Angeles, resulting in her one and only album, Born Gangstaz (1993). 

			In other parts of the state, Above The Law impressed with Livin’ Like Hustlers (1990), Black Mafia Life (1993) and Uncle Sam’s Curse (1994); Kokane made his debut in 91 with Addictive Hip Hop Muzick: Mack 10 debuted with his self-titled album in 1995, and WC left the duo Low Profile, releasing Ain’t a Damn Thang Changed in 1991 and Curb Servin in 1995 with the Maad Circle. That group also featured Coolio, who released his debut in 1994, It Takes a Thief, and then found huge success with 1995’s Gangsta’s Paradise.

			There was also much good music coming out of the Bay Area. E-40 began what is now one of the largest bodies of music from any hip-hop artist with a flurry of albums and EPs, including Mr. Flamboyant in 1991, Federal in 1992, The Mail Man in 1993, and In a Major Way in 1995, plus two projects with his group The Click (Down and Dirty and Game Related, in 1992 and 1995 respectively). Richie Rich came out with Don’t Do It in 1990; Spice 1 broke through with a self-titled debut in 1992, and then 187 He Wrote (1993), AmeriKKK’s Nightmare (1994) and 1990-Sick in 1995; Dru Down released Fools From the Streets in 1993 and Explicit Game in 1994, the same year that Celly Cel came out with Heat 4 Yo Azz; Seagram debuted in 1992 with The Dark Roads, The Conscious Daughters dropped Ear to the Street and producer Ant Banks made Sittin’ on Somethin’ Phat, both in 1993; Luniz released Operation Stackola in 1995; Sway & King Tech released Concrete Jungle in 1991; and although he later moved the operation to his native New Oreleans, Master P started his No Limit Records empire in the Bay, releasing solo albums, including 1994’s The Ghettos Tryin’ to Kill Me!, and projects by his group Tru. 

			Eclipsing all of these gangster rap albums, however, was one by a skinny kid from back down in Los Angeles, Long Beach more specifically. Snoop Doggy Dogg’s Doggystyle became one of the biggest albums of the 90s, and set him on the journey towards being the cultural icon Snoop Dogg is today. Snoop Dogg was also heavily involved with another big hit for Death Row Records, 1995’s Dogg Food album by the Dogg Pound, and Snoop’s fellow 213 member Warren G also achieved major success with Regulate... G Funk Era in 1994. Warren G additionally has his own artists in development, including Twinz, who released Conversation in 1995. 

			Adjacent to this, away from gangster rap, various other west coast acts were making hip-hop that was either politically charged, weed-infused, alcohol soaked, or just straight up fun. In Los Angeles Cypress Hill scored major success with their eponymous debut in 1991, Black Sunday in 1993, and III: Temples of Boom in 1995; Funkdoobiest debuted in 1993 with Which Doobie U B?; House of Pain had a huge hit with their self-titled debut in 1992; Tha Alkaholiks impressed with 21 & Over in 1993 and Coast II Coast in 1995; and Kam unleashed Never Again in 1993. 

			Back up in the Bay Area, Paris made hard-hitting albums with The Devil Made Me Do It (1990), Sleeping with the Enemy (1992) and Guerrilla Funk (1994), as did The Coup with Kill My Landlord in 1993 and Genocide & Juice in 1994. The late Shock G and his group Digital Underground burst onto the scene with Sex Packets in 1990, and then This Is an EP Release and Sons of the P in 1991, and The Body-Hat Syndrome in 1993. Group member Money B, meanwhile, collaborated with DJ Fuze to form Raw Fusion, releasing Live from the Styleetron in 1991 and Hoochiefied Funk in 1994. Digital Underground also helped introduce the world to 2Pac, who released 2Pacalypse Now in 1991, Strictly 4 My N.I.G.G.A.Z… in 1993 and Me Against the World in 1995. He also introduced his crew with Thug Life, Volume I in 1994. 

			Indie rap pioneers Freestyle Fellowship, Pharcyde and Hieroglyphics were also releasing music during this time on the west coast, but we’ll hear more about that later in the book. 

			___

			Away from the established centers of rap, local scenes were emerging in other large cities and regional markets. In Houston, a new line-up of the Geto Boys was bringing success for Rap-A-Lot Records thanks to We Can’t Be Stopped (1991) and Till Death Do Us Part (1993), and solo albums by Scarface: Mr Scarface is Back in 1991, The World is Yours in 1993, and The Diary in 1994. There were also albums by the other two Geto Boys members; Willie D (I’m Goin’ Out Like Soldier and Play Witcha Mama from 1992 and 1994, respectively), and Bushwick Bill (Little Big Man in 1992 and Phantom of the Rapra in 1995). Other key Rap-A-Lot Records releases of the time included Ghetto Dope (1993), Gangsta Funk (1994) and Rated G (1995) by the 5th Ward Boyz, and Convicts by the duo of the same name, in 1991. Convicts and peripheral Geto Boys member, Big Mike, released his own debut in 1994, Somethin’ Serious. In Port Arthur, Texas, UGK introduced themselves to a wider audience in 1992 with Too Hard to Swallow, and Super Tight in 1994. 

			In Memphis, Tennessee, Eightball & MJG put the Suave House label on the map with Comin’ Out Hard (1993), On the Outside Looking In (1994), and On Top of the World (1995). Also from Memphis, Three 6 Mafia debuted in 1995 with Mystic Stylez. In Cleveland, Ohio, Bone Thugs-N-Harmony released the Creepin on ah Come Up EP in 1994, and hit pay dirt a year later with the successful E. 1999 Eternal. 

			In Flint and Detroit, Michigan, MC Breed dropped a bevy of albums as a solo artist (20 Below in 1992, The New Breed in 1993, Funkafied in 1994, and Big Baller in 1995), and with the DFC, also in 1991 (M.C. Breed & DFC). DFC later released Things In Tha Hood without MC Breed, in 1994. 

			In Atlanta, Georgia, Outkast started their soon-to-be-legendary run in 1994 with Southernplayalisticadillacmuzik, and fellow Dungeon Family group the Goodie Mob debuted with Soul Food the following year. Also coming out of Atlanta were Arrested Development, who in 1992 found success with singles from their 3 Years, 5 Months and 2 Days in the Life Of… album, and also released Zingalamaduni two years later. 

			___

			Coming just a few years after the late 80s classic era, several artists from that generation were also still making albums between 1990-1995. In New York, Kool G Rap released two additional albums with DJ Polo (1990’s Wanted: Dead or Alive and 1993’s Live and Let Die), and then branched out on his own with his full solo debut in 1995, 4,5,6. Kool G Rap’s fellow Juice Crew members were also still active in this timespace. Big Daddy Kane released Taste of Chocolate in 1990, Prince of Darkness in 1991, Looks Like a Job For… in 1993, and Daddy’s Home in 1994, and Roxanne Shante released her second (and as of yet final) album in 1992, The Bitch is Back. Biz Markie furthered his legacy with I Need a Haircut in 1991 and All Samples Cleared in 1993. Masta Ace came out with his debut, Take a Look Around, in 1990, and later released two acclaimed albums with his Masta Ace Incorporated crew (SlaughtaHouse in 1993, Sittin’ on Chrome in 1995). Craig G released his second album, 1991’s Now, That’s More Like It, and extended Juice Crew members Grand Daddy IU and Intelligent Hoodlum released albums between 1990-94, while the collective’s leader, DJ Marley Marl, dropped his In Control Volume II project in 1991. 

			Boogie Down Productions leader KRS-One – the Juice Crew’s nemesis in the infamous Bridge Wars – released BDP albums in 1990 and 1992 (Edutainment and Sex & Violence), and then launched his solo career in 1993 with Return of the Boom Bap, followed by KRS One in 1995. Fellow BDP member D-Nice also went solo with Call Me D-Nice in 1990, and the follow up To tha Rescue a year later. Public Enemy dominated with Fear of a Black Planet in 1990 and Apocalypse 91… The Enemy Strikes Black a year later; and the Beastie Boys had hits with Check Your Head (1992) and Ill Communication (1994). Eric B. & Rakim were also still making records, bringing forth Let the Rhythm Hit ‘Em in 1990 and Don’t Sweat the Technique, as were EPMD, who released Business as Usual in 1990 and Business Never Personal in 1992. Slick Rick released albums in 1991 and 1994 (The Ruler’s Back and Behind Bars), Stetsasonic dropped Blood, Sweat & No Tears in 1991, and LL Cool J regained his status as one of rap’s biggest names with Mama Said Knock You Out in 1990, 14 Shots to the Dome in 1993, and Mr. Smith in 1995. 

			The Native Tongues members who first came out in the very late 80s continued to release stellar albums, including Queen Latifah with Nature of a Sista’ (1991) and Black Reign (1993), and the Jungle Brothers’ J Beez wit the Remedy in 1993. De La Soul made the biggest critical splash, however, releasing two classic albums in De La Soul is Dead in 1991, followed by Buhloone Mindstate in 1993. 

			MC Serch and Pete Nice released one last 3rd Bass album in 1991, Derelicts of Dialect, and when the group broke up, MC Serch debuted as a solo artist on Return of the Product (1992), and Pete Nice released Dust to Dust in 1993 with the other former member of 3rd Bass, DJ Richie Rich (as Daddy Rich). 3rd Bass proteges KMD released their Mr. Hood album in 1991, and the Ultramagnetic MCs continued to put out albums with Funk Your Head Up in 1992, and The Four Horsemen a year later. The lead members of both groups would very soon become two of the most important figures in underground rap. 

			Special Ed released two albums in the period, Legal in 1990 and Revelations in 1995; Original Flava Unit member Lakim Shabazz dropped The Lost Tribe of Shabazz in 1990, and Mount Vernon’s Heavy D & The Boyz released Peaceful Journey (1991), Blue Funk (1992) and Nuttin’ But Love in 1994; DJ Jazzy Jeff & The Fresh became household names thanks to Homebase (1991) and Code Red (1993); as did Salt-N-Pepa with various albums, including the multi-platinum Very Necessary in 1993; Def Jef released Soul Food in 1991; Chubb Rock followed up his 80s work alonside Howie Tee by releasing three albums in the period, beginning with 1991’s The One; King Sun released Righteous But Ruthless in 1990, MC Lyte continued her rise with Act Like You Know (1991) and Aint No Other (1993); the Tuff Crew released Still Dangerous (1991); there was a final Fat Boys album in 1991 (Mack Daddy) before Prince Markie Dee went solo in 1992 with Free; Rob Base & DJ E-Z Rock put out their final album, Break of Dawn, in 1994; Nice & Smooth came with Ain’t a Damn Thing Changed (1991) and Jewel of the Nile (1994), and there were several albums by 2-Live Crew and solo projects by frontman Uncle Luke. There were even albums released in the 90s by artists from an era before the late 80s, including Funke, Funke Wisdom and Interlude by Kool Moe Dee in 1991 and 1994 respectively, and How a Black Man Feels (1991), Welcome to America (1994) and Reservoir Dog (1995) by gangster rap originator Schoolly D. 

			On the west coast, Ice-T recorded some of his most well-received albums in 1991 and 1993 with O.G. Original Gangster and Home Invasion, King T released At Your Own Risk in 1990, Tha Triflin’ Album in 1993, and IV Life in 1995, Too Short released Short Dog’s in the House in 1990, Shorty the Pimp in 1992, Get in Where You Fit In in 1993, and Cocktails in 1995; and Mellow Man Ace released The Brother With Two Tongues in 92. N.W.A. released the 100 Miles and Runnin’ EP in 1990 and their second album with Niggaz4Life in 1991, albeit without Ice Cube, who went on a tear of a solo run with AmeriKKKa’s Most Wanted and Kill at Will in 1990, Death Certificate in 1991, The Predator in 1992, and Lethal Injection in 1993. There were also albums and EPs by MC Ren (Kizz My Black Azz in 1992, Shock of the Hour in 1993) and Eazy-E (5150: Home 4 tha Sick in 1992 and It’s On (Dr. Dre) 187um Killa in 1993), but the N.W.A. member who eclipsed all of them was Dr. Dre. His debut The Chronic came out in 1993 to universal acclaim. 

			These pivotal releases opened doors for a tranche of important records in a similar vein throughout 1996 and 1997, and further beyond. Bahamadia, Mad Skillz, Blahzay Blahzay, Lost Boyz, Camp Lo, Cormega, Jay-Z, Cella Dwellas, Heather B, Big Noyd, Royal Flush, Smooth da Hustler, East Flatbush Project, Capone-N-Noreaga, Miilkbone, Kwest Tha Madd Lad, Big Pun, dead prez, and Wu-Tang Clan affiliates Cappadonna, La The Darkman, Killarmy and Sunz of Man are just some of the solo emcees and groups introduced at the start of the second half of the 90s with direct ties to what came before, and heavily inspired by it. 

			More specifically, the many different influences from the early 90s blended together to form the foundation for a new breed of hungry artists from the underground ready to take hip-hop to new places. It would be a stretch to suggest that the indie movement would never have happened without what came before, but the echoes of the first five years of the 90s were definitely a powerful influence on what happened next.

		

	
		
			2
Stress Rap 

			The concept of independently-released music is not just confined to hip-hop, and far predates the ten-year period on which we’ll be focussing here. Most listeners probably have a good sense of what being ‘independent’ means, but for those that don’t, a basic definition is as follows: Being independent means that the artist or ‘indie’ label they are signed to is responsible for creating, manufacturing, promoting and selling their art outside of, and with no assistance from, the systems, processes and marketing channels of a major corporation. An independent film is a movie not made by a studio. An independent book publisher, like the one publishing the book you are reading right now, does so without the support and infrastructure of a large publishing house. And an independent musician is one who writes, records, presses and sells their music themselves, with no help from a record label. An independent musician can be signed to an independent record label, like many of the artists talked about in this book, but that record label is also still operating outside of the major label system. 

			All of this means the artist or independent label takes on every financial risk associated with releasing music, paying for everything from studio time (or the cost of building a bedroom studio at home), a producer, and mastering engineer, to the cost of manufacturing physical copies – very much a thing again since people have started buying CDs, vinyl, and even tapes once more, despite physical media having been all but killed off for many years, first by MP3 downloads and then by streaming services, with merchandise now one of the few reliable ways an artist can make money – distribution fees, marketing costs, and various other expenses. 

			For the listener, the promise of independent music is that it is often more organic and creatively daring than music produced and sold for a mass audience. This is not always true. Much of the greatest music ever recorded has been released on major record labels, and conversely, an independent artist can sometimes just be emulating the same kind of formulaic music often found on the radio, especially so in rap music. But in theory at least, independent music should be edgier and beyond the boundaries of convention. 

			The reasoning is simple and, at least from a financial perspective, purely transactional. A major record label is in the business of making money. They have a lot to lose if they sign and invest in an artist who fails to make music that the average person wants to hear, or who is too controversial. Hip-hop in particular has a long history of seeing first hand how risk-averse big labels tend to be when it comes to artists with an agenda, or who say and do things not everyone wants to see or hear, especially in a country like the US, where conservative-led morale panic and overt racism mean that rap music has historically been a convenient scapegoat on which to pin all of society’s problems. In the late 1980s and early 90s there was outrage over N.W.A. telling the Police to go fuck themselves, Ice-T fantasising about killing one of those same cops, and the sex raps of 2-Live Crew. 

			A media backlash was enough to get an artist thrown off their label, copies of a single pulled from shelves, or an album canceled. It still happens now, hardly a surprise in the context of the neverending culture wars that dictate how anything even mildly controversial or different will cause a shitstorm, forcing major labels to be very cautious. Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion know this for certain. In 2020, their song “WAP” (aka Wet-Ass Pussy) was catnip to pearl-clutching conservatives, and although the record never got banned and neither artist got dropped, it caused a headache for Atlantic Records. Incidentally, Megan Thee Stallion would later break ties with her label and management to become an independent artist. 

			This is not to say that the primary reason why an artist chooses to release their music independently in lieu of trying to get signed by a major is so they can say whatever they want on record. It’s certainly a part of it, and similar to the punk movement of the 70s and 80s, there’s a definite rebellious, anarchic and anti-establishment thread running through a lot of the independent hip-hop covered in this book. But the biggest advantage is on the creative side, where a lack of pressure from label executives laser-focused on trying to make money allows for freedom of expression, experimentation, and a safe space for unique voices to grow. 

			Consequently, being independent usually has its own aesthetic vibe, probably none more so than in hip-hop from the time period being discussed. A self-made, DIY approach to releasing music is also very much in rap music’s blood. When the world decided that hip-hop music had reached the 50-years-in-existence milestone in 2024, it was mostly for vanity, with numerous media outlets covering various celebratory events, despite them having largely turned their nose up at rap music for most of those five decades. The 50 years was in reference to a party DJ Kool Herc and his sister threw in the Bronx on August 11, 1973. It’s now considered to be ground-zero for when hip-hop was birthed, but it’s actually a fairly arbitrary marker, as elements of what was soon to be officially called hip-hop certainly existed before August, 1973. 

			But what that party in the Bronx does represent is the resilience and determination that hip-hop artists have always had to have in order to be heard. DJ Kool Herc’s sister, Cindy Campbell, threw the party because she needed money for school clothes before the new semester started. Early rappers began picking up the mic as a way of coming together in the face of the vicious gang wars, fire and poverty that had devastated several New York City neighborhoods in the 1970s. A lack of funds for decent equipment and electricity bills saw enterprising deejays plug their turntables and speakers into public street lamps. Budding producers unable to afford keyboards or other instruments raided their parents’ record collection instead and sampled from the vinyl, making rudimentary beats using two tape decks. Those fortunate enough to get their hands on an actual sampler had to create workarounds for making the most of the tiny amount of memory early machines allowed for, being economical with how much they took from the original song, and by slowing down the record deck. Years later when digital software became the normal way to make music, hip-hop artists with no disposable income downloaded bootleg copies of programmes for free, or stretched the limitations of basic production software as far as they could. And when downloads, MySpace, SoundCloud and streaming sites came and changed the music business beyond all recognition, rappers and producers were the early adopters, showing that all they needed to get their music to people’s ears was a computer and an internet connection. 

			It all adds up to more than fifty years of innovation born out of necessity. Add to that the generally accepted shittyness of the music industry, and the willingness of corporate America to exploit people of color as much as possible, and it’s hardly surprising that so many rap artists choose to go the independent route. If a major record label gatekeeper won’t even allow you to get a foot in the door let
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