the discussion about how
we’ve been fooled by the
way music is marketed
that we forget how much
interconnectedness there
is,” Rench explains. “If
we’re talking American
Southern music, it was
all coming from the same
thing; it was all intermingled until people started
recording it and trying to
figure out how to market
it, to put different labels
on it. Up to that point,
Southern music was
Southern music.”
Due to Jim Crow
laws in the south, “race
records” were targeted
towards
AfricanAmerican communities,
while similar music with
the same roots would be
marketed to white audiences.
“It wasn’t until labels started to say, ‘We’re going to
market these guys that are black as race music and these
guys that are white as hillbilly music, even though they all
play together and have the same influences and copy each
other’s songs,’” Rench says. “As that went on for decades,
[people started] to think that now this kind of music is black
music, and this kind of music is white music — thinking
that these genres aren’t really tied at the hip originally.”
Because of the very history of music itself in the U.S.,
Gangstagrass is the natural progression of black music
reclaiming its rightful place in history. As black music culture
was seemingly segregated from the music community, rap
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was created in the subsequent vacuum, as artists sought to
reclaim their identity. By reuniting America’s musical roots
with the sounds of black culture today, Rench says the band
has brought music in this country full circle.
Songs like Old Town Road by Lil Nas X may have
found great commercial success by combining cowboy
and urban culture, but he was far from the first to do
so. Even today, they stand as some of the only ones to
successfully, as well as authentically, combine the two.
In 2007, Rench would record the sounds of bluegrass and
hip-hop together for the first time with the mixtape, Rench
Presents: Gangstagrass. Releasing it for free online, he
CONTINUED ON PAGE 14
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His father hailed from Oklahoma, and, as such, the
likes of George Jones, Johnny Cash and Willie Nelson
were a constant theme throughout the young musician’s
life. By the time he reached the third grade, however,
hip-hop was starting to change the musical landscape of
the country forever. Many years later, it would ultimately
give birth to a band on track to do the same.
While he took violin lessons as a young child, the
introduction of hip-hop and rap to mainstream America
had Rench looking beyond instruments to the production
aspect of this new music he loved so much.
“When I was in high school,” he fondly recalls, “I saved
up money to get a sampler and started making some beats.”
With bands like Run-DMC and the Beastie Boys
showing that it was possible to bridge the gap between rap
and the rest of the music world, Rench had set his sights
on a similar goal. Some may feel the divide between the
stereotypically “hillbilly” music of Appalachia, and the
controversial music of the streets is just too deep to ever
successfully combine the two. But for the members of
Gangstagrass, the combination of bluegrass, country,
hip-hop and rap is as natural and American as anything
that came before it.
Rench explains the very beginnings of bluegrass were
influenced by black culture in the United States. In fact,
he goes further by saying that really all music genres in
this country are intertwined and influenced by each other.
But in the case of bluegrass music, the African roots are
much more apparent.
The banjo, now synonymous with bluegrass, was
based on instruments brought to the New World by
African slaves. Often making the stringed instruments
out of whatever they could find, African slaves in the
Caribbean were commonly fashioning banjos out of
gourds throughout the 1600s, with written references of
the instrument in North America by the next century.
“[We] want to really put it out there and keep amplifying

