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FOREWORD:

by Mr. Gene Poole
Founder, Headshots Collective
Phull Surkle / The Dynospectrum
I remember the first time I saw him.

It was at a show. Hieroglyphics was headlining, and my crew—Headshots—was opening. The venue was packed with heads who knew what was what. I was up there doing my thing, Phull Surkle, representing St. Paul, and representing this idea we had called Headshots. We had just put out the EFFORT tape. White cover. Black letters. Sold out of Fobia Skateshop, sold out of backpacks, sold out of trunk lids. We were building something.

After the set, this kid comes up to the merch table. He's young—maybe seventeen—but he's got this look. Not the look of a fan. The look of someone who just found something he'd been searching for his whole life. He bought every tape we had. Then he bought everything Hiero had. He walked out with twenty cassettes and a fire in his eyes that I recognized, because it was the same fire that made us press that first tape in the first place.

That kid was Serebe tha Khid Genius. And that fire never went out.

We became friends. Then collaborators. Then brothers. I watched him go from that kid at the merch table to my producer—the man behind the boards for ten albums we've released together in the last three years alone. We made "Trouble" and "Lookin' At'cha" back in the early 2000s, cutting tracks in basements and bedrooms, not knowing what we were building but knowing it was ours. Our first full album, The Protocol, dropped in 2010. That title wasn't an accident. We were following the blueprint we'd been handed—the one Headshots and Hiero and Kanser and all the independents had written in the margins of the industry's playbook.

I've been in this fight since before the fight had a name. When we started Headshots, we didn't think of ourselves as revolutionaries. We were just artists who refused to wait for permission. We pressed our own tapes because the labels wouldn't press them. We sold them out of skateshops because the stores wouldn't stock them. We built our own infrastructure because the industry had made it clear: we were not welcome at the table.

What we didn't know then—what Serebe (Daryl) has spent twenty-five years documenting in this book—was that the industry's rejection wasn't random. It wasn't just bad luck or bad timing. It was a system. A machine. A war.

I've read this manuscript. I've watched my brother assemble the evidence like a detective who never stopped believing the case could be solved. He has traced the infiltration, the consolidation, and the weaponization. He has followed the money from your streaming subscription to the killer drones being built by the CEO of the platform you use to listen to music. He has documented the erasure of physical media, the destruction of local scenes, the imprisonment of art, and the systematic dismantling of the culture that raised us.

And he has done something else. He has given us a way out.

This book is not a eulogy. It is a field manual. It is the Industrial Warfare tape I pressed in 1997, expanded into a blueprint for taking back what was stolen. It is the same fire I saw in his eyes at that merch table, now blazing on every page.

He writes about the Headshots tapes—the ones that taught him that artists didn't need labels. He writes about Hieroglyphics building their own infrastructure after being dropped. He writes about the economic revolution that begins with buying a record directly from an artist and ends with starving the beast. He writes about the golden frequency of resistance: the choice to own, to create, to refuse.

I have known Serebe (Daryl) for more than twenty years. I have watched him evolve from a fan into a producer, from a researcher into a warrior. I have seen him carry the lessons of those white cassettes into every studio session, every conversation, and every page of this book.

He is my friend. He is my producer. He is one of the few people I trust to tell this story.

And he has told it. Every word is true. Every chapter is a weapon. Every page is a call to arms.

The industry thought it could silence us. It thought that dropping us from labels, erasing our tapes from streaming, starving our scenes—it thought that would be enough. It thought we would disappear.

It was wrong.

We are still here. We are still pressing tapes. We are still building infrastructure. We are still fighting.

And now we have this book.

Read it. Share it. Live it.

The war is not over. It has just begun.

— Mr. Gene Poole
Phull Surkle / The Dynospectrum / Headshots Collective
St. Paul, Minnesota
*2026*

Prologue: The Last Song on the Radio

I remember the smell. It’s the first thing that comes back to me -  A sacred mixture of vinyl dust, cardboard, and the faint, sweet musk of aging paper. That was the perfume of my youth, the air inside the local record store, a place called "The Spinning Wheel." It was a cramped, chaotic kingdom, ruled by a guy named Mike who always seemed to know what you needed to hear before you did. You didn’t just consume music there; you communed with it. You held an album in your hands, a 12-inch square of art. You studied the liner notes, searching for hidden meanings, running your fingers over the lyric sheet as if it were a sacred text. You felt the weight of it.

Then came the ritual at home: the gentle thump as you pulled the shrink wrap, the whoosh of the inner sleeve, the careful lowering of the tonearm. And for the next forty minutes, that album owned you. It demanded your full attention.

Contrast that with the act of making a mixtape. The sacred art of the playlist, physical form. The anticipation as you sat cross-legged on the floor, a Maxell XL-II cassette poised and ready. You’d hit ‘record’ on the boombox and pause just as the DJ on the local station, with his smoky voice, would finally, finally, shut up. The sweet relief of silence, then the first chords of the song you’d been waiting hours to capture. And in that moment, you weren't just recording a song. You were bottling lightning. You were freezing a moment in time, a piece of the ether, and making it yours forever.

Today, that experience is as extinct as the dodo. It has been replaced by the ghostly stream of data. We have traded the tangible for the ephemeral, the permanent for the provisional. We pay a monthly fee for access to a celestial jukebox, a service agreement for a feeling. And the ultimate punchline? A Spotify playlist, one you’ve spent years curating, a sonic autobiography of your soul, can disappear overnight. A copyright dispute, a corporate merger, a sudden change in licensing—and poof. It’s gone. Not just the songs, but the memories they carried, the emotional architecture they supported. Erased, as if by a cloth on a whiteboard.

For a long time, I accepted this as progress. Inconvenient, cold, but inevitable. The march of technology. But as I began to dig, to look beneath the surface of this seismic cultural shift, a different picture began to emerge. A far more disturbing one. What if the death of the record store, the hiss of that blank tape, the warmth of vinyl—what if their disappearance wasn't just collateral damage in the name of convenience? What if this entire transition from physical to digital wasn't progress, but an operation?

What if the music industry, the very soul of our collective expression, was systematically dismantled and rebuilt not by market forces, but by strategic design? What if it became the most effective, and insidious, psychological warfare campaign ever waged against the population of the developed world—a campaign aimed directly at us, our memories, our attention spans, and our very spirits?

This book is the result of a decade-long investigation into that haunting question. But the investigation did not begin in a library or a boardroom. It began in a K-Mart on Lake Street, in a section 8 apartment, with a single mother who filled our shelves with encyclopedias she couldn’t afford, and a stack of K-Tel mixtapes that taught me a different truth.
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The K-Mart smelled like popcorn oil and new sneakers. My brother and I knew exactly where to go: the spinning wire rack of cassette tapes near the checkout, where the K-Tel compilations sat like treasure chests. Hip Hop Greats. Breakdance Party. The Rap Attack. The covers were chaos—breakdancers in headspins, boomboxes blasting, neon letters screaming promises. We would stare at those tapes like they contained the secrets of the universe.

My mother, a single parent raising two boys in section 8 housing, would sometimes scrape together the seven dollars. When she couldn’t, we found other ways. My brother was faster than me. He would pocket the tape, walk out with his heart pounding, and we would sprint home to the apartment where our mother had the Lynyrd Skynyrd albums my father left behind. "Your father loved this," she would say, putting the needle down on "Free Bird." I loved my mother, and I loved my absent father enough to listen. But the music that spoke to me was the music she didn’t understand—the crackle of Public Enemy's "Bring the Noise," the swagger of LL Cool J's "I'm Bad,", and the chaos of the Beastie Boys.

I didn't know it then, but I was being raised by two competing forces. My mother was trying to connect me to a past I barely knew. The tapes were trying to build a future I could barely imagine.

By the time I was skateboarding seriously—I had technically been on a board since age two, but it became my religion around ten—my musical diet was split. It depended entirely on mood. If I was bombing hills, it was Metallica, Megadeth, Slayer, D.R.I., Anthrax, S.O.D., the Dead Milkmen, Operation Ivy. If I was carving flat ground, it was Public Enemy, Whodini, Doug E. Fresh, The Fat Boys, Eazy-E. The Beastie Boys crossed every line—punk and hip hop smashed together, the sound of a world that refused to choose.

I didn't know I was being prepared for something. I was just surviving.

––––––––
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1995: THE SILENCE

By 1995, I had graduated to grunge and alternative, but hip hop was still my foundation. And then something strange happened. The albums stopped coming. My favorite artists—the ones who had spoken to me with that raw, unpolished truth—were nowhere to be found. The radio was filled with something they called "jiggy." The lyricism I loved was dying, replaced by club beats and shiny suits.

I waited. We all waited.

And then I heard GZA's "Labels." A song about being passed from label to label like property. A song about the machinery that consumed artists and spat them out. Something clicked in my twelve-year-old brain. They dropped them. The labels just... dropped them.

Then I learned that Del tha Funkee Homosapien—one of the most original voices in hip hop—had been dropped from his label. Then the rest of Hieroglyphics. Souls of Mischief. Casual. All of them. The collective that had defined the sound of independent hip hop was suddenly label-less, homeless, silent.

I spent the next two years searching for new music that felt like home. I found fragments—Young Zee, NINE, scattered singles—but nothing that filled the void. I was fifteen, angry, and convinced that the thing I loved had been stolen.

1997: The Tape

My family relocated back to Minnesota. I was a skater, so the first place I went was Fobia Skateshop. And there, on a shelf I almost missed, was a cassette tape I had never seen before. White cover. Black letters. One word: EFFORT.

I didn't know what it was. I bought it anyway.

That tape changed everything. Headshots—EFFORT. A full album—not a single, not an EP—by a collective of emcees I had never heard of, and they were better than anything I had heard in years. Better, I realized with a shock, than even Hieroglyphics. The production was raw. The lyrics were dense. And it was on a cassette, sold in a skateshop, made by people who clearly didn't have a label.

You don't need a label.

This was the first time I understood it. Not as a theory. Not as a rumor. As a physical object in my hands.

Soon after, Hieroglyphics came through town. I went to the show expecting to mourn what was lost. Instead, I found something I didn't know existed. Headshots members were opening for them—the same crew from the tape. And Hiero was selling albums. Not major label releases. Independent tapes, direct to fans.

I bought everything they had. *Casual—Meanwhile. Del—Future Development. Souls of Mischief—Focus. Hiero Oldies Vol. 1 and 2. Hiero B-Sides.* I walked out with twelve Hieroglyphics tapes, six Headshots albums, two Kanser tapes, and a new understanding of the world.

The labels had dropped them. But they had not disappeared. They had built something else.

The Industrial Warfare Tape

The tape that gave this book its title came soon after. Headshots—Industrial Warfare. The name itself was a declaration. This was not music. This was strategy. This was war.

I held that cassette and I understood something I would spend the next twenty-five years researching: the industry was not just a business. It was a machine. And the artists who refused to be products—who built their own infrastructure, pressed their own tapes, sold them out of skateshops and at shows—were not just making music. They were fighting back.

I was seventeen. I had a collection of twenty tapes that had taught me more about the world than any school ever would. And I made a decision: I would never let the industry control what I loved again.

The Researcher's Path

I have been a researcher since I was four years old. My mother had no money for books, but she had something better: four complete sets of encyclopedias, years from different publishers, filling the shelves of our section 8 apartment. I read them the way other kids read comic books. I absorbed information like water. By the time I was twelve, I knew I was a researcher by nature—a hunter of facts, a collector of truth.

That passion, combined with the lessons of those tapes, led me to this book. For twenty-five years, I have been gathering evidence, tracing connections, following the money from streaming platforms to defense contractors, documenting the consolidation of the industry, watching the digital prison close around us.

Every piece of information in this book is the product of that journey. Every chapter is a thread pulled from the encyclopedia of my own obsessions. Every conclusion is built on the foundation my mother gave me when she filled our home with books she couldn't afford, because she believed knowledge was the only inheritance she could leave.

The Fight

We are losing. The industry has consolidated. The algorithm has become the general. The digital prison is nearly complete. The money from our subscriptions flows to killer drones. The artists who made the music we love are starving.

But we are not defeated.

The same lesson I learned from a white cassette cover with black letters in a Minneapolis skateshop in 1997 is still true today: we don't need them. We never did. The infrastructure of independence is battered, but it still exists. The will to create, to resist, to build something outside the machine—that cannot be taken.

This book is the evidence. The rest is up to us.
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