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There was a time when Philly was on smash. The long arm of Hova reached down to the city of Philadelphia, and in one fell swoop, scooped up about ten of the top cats doing it in the city. Suddenly they went from serving rocks to rocking Madison Square Garden. From dime bags to dime pieces. From chickenheads to Chicken Marseilles. Not to say that the State Property roster wasn't killing it in Philadelphia, but they certainly weren't killing it on the same level as they were during the height of the Roc-A-Fella empire. Then like milk left out on a summer day, things went sour and spoiled. Coupled with the departure of the President of the movement and former Def Jam CEO, Jay-Z, the Roc roster has been left to fend for themselves. While some appear to be left stuck on their former glory, Freeway has been preparing not only to usurp his former position, but surpass it.


There has been a steady and furious release of new material from the one Philadelphia Freezer. That recent stream of music being peppered across blogs across the country is something worth paying attention to. So a few phone calls and a few days later, I am sitting on the stoop outside the office and strolling up the block is Freeway's manager Cousin E and Mr. Freeway himself. You know the uniform. Black Dickie pants, black T-shirt, black New Era fitted. Wrist icy, pinky ring shining. Backpack slung over the shoulder. Smaller in stature then you might think given his on-stage and in-booth persona, the quiet West Philly native initially comes across as uninterested, almost bordering on annoyed. But this would be an incorrect assumption. He's humble. Reserved. This is just his nature.


After Free settles in on the black leather couch, he immediately starts fiddling with his MacBook. Something that he would do throughout the interview. Checking blogs, MySpace, surfing the Internet. Apparently he does it all day. “Right now I think it's very important, extremely important, to flood mixtapes and the Internet because that's the main source to get your music out there and let people hear you,” he says “The labels theses days aren't dropping shit anyway unless you got a buzz and are attacking the streets.” Spoken from someone who came in at the end of hip-hop's last golden area, as far as both label support and an abundance of quality music. “Everybody's winging it now,” Free says about the changing music industry and how artists and labels are both trying to cope.


But before we go forward, let's go back. Relationships that exist today just aren't a result of landing on the same label. There is history. "I've known Free for almost 24 years, since I was 6,” says Peedi Peedi. “We grew up a block apart, both lived with our grandmothers. We came up together." Born and raised in West Philadelphia, Lesley Pridgen was the only child to a Muslim father (“But he's not Muslim like I am,” Free explains) and Christian mother. Going back and forth from his home to his grandmother's meant there was different sets of rules to follow. Eating pork at grandmom's was ok, but definitely not once he returned home. While both parents remain a big part of his life, the marriage dissolved when Free was 12 or 13-years old. After getting kicked out of West Philadelphia High School, Freeway moved up North to his cousins where he briefly attended Kensington High School, before being sent packing from there as well. And like many of today's inner city city youth, the next step was that full time street life.


And the rap life. With a style Free describes as “unorthodox.” A distinct flow and a distinct voice, “thats the way it come out,” he explains. “Must be something in my brain. When I first came out I used to put a lot of words together. Jay and Mack was like 'You don't got to use all those words.' But I always tried to squeeze what I had to say in.” The Philadelphia producer Tez, who collaborated with Free and Ice City (Freeway, Peedi Peedi and Indy 500) back in the day and recently worked with Free on a track with Kurupt, also noted the Philly Freezer's unique style. “Free doesn't write conventionally, he comes off top,” he points out. “You know, that Hov method that Biggie made famous.” Back then Free and Ice City were doing battles at basketball games and various places around the city.  And this is where the street life, rap life and real life all begin to collide.


Around this time is when Beanie Sigel was starting to blow, and as often promised and rarely delivered in the rap game, Beans extended his hand back to Philly. Back to Freeway. This began back and forth trips to NY for the Philadelphia Freezer. But while there may have been light at the end of the tunnel, he wasn't quite there yet. Still doin' what he do, and got hemmed up on an attempted delivery charge. On the run, Free had just returned to Philly from a trip to visit Beans in NY when, “I was sittin in the wheel with my man Butter, letting him listen to some new shit I had just did in the studio (in NY with Jay-Z),” Free explains. “(Suddenly) cops pulled up on us. Someone had got robbed and they said we fit the description. I knew I had the warrant, so I got out the car, ran or whatever...” And he got caught. A drug program, three months in jail, six months of house arrest later, Free stayed in touch with Beanie and eventually got passed the “1-900-Hustler” beat. The rest is hip-hop history.


These days Freeway is still on his hustle. He conveys certain feelings without verbalizing them. While he is proud of his last album Free At Last, he feels it could have been better. Answers to questions come after a pause of reflection. There's an air of saying what he thinks and feels, tinted with a hint of nostalgia. Even Peedi echoes that sentiment. “Its ironic to see both our careers the way the are, for two people who came up together,” Peedi Peedi notes. “Its weird to see our dreams today." At the time Freeway's last record dropped, the Roc-A-Fella empire was in it's dusk. Which was the polar opposite of when Freeway had jumped in, at it's high noon. The heyday of the Roc fills Free's personal hip-hop highlight reel. “When everything was all together. Jay, Dame, Bigs, me, Beans, Chris, Neef... And it was all family,” reminisces Free. “Those are the moments that stick out.”


But as quick as it seemed to come together, it began to fall apart. “So much bullshit was going on, we strayed away from that. We been through a lot. With the breakup, Beans in and out of jail... So now we bucking down, getting shit done,” says Free. They have 40 tracks done on a new State Property album. These days there's an air of needing to get back to that point. And then some. There's a sense of regret, feeling the last album could have been tighter. Between the distractions of the label's demise, Mack Mittens going in and out of the bing, the rumors, the facts, the partying, Freeway admits he could have been more focused. A well documented trip to Mecca and Medina began his sharpened focus.


What about the claims of hypocrisy that people attempt to attach to him? While some may cry hypocrisy, it feels more like duality. Even when asked to describe himself in five words, the seeming apparent opposition of “calm” and “aggressive” as two of his answers (humble, smart and religious rounding it out) don't seem to create a fallacy anywhere. Free is aware, and even understands, those who try and paint him as a walking contradiction. According to Islamic law, music is a no go. “As far as being Muslim, I'm not even supposed to be doing music because it takes away from the remembrance of Allah, but thats something I have to deal with myself and my God,” explains Free. And while there can be a razor thin line between justification and explanation, Freeway seems to fall on the side of the latter. He recounts a Muslim Hadith, where a killer goes from city to city speaking to various religious clergy about making it to heaven. When each holy man condemns him, he kills each priest and moves on to the next city until a Muslim tells him he must simply make Shahada. On his way to the city he dies, but he still makes it to heaven because his intentions were pure. It's about intentions. And redemption. “I understand where people are coming from and they may think its a form of hypocrisy, but my song 'What We Do Is Wrong,' what we do is wrong. We all are sinners, but the best of us is those that repent. I pray 5 times a day. I get it in. I don't get high no more. Theres a lot of stuff I was doing before that I don't do no more,” he says. “I'm striving to do the right thing.”


That strive and without the insanity that comes with running with rap's highest profile label and crew, the promo, shows, without all the swirling gossip, Freeway finds himself in a position to focus solely on the music. At this point, his days are fairly simple. “I pray 5 times a day, get my prayers in, go to the studio,” explains Free. “I be on the road a lot. On the weekend I be gone doing shows. Studio, shows, chill with my family.” He still feeds off the crowd reaction. Freeway rocking the old stuff to the new, with audiences rapping right along with him word for word.


“I feel people love me, but if I stopped today, in a year, people would be thinking about the next one,” says Free about his current need to grind. The flood of singles released online is the beginning of the proof. The world witnessed Lil Wayne's continuous stream of material and then going platinum in week. That said something. While Wayne certainly didn't invent the formula, he reminded people that it's not exactly dead either. In between releasing singles, Freeway's attacking the mixtape game again. The week after we talked he flew down to Atlanta to record a new mixtape with Mr. Money Machine, Don Cannon.


And expect a follow up album in the first quarter of '09. He is again working with both Jay-Z and 50 on the album, and he is still signed to Def Jam but also exploring other options. Peedi points out that, "Regardless of record sales or how things go with the label, Free is definitely the hardest working person in Philly." The persistent need to make it to the top and cement his position fuels Freeway's fire. So how exactly does one know if they have reached the top? Freeway defines success as “If you made a stamp in the game, your family's taken care of, you're respected, you helped other people get out the hood and be in a good situation... “ Although he strives to take it even further, you could argue he's already there.

