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“My inspiration is the streets, that vibe. Feel me?”

On the top floor of a hotel overlooking Times Square, DJ Khaled sits on the bed, sipping coffee. His trip to New York City has been a whirlwind event. The night before Khaled and friends tore it down at Hot 97’s Winterfest ’08. If you were lucky enough to be in the building, you know how it went down. It might have looked like party and bullshit from where you were at, but make no mistake. Miami’s favorite DJ was hard at work doing what he do. Like his good friend, MIA counterpart, and one time enemy Rick Ross stated on the 2006 smash “Every day I’m hustlin’…”


The day after the show, 26 floors above the ground, Khaled is up, and making moves. His brother-from-another-mother Fat Joe may be known as his best friend, but on this trip it may be the Blackberry that stays glued to his ear. But it’s not all work and no play. The concierge in the lobby that housed several of the performers from the previous night’s show mentioned something about the amount of dimepieces that had been shuffling in and out of the hotel all night.


A trip to New York wasn’t solely for the show. Label meetings were also on the agenda. A few weeks prior, after a bidding war between Atlantic, Sony and Def Jam, it was announced that Khaled had inked a deal between his We The Best Music label, and hip-hop’s flagship record label, Def Jam. “It was something that was a dream of mine. I always wanted to have my own label. I wanted to show the game, I put in hard work and now it’s all coming together,” said Khaled. “I’m excited man, I’m real excited.”

We all know about Def Jam’s recent history of dissatisfaction from artists who feel the label leaves them hanging as far as album promotions. It’s enough to make any artist pause before signing on the dotted line. But Khaled views it different. “I mean, that’s every label. Everyone got the same story. I’m my own boss, I run my own company. We partners with Def Jam, and I’m gonna make my decisions and do what I got to do,” said Khaled. “If the record company is moving slower then I am, they gonna have to catch up.” Some artists are finally starting to realize that if they simply rely on the label to handle everything, that philosophy might bite them in the ass. With today’s record sales climate, you have to be willing to work just as hard, or harder, then the label you are on. “Artists that work realize its ’08 and you got to work. You can’t rely on no one. You got to go in… The only way to win is to put in that work,” Khaled chirped.

It might be considered a somewhat unusual pairing, considering Khaled’s own deal is with Koch Records, where he has been vocal about the freedom the independent label has afforded him. But the deal with Def Jam was the fulfillment of a lifelong goal.  “It’s that dream I have had to do a deal with Def Jam. They put artists out like Jay-Z, Mariah Carey, Jeezy, Rick Ross, LL Cool J, Rhianna, Ne-Yo, and now they gonna be putting out my artist, Ace.” Hailing from Broward County, Florida, the 19 year old Ace Gutta’s first single, “Cashflow,” is packed with the usual suspects that listeners have grown to expect from someone associated with Khaled; T-Pain and Rick Ross. “I feel real great we about to make history,” said Khaled with excitement. That same excitement that can be heard in his trademark “Listennn!,” “We the best!,” and in every single one of the phone calls Khaled makes in the hotel room, politicking with all the mixtape and radio DJs, contacts and friends he has made over the years in the game. Years in the game…

Your favorite DJ or your favorite rapper may be an Ipod click away for most, but for the 32 year old Palestinian, born Khaled Khaled, it is just as easy to get them on the phone as it is the MP3 player.

But it wasn’t always so easy. Dues must be paid. DJ Khaled started paying his back in the day, not in MIA, but in NOLA. Born in New Orleans as the middle child of Arabic parents, it was his parent’s guidance at 14 years old and attending his first concert of Run DMC, LL Cool J, Beastie Boys and Public Enemy that set things in motion. You don’t just walk in your favorite radio station and get a gig. Those dues must be paid in full first.

House parties are a staple of an up and coming DJ’s diet. If a DJ is going to starve or get fat, it will always be determined if they can rock a party or not. After a move to the M-I-Yayo Khaled then took his grind to the radio. First spreading his voice and wings for two years at the pirate radio station Mixx 96, and then landing at one of Miami’s biggest radio station’s 99 Jamz, where he holds it down with his syndicated show, “The Takeover.”

DJing can be elevated to an art form. It requires technical skill. What can’t be learned by repetition and practice is having an ear for the streets. Who that next dude is. It can separate the best from the rest. Drama got that ear. Kay Slay got that ear. DJ Khaled got that ear. Consider the fact that he knew the Cash Money dudes from back in the NO days when they were selling mixtapes out their trunk. And we all know the endless amounts of CDs (or tapes back then), that get passed in a different sort of hand-to-hand transaction, with the line “Yo, check this out, I’m the hottest…” Khaled could spot the real. Just look at the cats that Khaled helped to introduce, not to the game, but to the world. Jeezy. Wayne. He was one of the first, if not the first, to play Rick Ross on the radio.

But the two weren’t always so tight. Khaled alludes to a time when there were problems between the two. “We had beef at one time. We settled it, you know…” The DJ from Dade County paused as he tried to figure out how to put it out there, without reopening those healed wounds. “Sometimes these artists don’t understand the way things got to happen,” said Khaled. While the first track Ross slid Khaled may not have been on the level Khaled was looking for, Ricky continued his grind. And when he came back to Khaled with ‘Hustlin',' Khaled told him, “Now watch me do what I do...” He told people to “Listennn!” and they did. Any tension between the two is long gone. Khaled remarked, “Ross is like my brother, and that’s what brothers go through.”

From Rick Ross to Ace Hood, Khaled knows exactly where to find new talent. “I’m in the streets. When you got street buzz, and you in the streets you gonna find out about it. If you in the strip club, or mixtape markets, or clubs or radio, you just gonna know about it,” said Khaled. And if you in the hood, it becomes impossible to ignore cats who have their own movements, or the cats who have that undeniable talent and swag. But in the end Khaled pointed out it comes down to two things with him. “I got the street in me at all times, and I been blessed with a great ear.”

That ear extends from DJing to Khaled’s production work. Satisfaction is not found in one place, but all places. When it comes to all the different aspects he is involved in, “I like them all. That’s what’s so good about music, you can have different ventures in music,” he said. Being involved in so many different areas of the creative side of the industry, it’s no surprise that he has respect for Diddy for wearing so many hats. Khaled noted, “You can be in the studio working with artists. You can be behind the board making beats, or you can be directing someone to orchestrate a beat. And then you can be on the radio talking on the mic playing records, and you can be in the club cutting records, I like it all. It all leads to one thing: music.” 

His association with Miami isn’t the only place the DJ Khaled has a connection to. It’s impossible to miss the two diamond encrusted chains that weigh down his neck proclaiming his proud membership in the Bronx representer Fat Joe’s Terror Squad. Today’s fans can be a finicky bunch though. Understandably, different regions have different sounds and a genre of music that was spawned through competition often ends up in the regionalization and polarization of a fan base. Navigation through these tricky waters can be tough, and when an artist like Fat Joe aligns with people and a sound like he has found with the Miami lifestyle and Miami artists, he becomes the ire of certain fans and labeled as a sellout that hops on the “what’s hot now” bandwagon. Staying true to your city while not pigeonholing yourself to one market can be difficult, but Khaled doesn’t see it like that. When asked about this type of situation, Khaled remarked, “Every good has someone with a negative comment, but the negative is smaller then the love, and that’s just life. Fat Joe and other artists, and especially what I bring to the table is unity. And that’s what fans want.”

Clearly not everyone feels that way. There’s the well publicized beef with Young Buck, which certainly set the grounds for beef-by-proxy with 50 Cent, and ex-Terror Squad member Cuban Link has recently fired off shots in Khaled’s direction. But through the course of conversation, Khaled always tried to bring it back to the unity. “They [fans] want to see people rap together. Who wouldn’t want to hear a Lil’ Wayne and Jay-Z record? Who wouldn’t want to hear a Lil’ Wayne and TI record? Who wouldn’t want to hear a Fat Joe, Lil’ Wayne [album]? Who wouldn’t want to hear Rick Ross, Lil’ Wayne, Jeezy? Who wouldn’t want to hear that? I would! Those are big rappers. And it takes someone like me to be the forefront and say ‘Let’s do this!’”

Aside from DJing at the radio station and dropping mixtapes, Khaled has his own record deal at Koch Records where he dropped Listennn… The Album in June of 2006, and We the Best in June of 2007. Clearing the way to drop that summer album each year is a calculated move, and this year will be no different. Khaled is currently working on his third album, due to drop this summer. While mixtapes offer a level of freedom, Khaled sees a big difference between blessing the streets with a mixtape versus dropping an album. From the making of the songs, original tracks, concepts, clearing samples to the legal issues, videos, promotions, radio and marketing. “It’s a whole different ballgame. It’s not just making music,” Khaled said. “It’s crazy.”

You may catch Khaled getting it in at his legendary birthday party at Mansion. Hear about him A&Ring upcoming projects from Rick Ross, Fat Joe or Ludacris. Managing the producing duo, The Runners. Eating at the Hip Hop Fish and Chicken restaurant he owns in Tallahassee. At his parents, high-end, fine Italian men’s clothier, Zioni For Men in Jacksonville. He is a busy man. Making it to the top is one thing, but staying on top is completely different. It doesn’t happen by falling back, and you know if there was 34 hours in a day he would fill up all that extra time, building.

But he can’t leave the mixtape game alone. “I’ll do mixtapes forever. They will live forever. That’s from the streets. It can never be stopped.”

