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In this life? You’re on your own.

—PRINCE, “LET’S GO CRAZY”




PART ONE

The RISE







1

THIS THING CALLED LIFE

ON JUNE 7, 1958, AT MOUNT SINAI HOSPITAL IN MINNEAPOLIS, A baby was born. John Nelson faced his son in the crib and named him Prince Rogers Nelson—after his own musical stage name. “I named my son Prince because I wanted him to do everything I wanted to do,” John later explained to Liz Jones.

They lived at 915 Logan Avenue, a humble home in North Minneapolis. John worked at Honeywell, an industrial supplier, and he and his wife Mattie—a former singer that John met while playing parties with his group, The Prince Rogers Trio—together cared for their first son. They were already trying to raise five kids on what John earned at Honeywell when Prince was born, but within a year Mattie was again pregnant. When their daughter, Tyka Evene, arrived in 1960, John saw his dream of a music career slip even further away.

Mattie also gave up her dream—since singing like Billie Holiday wouldn’t pay the bills. She remained social, though, with a “wild side,” Prince told Rolling Stone, while John was quiet, excited mostly by music.

Since John still played shows around town with The Prince Rogers Trio, and still sometimes answered to his stage name, Mattie took to calling their son “Skipper.” Prince obviously knew about his father’s history leading “his own big band, playing around the Midwest and stuff,” and how his mother sang for the group. But he didn’t truly understand what his father did until 1963. One day, his mother took him to a local theater. They took their seats, the lights dimmed, and John emerged from behind a curtain with a smile. People applauded as he sat at a piano. While he played, the curtain moved again, and scantily clad dancing girls came out. “People were screaming,” Prince recalled, according to Per Nilsen. “From then on I think I wanted to be a musician.”

The show took a hold of Prince, and for weeks after he tried to play
any instrument within reach. He eventually settled, like his father, on the piano, and he would practice in the living room on John’s. Then, in department stores, while Mattie shopped, Prince would rush to where the radios and instruments were kept to listen to music or play organs and pianos until his mother would get him. But piano wasn’t enough. Prince would put two rocks in his hands, then smash them together to create a melody. He called this noise his first song. Soon, he’d use larger rocks to tap out a rhythm.

But while Prince was taking his first musical steps, John was finding the pursuit a rough life. He was, according to local reporter Neal Karlen, “a Jazz musician in the whitest metropolitan area in the country” With a wife and six kids to support, he continued to work at Honeywell, but he couldn’t accept that he wouldn’t someday be a music star. So he kept creating new melodies. Despite a limited income, John did things like install a TV in the living room wall. Or he’d parade around in new suits and shoes, as if about to take the stage. By 1966, John had bought himself a snazzy new white Thunderbird convertible. His dream seemed by turns impossible and just within reach. When he saw that Prince and his younger sister Tyka were interested in music, he encouraged them to play his piano, realizing he’d have to live his dream vicariously through them. While young Prince tapped out melodies, Tyka told City Pages, she sang, “because that’s what my mom and dad did.”

But just as quickly, moody John would see them bang away on the keys and tell them to get away from the piano. He needed it for his own dream, after all. Though the inner conflict persisted, inevitably he relented, and Prince showed him a melody he had written called “Funk Machine.”

Monday through Friday, Prince attended elementary school, where other students sometimes insulted his diminutive size. By 1967, the fifth grader was being bussed to a school in an affluent, predominantly white suburb. He wasn’t thrilled. One day in class, he turned to a page in a textbook that had a black-and-white photo of a young, dead black man hanging from a rope on a tree.

His sister Tyka recalled, according to Per Nilsen, that other students chased them back to the school bus many afternoons. “I didn’t know it was because we were black,” she said. Some days, other students by the bus protected them. But the next day would always bring another chase and more epithets. Inevitably, Prince tried to withdraw from the experience.

One morning he hid his socks, believing this would give his mother
no choice but to let him stay home. No dice. She yelled, “You’re going to get to that school and find some socks!” He sighed and kept dressing. “She couldn’t have them calling me a nigger with no socks on,” he told PAPER Magazine, in 1999.

Sundays, his mother took him to a wooden, two-story Seventh-day Adventist church where he was enrolled in a Bible study class. On these days, eight-year-old Prince bonded over music with his schoolmate, André Simon Anderson, the son of his dad’s former bass player, Fred. “The most I got out of that was the experience of the choir,” Prince said of church, according to Nilsen.

During this period, Prince’s older half brother, Alfred—Mattie’s son from her first marriage—was trying to dodge a few rules. In his room, Alfred sang along to his many James Brown records. He styled his hair in a Little Richard-type conk. He always seemed to have money. He also ignored John Nelson’s curfews. Late at night, Alfred climbed out of a basement window and hit the street. With him gone, Prince and his cousin Charles tiptoed into his room to try on his clothes and play his James Brown records. Sometimes, Alfred caught them in the act. But he didn’t mind.

In the end, things didn’t end well for Alfred, Charles told author Per Nilsen years later. His recreational drug use led to confinement in a local mental institution.

Prince, himself, was born epileptic. As a child, he had seizures. While he trembled and shook, his parents stood nearby, wondering how to help. Still, “they did the best they could with what little they had,” he explained.

There were other stressors. In 1981, Prince told New York Newsday that his father “felt hurt that he never got his break, because of having the wife and kids and stuff.” With Mattie resenting this, “there were constant fights.”

By 1968, Prince was watching things finally fall apart between his parents. They began having high-volume arguments that sometimes left Mattie in tears. Mattie and John had always been different. She was louder and more vivacious, while John was serious and strict. She had set aside music in the interest of her kids, while John did manage to play some shows in local clubs. “I think music is what broke her and my father up, and I don’t think she wanted that for me,” Prince later told New York Rocker. Serious musicians, like his father, could be moody. They needed space. Everything in their environment had to be just right. “My father was a great deal like that, and my mother didn’t give him a lotta space. She wanted a husband per se.”


Finally John and Mattie called it quits. After thirteen years of marriage, they decided to separate and filed for divorce. John packed his stuff and moved into a small apartment near Minneapolis’s downtown. Prince was shocked when John left. He didn’t even take his piano. “Everything was cool I think, until my father left, and then it got kinda hairy,” Prince said.

At home, it would now be only Prince, his mother, and Tyka. “He left when I was seven, so music left with him,” Prince said. “But he did leave his piano.” Prince faced the abandoned instrument. In the past, John had often kept the kids away from it. For good reason: they would just bang on it. With his father gone, Prince approached the piano; he was the only one that seemed to notice it was there. And he started to play it in earnest.

Meanwhile, Mattie took three jobs.

 



Prince spent much of his time nearby on his cousin Charles’s street. He told people not to call him “Prince.” Referred to as “Skipper,” he developed an acerbic sense of humor and coined numerous put-downs. But back at home, he’d return to being his father’s son, playing melodies on the piano John left behind. At some point, Tyka stopped joining him. Though she never said who, someone, she said, had crushed her dream of singing, saying she was crazy to think she could be on stage. Prince taught her to draw and write stories. But he didn’t abandon his own musical dream. Soon, he started practicing drums, playing on a box of old newspapers.

Mattie, however, didn’t support Prince’s musical aspirations. She wanted him in school, and later in college. She sent him to different schools, where he maintained high grades, but Prince viewed his studies as “pretty much my second interest. I didn’t really care about that as much as I did about playing.” Since music had destroyed his parents’ marriage, he explained, “I don’t think she wanted that for me.”

Mattie eventually met Heyward Baker. With her divorce now official, Mattie married Baker and he moved into the house. Baker always brought the family presents. But, Prince told Barbara Graustark, “I disliked him immediately because he dealt with a lot of materialistic things.”

Prince tried to build a relationship with Baker, as close as the one he had with John. But when Prince tried to engage Baker in conversation, Prince claimed, the man seemed to merely tolerate him. He mostly spoke up, Prince claimed, when Prince did something wrong. “I don’t think they wanted me to be a musician,” he said of Baker and his mother. They didn’t want him to be like John. But the more they pushed, the more defiant
Prince became. Before long, he felt rejected, and bitter. He began to rattle off things he disliked about his new stepfather and “it kind of hurt our relationship.”

Years later, Prince credited Baker for helping to improve the family’s quality of life. The only time he had money during this period, Prince said later, “was when my step-dad lived there, and I know I was extremely bitter then.”

By 1969, Mattie was pregnant with Baker’s child, and Baker really started telling Prince what to do. In 1970, Mattie gave birth to Heyward’s son, Prince’s halfbrother, Omarr Julius Baker.

Over time, Prince became more and more impatient with his family’s demands. One day, his mother told him to be home at nine. Prince told his cousin Charles that he was running away. Are you gonna come with me? he asked. Charles said he’d meet him at a certain time. But when he didn’t show, Prince went downtown to his father John’s small apartment. John heard him out and agreed to let his son move in. Prince transferred to Bryant Junior High.

During this period, Prince told Musician magazine, John was still working a day job but moonlighted in a downtown club “behind strippers.” For weeks at a time, Prince barely saw John, except occasionally when John stood over the sink and shaved. “We didn’t talk so much then.”

Prince always liked sports. At Bryant, he made the junior varsity basketball team. His coach felt that even though Prince was short, he made for a good sixth or seventh man. Everyone on the team liked him, but he still had to work hard to prove himself. He had bigger kids taunting him, calling him Princess, or claiming he had the face of a German Shepherd.

The girls—on the other hand—loved him. But the bullies wouldn’t let up. Soon, he was scared to walk up the steps and into the school.

In the seventh grade, Prince took up the saxophone, but that summer, he abandoned it, recommitting to keyboard. His musical skills continued to develop, though John still didn’t take his son’s music seriously, claiming he wasn’t very good. “I didn’t really think so either,” Prince later admitted.

For a while, father and son got along. Prince followed John’s rules. Inevitably, though, tempers flared. Published reports say that one day John found Prince and a girl in bed together. What exactly transpired is unknown, but after this incident, John’s patience with the boy had run out. He kicked thirteen-year-old Prince out of the house—and onto the street.


 


 



Prince stood alone on Plymouth Avenue in north Minneapolis, near the McDonald’s. He smelled cheeseburgers, and wished he could afford one. He crossed the street, entered the phone booth on the corner, and called his father. Could he come home?

John said no.

He called Tyka at the old house. Could she call John and change his mind?

It would take a few minutes. Call back.

When he did, he was relieved. Tyka said Prince could call their father and apologize, and John would let him come back home. Prince did, but to his surprise, John still said no.

Tears burst from his eyes, Prince later told Rolling Stone, and for two hours, he sat in the phone booth and cried.

With no other option, he retreated to Charles’s house, where Prince’s Aunt Olivia, his father’s sister, invited him to stay. Olivia was old, and just as strict as John. Eventually, the tension between Prince and his father eased. Sometimes he would visit on the weekends. But with no room for a piano in his new home and without the money to afford one, Prince’s piano playing days were over. To foster his musical interests, John got him an electric guitar. Prince tuned it to an unusual straight-A chord and taught himself to play.

At school one day, Prince was back on piano, playing with a band behind the school choir. His playing awed drummer Jimmy Harris, who was a year younger. Another day, he lifted a guitar and knocked out Chicago’s intricate solo on “Make Me Smile.” On another occasion, Jimmy Harris told the Minneapolis Star Tribune, “I made the mistake of getting up from the drums and he [Prince] sat there [at the drum set] and he killed ’em.” He also had, Harris joked; with a hint of envy, “the biggest Afro in the world. That wasn’t fair, either.”

During this period, Prince reconnected with his old pal, André Simon Anderson, his friend from church. He and André had been in the same school for third grade, and saw each other when both of their mothers took them to the local Seventh-day Adventist church. But then the Andersons moved into a housing project. André’s mother Bernadette and his father Fred, who was John Nelson’s old bass player, then split.

Now, Bernadette was raising six kids on her own and had the family in a big, brick house on Twelfth and Russell in North Minneapolis. André
felt they’d “moved up” into “kind of an upper class black neighborhood,” and he was thrilled to see his friend Skipper again.

One day, Cousin Charles recalled, Charles told them both, “Let’s start a band.”

Fine.

So at the age of fourteen, Prince was in his first band. He played his guitar, tuned to that strange A-chord. André played bass. Charles was on drums. André’s sister, Linda, got in on keyboards, while Terry Jackson and William Doughty, two friends, handled percussion. Initially the band was named Phoenix, according to Charles, after Grand Funk Railroad’s 1972 album Phoenix. But really, “we tried to imitate The Jackson 5. Prince was singing ‘I Want You Back.’”

In September 1972, Prince started attending Central High School, near his father’s apartment. According to a classmate interviewed for the Minneapolis Star Tribune, he still had a globular Afro and wispy mustache, and now wore dress shirts with huge collar points, baggy pants, platform shoes, and neckbands. When other students stared at him in the hall Prince would nod. In the lunchroom he sat with the biracial kids.

Despite his reported height of five foot four, he made the school basketball team. Assistant principal Don McMoore joked, “his hair made him look like he was six feet tall.”

Prince reacted to taunts by putting up his dukes and hitting first. “I was a very good fighter,” he claimed. “I never lost … . I don’t know if I fight fair, but I go for it.” Bernadette, Andre’s mother, agreed. “He’d hit and run,” she said, “but he’d get even.”

This all changed once his father John remarried, and his teammate Duane Nelson suddenly became his half brother. People felt Duane (also on the school football team) had Prince’s back. Prince also hung with school quarterback Paul Mitchell. Most afternoons after school, Prince’s basketball coach, Mr. Nuness, would come in and discover the boys had sneaked into the school gym. They were usually in the middle of a game when Nuness chased them out, but they kept “bringing their bikes and their dogs in,” Nuness recalled.

Other afternoons, Prince practiced with his band, which expanded its sound to include covers by jazzman Grover Washington and singer-songwriter Carole King. Sly Stone’s deep tone began to inspire Prince’s vocals. So did Stevie Wonder, who was producing melodies with over a dozen instruments. By August 1973, Prince’s band had changed its name
to Soul Explosion, after a local TV show André liked. They played high schools and the local YMCA. At a talent show, they battled an older group, Flyte Tyme. “We didn’t have nothing,” said André, referring to their equipment. But Soul Explosion—at the time just Prince, André, their drummer Charles, and a percussionist—asked their opponents, “Can we, like, play on your stuff, man?” In the end, Charles told a deejay for San Francisco radio station KPFA, the judges announced the winner: “Charles’ Cousin and Friends.” The group looked dejected until Charles said, “We won, we won!” Everyone laughed. Someone asked Charles, “Man, when did you change the band’s name?”

By this time, Prince was making headway with the group, but his strict Aunt Olivia reportedly tired of the noise. And so, as Rolling Stone reported, once again the teenage Prince found himself kicked out of the house and onto the street.

Eventually, he wound up on André’s doorstep. Once André’s mother Bernadette spoke with Prince’s father John, Prince moved his things into André’s room and staged rehearsals in the basement. “The cutoff time for the music was ten each night,” Bernadette recalled. But some nights Prince lowered the volume and quietly played guitar.

He also turned on the radio. With blacks representing less than I percent of the local population, station programmers felt there wasn’t a demographic. So Prince listened to black station KUXL until eight thirty, then switched over to rock station KQRS. Soon, he counted Santana, Graham Central Station, Led Zeppelin, and Fleetwood Mac among his favorites. He also dug Jimi Hendrix’s cover of Bob Dylan’s “All Along the Watchtower” and considered Jimi “one of his heroes,” local writer Neal Karlen recalled.

When he moved into the basement—a move inspired by André’s untidiness—Prince used the weekly allowance John sent him to buy mirrors and a ten-dollar-swatch of rabbit fur. He hung them on his walls, along with the Hendrix posters his female friends brought over.

Sophomore year, Prince didn’t make the school basketball lineup (for one of the city’s finest teams). At the same time, Duane was moving in on girls that Prince liked. Prince would speak with one, watch Duane arrive, then see them leave as a couple. Prince poured his frustrations into a film class project. In the short movie, he reenacts such a scene, then depicts himself in the library reading a book on kung fu. He uses his newfound martial arts skills to get the girl and defeat his Duane-like competitor, a
cast member told the Minneapolis Star Tribune. He also penned new lyrics about two-timing women who leave him for his best friend.

With basketball no longer an option, Prince threw himself into an extracurricular course, “The Business of Music,” taught by a pianist that once played with Ray Charles. He also mapped out a trajectory toward rock stardom. “Not a musician, but a rock star,” Prince’s future employee Alan Leeds stressed. In Prince’s mind, mass appeal would bring acceptance, power, and security, Leeds suggested.

At the time, other students were ostracizing him; he was an excellent ball player, but too short to make the team. His older brother’s height made him more attractive to the ladies. Prince meanwhile felt he was in everyone’s shadow. Leeds speculates that Prince told himself, Okay, here’s how I can get back at the world. Here’s how I can get the girls and be the number one guy and get the attention that I never get.

At sixteen, Prince kept writing songs. “I wrote like I was rich, had been everywhere, and been with every woman in the world,” he said. “I always liked fantasy and fiction.” Instead of tentative two-minute funk ditties, he brought his band seven-minute epics.

Before he knew it, André was planning his own changes. During one rehearsal, Prince saw André’s shy, freckle-faced North High schoolmate Morris Day watching. Prince resented the intrusion but said nothing. Away from the group, André and Day had cut class and spent the day in Morris’s home, where Morris mentioned he also played drums. After he rocked a few beats, André told him, “Man, you’re good. We just happen to be having some scheduling problems with our current drummer,” referring to Charles, who had been missing practices.

Within days, Prince saw André lead Day in to another rehearsal, this time to audition. Day got the gig. When Charles arrived another day, he saw Morris’s drums in his usual spot, and asked, “Who sold me out?”

Everyone said, “Prince.”

“It wasn’t just me,” Prince cried. “André, too!”

“Oh, so it’s like that, huh?” Charles faced his replacement. “Morris, man, you’re my friend, and you just took my band like that, man.” Charles shook his head and left.

Now, Prince played lead guitar, André played bass, Linda handled keyboards, and Morris was on drums. They wore suede-cloth suits with zodiac signs on the back (Prince with Gemini, the twins). Morris’s mother, Lavonne Daugherty, managed them: She shaped a professional image,
named them “Grand Central Corporation,” formed a company that technically owned every instrument, and booked as many shows as possible.

At age seventeen, though he had a local band with some success, Prince still loitered near the McDonald’s on Plymouth and Penn. “I didn’t have any money, so I’d just stand outside there and smell stuff.” Being broke left him tired, bitter, and insecure, he continued. “I’d attack anybody” He couldn’t keep a girlfriend for two weeks. “We’d argue about anything.” Standing there, sniffing the air, he wished he had enough for a cheeseburger, he told reporter Neal Karlen.

Prince also wanted to leave school. “The only reason I stayed was because of André’s mother,” he later said. Bernadette was permissive about most activities but told him, “All I care about is you finishing school.”

During their local shows, the band played the same old songs. “I hated top forty” Prince said. Everyone did. But white club owners and audiences expected it so they played “anything that was a hit; didn’t matter who it was.” It held the band back, but eventually earned them enough to finance demo tapes. It also let Prince include his family in his burgeoning career. Between sets, he’d let Tyka come out with her pals and perform the dance moves they picked up from Soul Train.

One time while performing, he saw his father John in the crowd, taking pictures.

 



Performing was great, but still, Prince had to do something more.

Minneapolis was behind the curve. New music and dances arrived three months later than they did in other cities. Prince had to ignore trends. “Otherwise, when we did split Minneapolis, we were gonna be way behind and dated.” So down in the basement, he filled new lyrics with sexual fantasies and stories about “insane people” (perhaps inspired by half brother Alfred’s institutionalization). “I liked the idea of being insane, of someone who grew up totally alone and ended up in a hospital,” Prince explained in Musician magazine.

Prince used cassette tape recorders to overdub separate performances onto dual tapes. He kept playing tapes back and taping more sounds on the other deck, teaching himself to arrange and produce. He also mixed incongruent influences—Santana solos with James Brown yells, Sly Stone’s elocution with his father John’s unconventional piano playing (inspired, John claimed, by Duke Ellington and Thelonious Monk).

By December 1975, Prince met Linster Willie at a ski party. Married
to Prince’s cousin Shauntel, Linster was a Brooklyn transplant known locally as “Pepé,” who was trying to get his disco group 94 East off the ground. “I remember thinking, ‘Boy, he’s got a big Afro,’” Pepé recalled. Pepe started attending the band’s rehearsals in the attic of a South Minneapolis home. There, Prince played guitar while André handled bass, Morris Day played drums, Andre’s sister Linda played keyboards, and William Doughty added percussion. One day, Pepe asked them to play an original song. “It was a disaster,” Pepe recalled. The young band would play a song for three minutes, then improvise for ten. Then they leaped into Andre’s work, “You Remind Me of Me.” But Prince was singing “she” while André sang “he.” “I couldn’t believe they didn’t take the time as a group to learn the words,” Pepe continued. He asked them to stop, put their instruments down, and actually learn the lyric.

Even so, Pepe liked Grand Central’s playing. Before Prince knew it, his manager was telling him Willie wanted to pay Prince and his band for session work. They agreed to play his disco stuff. “We were just trying to make some money,” said André, who played bass, in a radio interview with KPFA.

 



Hopes were high in early 1976, when Morris’s mother Lavonne got them into another studio to record six originals. The results so pleased Prince, he bragged about his group in the school newspaper that February. By early spring, Prince was done with school. Despite Day’s mother’s promise that Grand Central would have an album out that summer, that “wasn’t fast enough for Prince,” Bernadette recalled. “He wanted her to get them a contract right away”

Prince didn’t give up, though. “I’m going to get out there and see if I can make it,” he told Bernadette. But if he couldn’t—if he failed at music like his father John—he still wouldn’t waste his life in some local factory. He’d come back, enroll in college, and “major in music.”

With no money, dependents, or girlfriends, and without a day job, Prince started writing more songs—up to four a day—about romantic relationships. “All fantasies,” he shrugged, or about ex-girlfriends. He was “broke, and poor, and hungry” and dreaming of meeting people with money, success, and “a lot of food in their fridge.” But he also faced reality. If one thing didn’t work, Grand Central had to try another. He told the band they needed more instruments, assembling a twelve-piece outfit called “Shampagne.” The rest went along, though only four people on stage actually played instruments. “Eight were faking,” said Prince.


But things weren’t working out. Conversations among the band members became arguments. The others resented Prince’s changes. “It was always me against them,” he said.

Still, Prince was joined by his bandmates for a session that spring at Moon-Sound, an eight-track studio that charged about thirty-five dollars an hour. He showed up early, sipping from a chocolate shake and ignoring Chris Moon, a young, bearded white man with an Afro. He set his beverage aside, bashed some drums, and played piano. Once everyone arrived, Shampagne worked on a few more songs.

Later, back at André’s house, the phone rang for Prince. Moon, from the studio, said, “I’ve got an idea for you. I’m looking to put together some music that I have written.” They were on acoustic guitar but needed some piano. He’d pay for Prince’s work.

And so Prince returned to the South Minneapolis neighborhood to work with Moon. Twenty-four-year-old Moon had moved to town from Britain while in his teens, and tried his hand at everything from advertising, to professional photography to real estate, to promoting local rock concerts. Now, instead of using his homemade studio to tape rock bands and advertising jingles, he wanted to give pop music a try.

Back at Moon-Sound, Prince finished the piano riffs. Did Moon need bass?

“Sure, but I don’t want to pay for a bass player.”

Prince added a bass line, drums, electric guitar, and cascading backup vocals. Awestruck, the studio owner proposed teaming up. He handed Prince a key to the place and handwritten instructions on how to run the equipment. “He’d stay the weekend, sleep on the studio floor,” Moon recalled.

Prince had bigger aspirations now than his band could handle. “Do you want to stay here, or do you want to go to New York?” he finally asked.

His bandmates wanted to stay in town. “They liked their lifestyle, I guess,” Prince said.

He was left with no choice: He left the group.




2

DON’T MAKE ME BLACK

THAT AUTUMN, PRINCE—NOW OUT OF SHAMPAGNE AND STILL nursing his dreams of stardom—spent an hour every day riding city buses to reach the studio. There, he played the new music he wrote for Moon’s lyrics. Some afternoons, Moon rejected the music, urging him to try again. More sessions led to greater confidence. He told Moon he wanted to play everything himself, including drums. Moon said another drummer would play better. “You don’t think I can do it, do you?” Prince asked, according to Steve Perry in Musician magazine.

Prince stopped acceding to requests for another take on a melody or vocal. “You can’t even play anything,” Prince said at one point. “Why should you be able to tell me what to do?” This was the mood when Moon taped Prince recording a song called “Aces.” Moon asked for another take but Prince wouldn’t do it.

Finally, Prince relented. “Okay this time. But only because you own the studio!”

What Moon couldn’t know was Prince’s discomfort at taking center stage. In Grand Central and Shampagne, friends surrounded him. “I never wanted to be a front man,” Prince said. Now, it felt “spooky to be at the mike alone.” He performed moves while singing but was never quite as comfortable as observers might have guessed.

Relations between the two became more tense, but through it all, Prince and Moon worked side by side at the board. Slowly but surely Prince learned the art of engineering. After six months, Prince was able to run an entire session himself. Prince also started to write more lyrics. Now, he was producing, writing, and playing every note. From the sidelines, Moon called for alternate bass lines or vocals, but Prince mostly ignored him.

Prince began to further sculpt his image. He practiced his autograph—inserting a heart over the “i” in his name. He also, Moon claimed, agreed
to knock two years off his age and go simply by his first name. Most important, Moon continued, Prince listened to Moon stress the importance of attracting a white crossover audience.

But his image, as Moon told Steve Perry, still needed something. The final piece clicked. Moon began to write a lyric. “Angora fur, the Aegean Sea,” he began. “It’s a soft wet love that you have for me.” Moon shared the lyric with Prince, which he called “Soft and Wet.”

“I think we’ve got your marketing strategy worked out, and a song to go with it,” Moon remembered telling him. “We’ll have thousands of thirteen- and fourteen-year-old girls going crazy over you.”

Prince offered what Moon called a rare smile.

 



After nine months, and with a few numbers on tape, Prince needed management. On the phone one day, he told his older half sister Sharon, then living in New Jersey about his setbacks in trying to launch his career. Prince wanted to go to New York to get a deal. “Well come here and I’ll help you,” she answered. So, with four songs he and Moon chose from the album they recorded together, and with an invitation from his half sister, he left Minneapolis for New Jersey. He was sure his sister’s winning personality could land him a deal. At the same time, Chris Moon said he’d call labels.

But after a week on the East Coast, he called Moon to ask why there weren’t any meetings. According to Per Nilsen, Moon admitted he was having trouble—every time he called, receptionists took messages, but no one called back. Still, he kept at it. He told an Atlantic Records receptionist he represented Stevie Wonder. It worked. Within two minutes, a higher-up was on the phone. “This is Chris Moon, and I’m representing Prince. If you like Stevie Wonder, you’re gonna love my artist. He’s only eighteen, he plays all the instruments, and he’s not blind!”

The executive laughed, Nilsen confirmed. “I don’t know who this artist is but send him in tomorrow morning at nine.” Ultimately, Atlantic rejected Prince’s sound as “too Midwestern” and his songwriting as noncommercial. He would have kept at it, Prince said. But he told Musician magazine “that’s when me and my sister kinda had a dispute.” He was “running up sort of a bill there, at her place,” he said evasively. She wanted him to sell his publishing “for like $380 or something like that, which I thought was kinda foolish.” He said he could form his own publishing company.


 


 



Back home, Chris Moon wanted to get the songs out there. He thought of his associate Owen Husney.

Husney—only twenty-seven at the time—was a promoter, manager, studio owner, and ran a marketing company. He had played with the High Spirits in the mid to late sixties and achieved some success. That band lasted until late 1968, when their guitarist David Rivkin left. Though he’d abandoned a musical career, Husney excelled at advertising and still loved music.

There, in an office overlooking a small park with lakes, on the edge of downtown Minneapolis, Husney listened as Moon told him over the phone that “he had the next big thing in music,” Husney remembered. Having heard this many times during his career, Husney didn’t pay any attention to him.

After hearing the same claim every day for a week, Husney relented. “Finally on Friday I told him to come into my office, but for just a minute,” Husney said. When the cassette began, Husney knew in one second (“being a musician myself”) that Moon had something. The songs were pretty long—ten to twelve minutes apiece—but when Prince’s tape ended, Husney said, “Not bad. Who are they?”

Moon replied, “It’s one seventeen-year-old kid.”

“Who?”

“Prince.”

Husney wasn’t as impressed by the songs as much as the fact that one guy had done everything.

“You gotta be kidding!” he told Moon. “I mean this is ridiculous. Where is he? Let’s just get him on the phone now.”

Moon said he was in New York with his older half sister Sharon. “I called him on the spot and told him to come back to Minneapolis.” Husney added that he would protect his creativity, shop this new demo, and get him a record deal. “He said Okay, and came back to Minneapolis,” Husney recalled.

Prince couldn’t believe his luck. Husney’s call came at the perfect moment—he was just leaving his half sister Sharon’s house after their bickering over money. And while he liked Husney, Prince didn’t yet commit to anything. Husney said he loved the self-produced tape; and no outsider should produce his records. “I don’t know whether I really agreed with him at the time,” Prince admitted. Husney’s vehemence fascinated
him but Prince still questioned whether he was “old enough or smart enough” to handle the job. “It sounded,” Prince explained, “like a big term. You know, ‘Producer’ of an album.”

He returned to André’s basement, but this time with more confidence: There were people who wanted to manage him. Soon, he met Husney in person, and was impressed. Husney had experience promoting, and said Prince should produce his own records.

Word of Prince had begun to spread. A manager in LA now wanted to meet with him. Very suddenly, on the basis of that Moon tape, Prince was becoming a hot commodity. He reportedly made a quick trip to California, where this potential manager offered him a gold guitar. But there was something about the manager and his offer that said to Prince “back away”

 



In December 1976, Prince called Husney, who had left his job at the agency and raised fifty thousand dollars from investors toward a label.

Prince signed to Husney’s American Artists, Inc., and the young musician saw life change for the better. Husney rented him an apartment downtown. And with Shampagne keeping his Stratocaster guitar (as the formation of that “company” had insisted), Husney bought Prince new instruments. He even provided a cash allowance.

“Owen believed in me,” Prince later said. “He really did.”

 



In early 1977, Husney tapped Bobby—a runner at his ad agency and the brother of his former bandmate David Rivkin—to watch over Prince. By now, Bobby had come by the studio and seen him in action at the piano. A drummer himself, Bobby recalled in the Minneapolis Star Tribune, “I was taken immediately”

Since Prince didn’t drive, Bobby was charged with taking him to get his license. “We found an apartment,” Bobby added. “We bought musical gear.” They hung in his Pinto station wagon and caught Santana’s show at Northrop Auditorium. Some nights, Bobby remembered, he helped move Husney’s office furniture aside and, with André joining in, they played jam sessions that lasted until dawn.

 



Winter continued, and Husney installed Prince in Sound 80 Studios. It was time for him to record a real demo. At the mix board, Bobby’s
brother David, who had worked with Grand Central in the studio in 1975, engineered while Prince single-handedly performed 3 twelve-minute songs: a new version of Moon’s “Soft and Wet,” “Make It Through the Storm,” and his schmaltzy new “Baby” “He did all the instruments,” David told the Star Tribune, and Prince treated the studio itself as another.

Overdubs and multitracks banded together. Synthesizers created the illusion of a full orchestra, a horn section, or organ line. His songs drew from jazz, blues, pop, funk, and rock. “I got hip to Polymoogs,” he said of these sessions. These polyphonic (two-handed) synthesizers let him avoid the piano and clavinet sounds heard on other albums.

Before a session, he hummed each part into a tiny cassette recorder. “The horn part, the guitar part, he had it all separated,” David recalled. (“Prince: An Oral History,” 2004) Before each take, Prince told himself this was his only shot. Whatever instrument he played had to sound perfect. The approach resulted in an entire band “playing with the same intensity” Come time to sing, Prince needed privacy. If someone stopped by, he had Rivkin turn off the lights. When Rivkin’s wife saw him singing “Soft and Wet,” Rivkin recalled in the Star Tribune, he glanced over at her with embarrassment.

No one could deny the young musician’s immense talent. Husney was impressed with his young client. He had “the vision and astuteness of a forty-year-old man.” He sat and listened, absorbing everything. He spent nights in the studio. He didn’t “get high with the guys.” Until now, Husney had dealt with hard-drinking, or drug-using musicians. “Not Prince,” Husney continued. “That would destroy his chances of making it, and he wanted to make it.”

During visits to Cliff Siegel’s home, he sat for hours, watching tapes on Siegel’s rare and expensive videocassette recorder. And despite—or perhaps because of—his height, he gave his all during their spirited games of basketball.

“He was always quiet and always a gentleman,” Siegel recalled. He wasn’t open about feelings but outlined goals—“to do films, be Number One, and produce other groups.”

Husney thought it was a nice dream.

 



Husney remembered Prince’s image taking shape during his late-night talks with Prince and André: there would be suggestive visuals, a
cultivated mystique. They’d develop costly promotional kits, and retain control of ancillary rights. Husney also said “Prince Nelson” wouldn’t do. He told him to drop the surname and simply refer to himself as “Prince.”

It was time to put the image of Prince into place. They enlisted young photographer Robert Whitman. Prince fixed his Afro and chose an outfit—his managers helped decide which—and with Whitman carrying his Nikon 35mm camera, loaded with Tri-X black-and-white film, they hit the street. For one shot, Prince posed near a wall outside Schmidt Music Company, with the old building, aging cars, and a woman behind him. Other street shots showed him strolling in his extravagant getup. For one, he smiled as he raised his middle finger.

They traveled to Husney’s well-appointed home, where Prince was photographed at a piano. Then he sat in a chair and held a guitar. Three or four sessions filled seventeen rolls of film. Some were standard head-shots. Others emphasized his Afro with dramatic lighting. After Whitman and his managers chose the most effective, they moved on to the press kit.

He didn’t include press articles or “eight million pictures,” Husney explained. Only one sentence per page. “The music would speak for itself.” Prince also reportedly shaved two years off his age, claiming he was only seventeen, to make him seem even more gifted. After creating fifteen kits, seven or eight went out to major labels. “And we sent the tape, itself, on a silver reel. It was reel-to-reel, not cassette,” an older-fashioned, higher-quality medium for his music.

Despite all the attention that went into this extravagant packaging, Prince wasn’t an easy sell. Many executives saw “a young black kid coming out of an island in the North” and didn’t rush to buy in, Husney explained. But the package was undeniably compelling: a teen with a regal name playing, singing, and producing everything.

Husney called Warner, where Russ Thyret (who once co-wrote a hit with Stevie Wonder) could sign acts. He claimed CBS was flying Prince out to LA for a meeting. Did Warner want to meet? Thyret said yes. Then Husney called CBS and A&M to say Warner was flying Prince out. Do they want to meet? “I lied my way in everywhere to get him in,” he told author Alex Hahn. “Jealousy is what makes this business go around.”

Five major labels soon wanted meetings: Warner, CBS, A&M, RSO, and ABC-Dunhill.

 


 




That spring, Prince joined Husney and attorney Gary Levenson on a flight to Los Angeles. Many executives on the West Coast favored jeans, cowboy boots, and untucked shirts left open at the neck, so Husney and Levenson opted for three-piece suits. “We had one made for Prince, too,” Husney told the Star Tribune.

At the meetings, he felt confident someone would want his 3 twelve-minute songs. He let his managers do the talking, and they played the demo. He would enter to mumble a few words, acting shy in spite of his open-collared shirts, tight jeans, pointy black boots, and long, feathered hair. CBS was intrigued, but they had reservations—and doubts—about his abilities. So they booked time at Village Recorders—they wanted to see if he could actually produce. Indignant, he nevertheless rerecorded “Just as Long as We’re Together” for watchful executives.

After a flurry of meetings, they finally met with their first contact, Russ Thyret of Warner. Other executives wined and dined them, handled the check at fancy restaurants, and promised “homes in Beverly Hills.” But Thyret met them at his home, sat on the floor, and talked music. “There was a real, genuine bonding there,” said Husney. He hoped they’d wind up with the man. Prince meanwhile had concerns about marketing. Every major record company had a separate, black music department and felt it was easier to market whites as rock and blacks as funk, soul, R&B, or disco. To avoid people shoehorning him into disco, Prince emphasized a small-town upbringing among white and black friends.

“I’m an artist and I do a wide range of music,” he told Thyret. “I’m not an R&B artist, I’m not a rock ‘n’ roller.”

Thyret understood.

Back in Minneapolis, they were amazed. While RSO and ABC both passed, every other major company called Husney, even Herb Alpert, co-owner of A&M. Husney told A&M and CBS that Prince wanted to produce, and a three-album deal. A&M would agree to a two-record pact. Prince and his people weren’t interested. CBS offered three but wanted Earth Wind & Fire’s Verdine White producing. “That destroyed the possibility of Prince going with CBS,” said Husney.

That left Warner. When Husney told them Prince needed to be his own producer, “they thought I needed valium.”

Thyret passed his endorsement of Prince to Mo Ostin, the chair of Warner. Warner A&R man Lenny Waronker also urged Ostin to sign him. Waronker had worked with him since 1966, when thirty-nine-year-old
Ostin, vice president at Reprise, added the twenty-six-year-old to his artist development team. Ostin rose to become Warner chairperson in the early 1970s, but he promoted Waronker with him. Both were low-key, honest talent scouts used to dealing with capable eccentrics.

Ostin considered everything. “There was a fierce competition,” Ostin told Roger Friedman. “Columbia wanted him. Lots of people. But we convinced him we had the mechanism to make him a star.”

And so, Prince, just nineteen years old, signed with Warner on June 25, 1977. His contract reportedly called for three albums in twenty-seven months, the first to be recorded within six months. The three were to cost $180,000—the usual $60,000 per disc allocated to acts like The Ramones. If he submitted them by September 1979, Warner could renew the contract for two years (for another three albums) and an additional advance of $225,000. If Warner wanted a second option period after this—in September 1981, for a year and two more albums—the company would advance him yet another $250,000.

Husney called it perhaps the most lucrative contract ever offered to an unknown. “Well over a million dollars,” he said. Another time, he said it set a precedent and was “the biggest record deal of 1977.”

And with a record deal and steady income now secured, Prince breathed a big sigh of relief. He got an $80,000 advance up front. And if Warner exercised its options, he’d be paid for making music for five years, until September 1982, and have seven albums to his credit.

Suddenly, the anger that had driven him—the need to succeed not just to prove himself, but to but prove others wrong—dissipated. With his signature on “a piece of paper and a little money in my pocket, I was able to forgive,” he told Rolling Stone. “Once I was eating every day I became a much nicer person.”

 



Warner was “taken with the simplicity of his music,” an executive recalled. Still, some Warner executives were shocked by his ballad “Baby,” Prince recalled, “’cause it was about a cat getting a girl pregnant.” As summer continued, Ostin suggested a collaborator for Prince in the studio: Maurice White, leader (and drummer) of Earth Wind & Fire, a group whose slick sound made hits of “Serpentine Fire” and “Shining Star.” Ostin figured White could mentor him. But Prince had already rejected CBS’s attempt to include White’s brother Verdine. He felt Earth Wind & Fire’s horn-heavy sound was closer to disco, which he predicted would
fade. When Husney ran Ostin’s idea by him, Prince replied, “I gotta do my own album. Maurice White is not producing. You go tell the chairman of Warner Brothers that I’m producing.” He then filled a lengthy memo with every reason it wouldn’t work. Husney related it to Ostin, who continued to insist on a co-producer.

As CBS had when they were considering a deal with Prince, Warner executives were invited to a studio session to watch Prince do his thing. So after another flight from Minneapolis to Los Angeles, he reached Amigo Studios, set up his instruments, and again recorded his demo song, “Just as Long as We’re Together.” As Husney told it, whenever Waronker and other executives quietly entered and left the room Prince “thought these people were janitors.” Waronker tells a different story. He says that Prince noticed him and producer Russ Titelman there when he arrived. To his amazement, Waronker said, he told Prince, “Play the drums” and Prince did, then added a bass line, and some guitar. After forty-five minutes, Waronker seemed convinced, according to Debby Miller in Rolling Stone. “We didn’t want to insult him by making him go through the whole process, but he wanted to finish,” Waronker recalled. By now, the Warner A&R man had decided, “This kid could do all of it, play all the instruments and know exactly what sound he wanted.”

He told Prince, “Yeah, fine, that’s good enough.”

But, Husney later told author Alex Hahn that he still had doubts. “Okay, we’re going to have to burn a record on the guy.” Not the most glowing endorsement, but one that at least inspired sighs of relief at Prince’s camp. They could record an album without a co-producer.

“We won,” Husney said.

Before Waronker left, however, Prince had something he needed to say. He was lying on the floor, Waronker told the Star Tribune. As Waronker came his way, he faced him.

“Don’t make me black,” he insisted.

Waronker thought, Whoa!

“My idols are all over the place.” He named a few from different genres.

“That, as much as anything, made me feel that we shouldn’t mess around with this guy,” Waronker later said.

Though he seemed to be given an assurance that he could produce, Prince said this session didn’t resolve the issue entirely. “Warner’s had a lot of problems with it at first, but Owen was fighting for control for me,”
Prince said. They made him do a demo. “So, I did it, and they said that’s pretty good.” They wanted another and he did that, too. “Then they said, ‘Okay, you can produce your album: And they waited a week to call me back and they said I couldn’t.”

The label’s issue wasn’t just concerning Prince’s ear for his own music. Recording was difficult and costly. A producer needed more than a working knowledge of contraptions and sound levels. A one-man band and songwriter might also not have an intangible “record sense,” the ability to recognize hit material. Warner wanted someone else involved, so everything stalled, frustrating Prince to no end. They went back and forth “a few more times,” and in the end, both sides won. By late September, Ostin and Waronker enlisted veteran engineer Tommy Vicari, who worked with Santana, Billy Preston, and others, to executive produce—to protect the label’s investment and ensure the debut had marketable moments. Vicari—and possibly Warner—chose to book time up north at the Record Plant in Sausalito, just across the Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco—a peaceful setting far from Hollywood. The label also rented a home in Corte Madera with a great view of San Francisco Bay. Upon arrival, Prince, Vicari, Husney and Husney’s wife Britt all unpacked and chose beds.

Meanwhile, from the sidelines, Warner awaited the first album from their costly new prodigy. And as they would find in the weeks—and months—that followed, their fears of having a young, untested musician take the helm were well founded.
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EVERYBODY OUT

PRINCE STARTED RECORDING HIS FIRST ALBUM, FOR YOU, ON October 1, 1977. With Warner expecting results, he wasn’t the same blithe and playful Prince he had been while recording demos for Husney back in Minnesota. He barely even spoke with Vicari or assistant engineer Steve Fontano, who told author Alex Hahn that “He was definitely out to make a statement: ‘I can do it all, and you can kiss my ass.”’ Prince viewed Vicari as a potential Warner-installed obstacle. If Vicari suggested improvements, Prince replied with a few words, then ignored his comments. When Vicari and Fontano tinkered with equipment, Prince watched, asked questions, and then returned to ignoring them. After a few weeks, Husney told Hahn, “Prince already wanted him out … and Tommy was heartbroken, because he had just been treated like shit.”

Prince’s repertoire was mostly rhythm and blues but he included a few ballads and—despite his reported misgivings about the genre—more than a few disco-worthy moments (open high hats whisking along during breaks, synthesizers playing upbeat riffs, artificial drumrolls, winding guitar riffs).

One session, he knocked out a mellow drumbeat. Minutes later, with bass guitar in hand, he played a taut funklike bass line. On the guitar, he added sinuous melodies. Next, behind the synthesizer, he played sharp notes, and droning, dreamlike riffs that would have been at home on a disco single. Then, behind the mic, he sang his mellow lyric, “Soft and Wet.” It was a come-on to a young woman, with cheesy singles-bar lines (“Hey lover,” he utters). But Prince thought it worked, and kept adding backup vocals, cooing its chorus, and offering feminine cries.

“He seemed to be one of these guys who could hear the entire song in his head, before he even played it,” assistant engineer Fontano explained to Hahn.


He wanted to handle everything himself. When he finished basic tracks, Prince insisted on having his friend and previous studio engineer David Rivkin come west from Minneapolis to the Bay Area to tape vocals. Once Rivkin arrived, Prince relaxed, and they hung out together after work. André also came out west, to show support for his friend and contribute. In the wings, he hoped to play bass, but the opportunity never materialized. Prince felt he had to gain Warner’s confidence, make his name, and deliver parts that met his own increasingly high standard for excellence. So André was left to kill time by telling people he’d create his own album. “He kept saying, ‘I’m going to do my thing,’” Rivkin recalled.

Only when Prince finished recording for the day would they hang and explore the area.

In the studio, Prince continued to insist on flawlessness, especially when it came to his vocals. He kept Rivkin at the board for hours. But with his many takes, Rivkin felt everything sounded canned. In other hands, the title track “For You” would be a pleasant little vocal showcase. But he filled the track with forty-six time-consuming overdubs. Rivkin understood Prince was under pressure and wanted to silence doubts about his production abilities. But Rivkin felt he was cluttering the song, as well as “Soft and Wet,” whose catchy melody was buried under too many keyboard flourishes.

Worst of all from the label’s perspective, the album went over budget—way over budget. “It was really big,” he told Musician, “over $100,000.” The Warner contract meanwhile called for $60,000. Either way, Prince kept creating new ideas. “I went in and kept going and kept going and kept going. I got in a lot of trouble for it.”

They were recording at the Record Plant with Vicari one afternoon when Lenny Waronker and Warner Bros. head Mo Ostin flew in to observe. Prince didn’t want them there, but Husney, in the interest of brokering a peace between his artist and the label, worked to make them feel welcome. During the playback of Prince’s ballad “So Blue,” Husney told the Star Tribune, Waronker said, “Great song, but there’s no bass.”

Prince’s turn was sudden. “That’s it. Everybody out. Get out.”

Husney turned pale. It’s all over, he thought, as the label execs shuffled out. “Don’t worry about it,” Waronker said, reassuringly. “The song is great. I get where he’s coming from. I’m with him.”

 


 




In late December 1977, after three grueling months of long sessions, everyone was weary. Prince’s flawlessly produced songs sounded like professional products, but the actual songwriting was a jarring mix of funk, rock, and soul. His maudlin ballad “Crazy You” sat next to his overwrought hard rock number, “I’m Yours.” Prince hoped the variety—a rock number with wailing riffs, a ballad, and two folksy numbers with acoustic instruments—would prevent anyone from shoehorning him into disco, funk, or R&B. But four songs were the usual fast-paced dance stuff. And for all his talk of rock influences and not being pigeonholed, most of For You was R&B and disco.

Still, he left Sound Labs after final touches and turned it in. Warner executives didn’t know what to say about its cost. He had just spent $170,000 on one album when Warner wanted three for $180,000.

 



Either way, Prince was done with the Record Plant. He booked time at Sound Labs Studios in Hollywood, where he spent January and February mixing it all down.

Externally, Prince exuded pride. But was For You too perfect? It didn’t truly reflect him as a person, he later decided. It was, he said, “like a machine.” He had entered too many sessions after too little sleep. “I didn’t really feel like recording for eighty percent of the record.” But with costs exceeding almost a hundred thousand dollars, he had to do “something great. So, by that time, I didn’t want to make any mistakes.” He resented that Warner installed Vicari as an executive producer; he implied the man tried to control sessions.

Still, Warner deemed the songs good enough to release, and planned an early spring date. They hired an art director for the cover, but Prince’s creative control extended beyond the studio. He posed instead for photographer Joe Giannetti, a shot of his head in a dark room, his Afro illuminated with dramatic candlelight. Try as he might, the shot only made him look more like a disco artist.

Back in Minneapolis, Prince was “a physical wreck,” he said, but proud all the same. With his almost unprecedented record deal and an upcoming album he felt good. He also found that the same people who had once predicted he’d fail were suddenly deferential, eager to befriend the rising star.

“And it made me a much better person,” he said of his newfound acceptance. “It took a lot of bitterness out of me.”


 


 



Before releasing For You on April 7 1978, Warner sent the media publicity materials. At black teen magazines, editors asked writers to create features that mentioned Prince’s use of synthesizers, his one-man band approach, his extraordinary deal, and his status as producer.

When For You was released, it charted at No. 21 on music trade journal Billboard’s Soul Chart; but only made it to No. 163 on the Pop Chart, meaning few white stations paid attention. There also weren’t many reviews. Those that did run offered kind words but focused on his age or his one-man-band approach. Prince kept watching the charts, hoping for a leap in sales. When the album failed to rise higher, he stopped watching. With sales at only 150,000 copies in America, for the moment (though this would change dramatically over the years), he watched as the mainstream media and music press continued to glorify soundtrack albums for musicals Saturday Night Fever and Grease, and the white disco act The Bee Gees, while his album languished.

 



His manager Owen Husney however, took a different view of Prince’s success. If black markets were his audience, then they should be cultivated with a quickly arranged publicity tour. Warner helped, releasing the track “Soft and Wet” as a single in June. By the time Prince arrived at a North Carolina record store for a routine signing, his single was No. 12 on the Soul Singles Chart.

Prince was astounded to find a crowd of three thousand teens screaming they loved him. After taking his seat at a tiny table near a member of the black funk act Cameo, he reached for a pen, signed posters, and autographs—and noticed the line in front of his table was longer. Kids from eleven to twenty were awed by his age. They asked if Prince was really his name, the meaning behind “Soft and Wet,” and whether he really played every note. The crowd got rowdy, so Pepe—who had traveled with Prince to North Carolina and was a de facto bodyguard—suggested they leave. “Just let me sign a few more albums,” he answered, basking in the attention.

“Okay, but the next time I whisper into your ear, just grab on to me and we are getting out of here.”

Within twenty minutes, Pepe gave the sign. Leaping to his feet, Prince raced for the back door, to a car outside. Behind him, Warner reps doled out posters to fans. Author Per Nilsen reported that, at his hotel, he
asked Pepe, “How can they love me? They don’t even know me.” He added that he felt like “a piece of meat” on display.

Husney accompanied him as he visited radio stations in other key markets. Though their reception was strong, they still didn’t have any money, Husney recalled. They were sharing hotel rooms. Even worse, Prince kept falling asleep with a loud radio playing. One night in San Francisco, Husney had had enough. It was 4:00 A.M., Husney told the Star Tribune, and he reached over and turned off the radio. Prince quickly sat up. “Never, ever turn off the radio,” he said. “Music soothes the savage beast.” After flipping it back on, his back hit the mattress, and he instantly dozed off.

 



In Minneapolis, Prince finally had a place of his own, a yellow number at 5215 France Avenue, in Edina, a quiet suburb of the city. He stored his drums, instruments, and a TEAC four-track reel-to-reel in the basement. He didn’t have furniture or carpet, his cousin Charles told Per Nilsen, but eventually set a rocking chair, and some early video games like Light Tennis, or Pong (released in 1977) near a tiny TV

In the months after For You, inactivity got to him. He hoped Warner would provide tour support money (another loan he’d repay from royalties). Predicting they would, he told a writer he was forming a band for a national tour. “So far I only have a bass player, André Anderson, from Shampagne,” he said. He vowed to hold auditions in New York for two keyboardists. He still had to “figure out who’s going to fit” but he wanted a personality group. And while no horn players would be on stage, “I’m going to pick up a flute pretty soon.”

And Warner didn’t disappoint, providing for a small tour. Around late summer, they held auditions in LA. As usual, Prince didn’t speak much. While many worthy candidates auditioned, he didn’t pick anyone.

As autumn 1978 began, he took a new approach to recruiting. He placed an ad in a local paper that read: “Warner Bros. recording artist seeks guitarist and keyboardist.” Prince’s cousin Charles soon steered Gayle Chapman over to Prince’s house on France Avenue. The white, blond keyboardist had bought a copy of For You (“the first one, with him in the fluffy hairdo,” she said) and played it at full volume in her living room while thinking, in order for Prince to tour, he will need a band.

After auditioning her, Prince added Gayle to the group, which at the time included only bassist André, Then he recruited Bobby Rivkin to play
drums. Jimmy Jam, of his old rival band Flyte Tyme, tried out but Prince rejected him. He wanted a young musician named Sue Ann Carwell on the stage with him. He had hopes for a project she was at work on, under the name of Suzy Stone, and he mentored her, telling her during one talk, “Whatever you do, go the other way. Be different.”

He ultimately invited her to sing backup near André, Bobby Z (Rivkin), and Gayle Chapman, and to help William Doughty play the congas on “Just as Long as We’re Together.” But she tired of the group and backed out.

“I didn’t really believe in Prince,” she admitted.

The band was starting to take shape. For weeks, he invited local keyboardist Ricky Peterson to jam sessions. He wanted him in the group and laid out the rules, Peterson recalled in the Minneapolis Star Tribune. “This is what you can’t do: You can’t drink; you have to show up on time … .” Peterson listened, but thought, This sounds like horrible boot camp, and coming from someone that didn’t even have a career yet. “I said ‘no’ to Prince,” he explained.

Bobby Z invited his friend Matt Fink to try out. Fink loved the British Invasion (The Stones, The Beatles, and The Who) as much as he did James Brown, Stevie Wonder, Ray Charles, and contemporary acts Earth Wind & Fire, Steely Dan, Elton John, Yes, and David Bowie. He sounded like a good match for Prince.

Fink would eventually make the cut. And while Prince already owned some keyboards, Fink brought a few of his own. Even more impressive was how he handled the ARP pro-soloist, a chunky wood-paneled analogue synthesizer with thirty preset sounds that most players set on top of a large organ. Finally, after about four months, Husney began to schedule auditions for local guitarists.

On a cold winter day, Prince held auditions at Del’s Tire Mart, a shop near the river and the University of Minneapolis campus, with enough space in a back room to hold his equipment and rehearsals. He was running two hours late. He strolled toward the entrance, surrounded by Andre, drummer Bobby Rivkin, and manager Owen Husney. Warner had released his single “Just as Long as We’re Together” (backed with “In Love”) on November 21, 1978, but it reached only 91 on the Soul Chart. More than just a new band member, Prince was likely thinking that day about how he could elevate himself to the next level of success.

Inside, he crossed the huge space, entering the rear room, where he
found his equipment and headed for the keyboard. As he turned it on, he could hear, behind him, others opening the door, and a stream of musicians pouring in. After he was introduced to the group, Prince sat behind an Oberheim polyphonic synthesizer and Hohner Clavinette keyboard. He saw a black guitarist tell Husney he had only fifteen minutes to spare. Could he go first?

The man was Desmond (“Dez”) D’Andréa Dickerson, born 1955, a guitarist with straightened frizzy hair. Dez could play faithful covers of Hendrix, Grand Funk Railroad, Cream, and Led Zeppelin. At home, he had heard his little sister’s copy of For You and decided it’s okay, but they should have signed me: could have done a much better record. Clearly, Dez had put his reservations behind him, because now, Husney agreed to give him the first go at auditioning.

“I was headed out of town to do a gig with my band Romeo,” Dez explained. With Prince arriving two hours late, he added, “I needed to get down the road.”

Prince didn’t speak to him. The frizzy-haired guitarist strapped on his guitar, and Prince started playing a riff. Once André and Bobby determined the tempo and key they joined in.

Dez watched for a minute, taking it in. He then played rhythm.

Prince was pleased with what he was hearing: Dez was capable, but he didn’t try to showboat. With a nod he signaled to Dez, who began to play a restrained solo, then quickly returned to the rhythm. A team player.

Fifteen minutes later, Dez apologized and said he had to go.

In a suprising turn, Prince said he’d walk Dez out. It was cold out, others were waiting, but he had liked what he heard. “It was obvious from the kinds of questions he asked that I had passed muster,” Dez recalled. The guitarist meanwhile thought Prince was “very thoughtful, not overly verbose.” Prince asked Dez his career goals. “I told him it was to front my own thing,” Dez explained, “which I had always done until that time.” He asked about Dez’s musical tastes, influences, and his work ethic. After ten minutes, he shook Dez’s hand, asked him to learn a few songs from his album, then went back in. Dez meanwhile pointed his ride toward I-94 and the Wisconsin border and stomped on the gas pedal.

 



While dealing with Warner and the media in the months that followed, Prince avoided eye contact. He paused midsentence. He remained quiet. He spoke slowly and in a hushed tone. He backed out of interviews
and public appearances. Either he was trying to cultivate an air of mystery or he was just being cautious. Either way, to his dismay, it backfired.

“Everybody at Warner Brothers has a big impression I’m really quiet,” he explained. “‘If he doesn’t talk, he probably won’t dance or sing too much.’ I have to put to rest all those accusations.” He needed them to invest in a tour, after all, and a reputation as a shy, retiring artist wouldn’t do. The only solution was to prove his talents as a performer.

It was time to arrange his debut.

 



Starting in December 1978, Prince invited the new band—five local unknowns, only one older than twenty-three—to his west Minneapolis home for a series of rehearsals, where he struggled to get used to again involving others in his music. For weeks, he worked out arrangements with them. It was hard performing for others, even just for the band at first—he hadn’t done it since leaving Shampagne, after all.

Prince was still nervous before the first show. He told himself he’d hide his fear of a large audience, “block out the fact that there are people out there.” He’d focus on the music, playing different instruments on specific songs. He threw himself into promoting the event, having a bandmate invite Jon Bream of the Minneapolis Star Tribune over to talk. Bream had been one of the first reporters to notice Prince, and he had visited him as he recorded the album in California.

For forty-five minutes, Prince hid his face with a cap and let Bream do most of the talking. Then, at last, Prince relaxed, and he spoke for another forty-five minutes. He missed out on a lot by focusing on his career, he said, but didn’t regret it. He liked playing music. He liked sports, too, but he abandoned them in the interest of furthering his musical development. Same with college. “I certainly don’t have time for that.” He told himself someday he’d realize another dream: having a kid. But for now, he was too busy.

A booking agency was arranging a short tour, he told Bream. After he toured, there was the obligation of a second album.

With Bream preparing to leave, Prince laughed. “I’ve never talked this much in my life. I swear.”

 



In early January 1979, Prince and his new band arrived at 2027 West Broadway, the North Minneapolis movie theater called the Capri, described by Dez as “an old classic” venue. Bream claimed Prince could have
debuted at New York’s Madison Square Garden if he wanted; he chose to do two consecutive nights in his hometown.

In the three years since Prince arrived on the Minneapolis music scene, he had performed for only very small audiences. There were just three hundred people at his debut performance, but it was still the largest show he had played in ages. He and his band waited backstage at the aging movie theater, hearing local music fans—most of them teenage girls—pile into the auditorium, slide into red seats, and buzz with anticipation. Family members and friends were present.

 



KUXL’s jive-talking emcee Carl Ray took the stage, introducing Prince as the next Stevie Wonder. Without further ado, Prince and his band took the tiny stage. For this show, he wore jeans, leg warmers, a slack blouse, a vest, and a raincoat that he hoped—along with his deeper voice during this performance—would position him closer to Mick Jagger, Sly Stone, and Jimi Hendrix than the blow-dried, flashy, polyester-clad Bee Gees set.

Bassist André and guitarist Dez played amid flashy pyrotechnics. Both knew—like every other band member—that Warner executives might attend the show to see if Prince was ready to tour. But Dez’s new wireless guitar setup made the sound system act up. “There were radio frequency problems in the building,” Dez recalled, and the music store that sold them the system hadn’t properly addressed them. Prince was focused on his own falsetto when a blast of feedback burst from the system. He kept singing but more noise erupted. He soldiered on, playing his gentle acoustic ballad, “So Blue,” even as the system emitted an annoying buzz. They stopped a few times to handle technical problems. Still, Prince remained unfazed. He didn’t address the band or audience during these moments. Instead, he resumed playing and showed his command of different instruments. He played his album’s delicate title track. He did a jazz-rock-funk groove and his dance-oriented lead single, “Soft and Wet.” He threw in a few new funk tunes, too, then closed with his new single, the much-recorded “Just as Long as We’re Together,” which Bream dubbed contagious enough for soul, pop, and disco audiences alike.

“As a whole, Prince’s performance clearly indicated he has extraordinary talent,” Bream wrote of the night. More experience and refinement would, he added, guarantee “a royal future for Prince.”

 


 




The first night went off well, all things considered, but with Warner executives flying in for his second night, January 7, 1979, there was much more pressure. It was also an audition of sorts, to determine if Prince was ready to earn money on the road, with Warner providing tour support. Before the show, Pepe led the Warner people to choice spots on the balcony.

Prince meanwhile was somewhat nervous, Dez recalled. In light of the technical problems the night before, Prince had been extremely cautious this time. He made sure the equipment worked and that there would be no feedback. Another glitch like that was the last thing he needed.

The executives, meanwhile, watched tentatively; their limo sat outside with the engine running as Prince performed. It was a relatively small audience, but they were responsive. Women screamed whenever he performed a dance move.

Pepe, meanwhile, watched the Warner executives. He wanted to determine their reaction, but he couldn’t tell. Warner executive Carl Scott, however, liked what he saw. “It was unbelievable,” he said later. “I just couldn’t believe I was watching it.” There was genius and magic taking place “but I didn’t know what it was.”

It was heartbreaking, then, when they decided he wasn’t ready yet.

Prince told the band Warner wanted him to record another album before touring. He didn’t say much, but his band members sensed he was down on himself. Dez understood. As he told the Star Tribune, “We were still individuals and not a band yet.” Still, they tried to cheer him up, Dez saying, “Put it behind you. We did fine.”

Though Warner let him do as he pleased with his debut—even going way over budget on the recording—Prince began to question what he heard from Husney and Warner. He had tried not to make waves, he claimed, “because I was brand new, and stuff like that.” But clearly that wasn’t working. He had to do it his way. If he didn’t, “sooner or later down the road I’m going to be in a corner sucking my thumb or something,” he later said to Musician. He only had one career. He wouldn’t ruin it. “I just want to do what I’m really about.”

The lack of a tour really gnawed at him. He kept rehearsing his band nonstop, working out what he wanted to do on stage. But nothing was set.

This more than any other moment was when Prince’s relationship with Husney, one of Prince’s first, biggest supporters, began to sour. He later cited the label as a factor in the dissolution of their professional relationship. “I was being real stubborn and bullheaded, and Owen didn’t realize
how to get it out of me, and make me stop,” he said. “And, I don’t know, our friendship died slowly after that. It just got strange.” It may have been the label’s decision not to tour, but it was his manager who endured the fallout.

Pepe felt it was simpler than this. At the time, Prince kept his drums in the basement of Pepé’s apartment. It was freezing down there, so Prince called Owen for a space heater. Busy waiting for a return call from William Morris, Owen couldn’t drop everything and bring it over.

 



Warner did what it could for the debut. But not even the singles “Soft and Wet” and “Just as Long as We’re Together” could help the album rise above No. 163 during its five-week stay on the Pop Chart. During this period, Prince formed Ecnirp Music, his name in reverse, and registered “Do Me Baby” and other new works as his own creation.

When Warner called for another album and advanced him thirty thousand dollars, he needed representation more than ever. He was introduced to Don Taylor, a manager that handled reggae talents Jimmy Cliff and Bob Marley. Taylor assigned employee Karen Baxter to handle Prince’s project. Baxter soon regretted it. “This guy was just too weird for me,” Taylor told author Per Nilsen. “I never knew where he was coming from.”

At Warner, executive Carl Scott remained a supporter. He let Bob Cavallo and Joe Ruffalo know Prince needed a manager. The duo, childhood friends from New York, handled funk and R&B stars Earth Wind & Fire, and Ray Parker, Jr. They also worked with one of Prince’s idols, Sly Stone. Scott told them to pay attention to this guy. Maybe talk with him. They wouldn’t regret it. Prince heard from them, they hit it off, and Cavallo and Ruffalo became his new managers after buying the unexpired part of his contract with Husney and American Artists, valued, Per Nilsen explained, “at some $50,000.”

And as two of their employees arrived in Minneapolis to help with day-to-day chores Prince began to focus on the next step in his career: a second album.
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PRIVATE JOY

WITH MANAGEMENT FIRMLY SQUARED AWAY, PRINCE COULD write his next album in peace. “After the first record, I put myself in a hole, because I’d spent a lot of money to make it,” Prince said. With Prince, he wanted to “remedy all that” by consciously creating a “‘hit album.”’ He began to craft danceable works.

But he still didn’t want a producer. New co-manager Cavallo invited engineer Gary Brandt to get involved since Prince had refused to work with Maurice White from Earth Wind & Fire. Cavallo felt Brandt, even as engineer, could help get the best sound.

In late April 1979, Prince packed his bags and caught a flight to Los Angeles, where he moved into another rented house on the edge of town, sharing it with Perry Jones and Jones’s cousin Tony Winfrey, both affiliated with Prince’s new managers Cavallo and Ruffalo.

Alpha Studio was located in Brandt’s home just outside of Los Angeles. Where Prince spent five months recording and mixing For You, his managers booked just a month for his second album. With a lower budget, he planned to knock this out quickly. He’d work without an “executive producer,” record only the songs he’d written, and limit himself to sixteen tracks (though the studio’s two 24-track recorders could provide 48).

Some days his limo—arranged by new managers—dropped him off in the early afternoon. Most times, it arrived at night. He asked Brandt to keep women out of the studio. Instead of creating music on the spot, he wanted to re-create only his nine home demos, and improve them, if possible. At the board, Brandt watched him work. “He already had everything in his head,” he told Per Nilsen. “He knew where the parts were going so it was just basically getting it onto tape.” But he soon began to add new melodies and arrangements.

He usually made each session last about twelve hours. And since “he knew little about quality rerecording,” Brandt told Housequake.com, he
let Brandt determine how sounds were processed and recorded. When Brandt proposed where to place microphones, he was “reasonably open-minded”—a big step from when he was recording For You. Brandt felt comfortable enough to slide levers or twist various knobs on the mix board while playing songs back, auditioning various echoes, delays, and effects that, he felt, Prince never considered.

“I Wanna Be Your Lover,” now one of Prince’s most revered tracks, was about a jilted, penniless suitor vowing he could make a woman happy. He sat behind the drum kit, ready to bang it out. Brandt used a customized AKG 452 microphone to record his snare. With the basic track down, he added funk riffs on guitar and bouncy synthesizer melodies.

They kept recording. Now instead of the AKG 452 mic, he wanted a Shure SM57, an old horse when it comes to studio recording. Brandt felt it was a mistake. Prince insisted and got his way, Brandt recalled, but “the rest of the tracks sounded less snappy”

He sang in his falsetto again and kept trying to cover all bases by setting pop-rock and almost folk numbers alongside funk and R&B. Only this time it worked: The music wasn’t as cluttered. The synth wasn’t in everyone’s face like on For You. Some songs, he actually used a piano. He also threw in two rock-flavored cuts.

By June 13, 1979, he had his nine songs down, and he sat with Brandt to create rough mixes. He figured he’d tape them, study them at home, form ideas, then return, and perform the real mix.

But Brandt had two other projects booked. “He expected me to do anything he wanted but he wasn’t even known at the time.” His managers told him Brandt was busy. He told them to change Brandt’s mind. Brandt couldn’t do it; two complete album projects were bringing four months of income. “Warners [sic] would never have done that at the time so that was that.” His managers got him into Hollywood Sound Recorders, in Los Angeles, where he recorded final touches and overdubs, mixed everything, and, after having some second thoughts, yanked two songs, “Oh Baby” and “Darling Marie,” from the album.

 



After publishing every song through Ecnirp Music Inc. and BMI, he moved on to the cover. Again, he created the concept. Photographer Jurgen Reisch snapped a shot of him against a light blue backdrop, without a shirt, expressionless, his hair blown out. The rear sleeve photo found him in underwear, with long hair and an earring, riding a winged horse (created
by superimposing dove wings on an image of a rented horse). He wanted calligraphy; Terry Taylor provided it. Finally, he sat to write the credits. He included a list of thank-yous. God was first. Then band members, friends, Warner, Pepe, various attorneys and managers, Cynthia Horner (editor of black teen fanzine Right On), “and all the beautiful people who got into my first album, I love you all.”

And just as quickly as he had begun the album, he moved on to the next.

 



Within weeks, Prince had his band joining him to record a rock album under the group name The Rebels. It was a good time to shift gears. Labels were glutting the market with so many disco singles and albums, even ardent fans were bored with the sound. And many rock radio stations were staunchly opposing music with any disco or dance influence. This album, he revealed, would feature “everything from New Wave to R&B,” Dez recalled. Dez was delighted. Recently, he had introduced Prince to the music of The Cars, a Boston-based New Wave group whose works fused Doors-like keyboards to roaring guitars and Ric Ocasek’s icy vocals.

Prince’s band arrived in Boulder, Colorado. In the studio July 10, they started a collaborative album. After hearing they’d write and receive credit, guitarist Dez, bassist André, keyboard players Gayle and Matt, and drummer Bobby brought their best ideas. “I wasn’t sure what he’d want,” Dez said of the rock material. “I just presented what I liked.” For eleven days, until July 21, Prince and the band recorded Dez’s “Too Long,” “Disco Away,” and an instrumental. Dez was thrilled. “We had a blast,” he recalled. “We worked, we played, we ate lots of shrimp.” Even better, “I was allowed to do what I wanted to do.” They moved on to André’s song, “Thrill You or Kill You” and another of Andre’s melodies. Prince meanwhile wrote four: “You,” “If I Love You Tonight,” “Turn Me On,” and “Hard to Get.” “You” mixed forceful guitars with lighthearted synth effects and Gayle singing in a high voice that evoked Prince’s falsetto. There were few lyrics and the ones there were sounded “quite odd,” the magazine Uptown noted. “You, you drive a girl to rape,” she sang. At another point: “It’s true; I’d kill myself if I didn’t make love to you.” Still, Gayle had no problem with the material. If anything, she thought the songs were “Different, fun, great to play with the musicians in the group.”

“If I Love You Tonight,” meanwhile, was as gloomy as his Prince number “It’s Gonna Be Lonely,” with a downbeat chorus (“All I need is some company to help me through the night”). Still, everyone was excited
about the album’s imminent release. “They were mostly our songs, not all his,” Gayle explained. It was “rock that was consistent with his sound,” Dez said, “as opposed to what a purely rock-oriented band might play”

Then, without a warning, Prince pulled the plug on the project. “It just kind of went away,” Dez said.

Prince never explained why.

“Prince had the open doors,” Gayle Chapman said. “He gleaned what he could, made use of what worked, and ran with it.”

 



On October 19, 1979, Warner released Prince’s second album, called simply Prince. Some reviews called it glossy, unoriginal, even sophomoric. Others focused on his inventiveness, his odd fusion sound, and vastly improved songwriting. Prince said years later it all sounded “pretty contrived.” Emerging just a year after For You, Prince certainly found him showing improvement on a number of fronts. “I Wanna Be Your Lover” crystallized what Prince was about as a performer, the lonely underdog that craved—but also sometimes rejected—acceptance and love. “Sexy Dancer” fitted his tight new sound to a post-disco anthem. “Do Me Baby” was a stately slow jam. Everything sounded more confident; he was writing better songs and hinting at the darker places his ballads would head in years to come. Prince was a big step up from For You and announced the arrival of a talented, determined R&B act with a new sound and, more importantly, a distinct worldview. But his sound was still in transition; the album wasn’t enough to make him as big a name as Michael Jackson and Kool & The Gang, the acts Prince reportedly viewed as his biggest competition.

Within weeks, Prince debuted on the charts. One single had become a runaway hit. The poignant disco number, “I Wanna Be Your Lover,” topped Billboard’s Soul Chart, Prince’s first Soul No. I, and it reached No. II on the Pop Chart. Radio stations nationwide kept playing every note of it. Sales passed 500,000 (his first Gold-certified single).

“It surprised me that it became a hit,” he said. He wasn’t trying to create one. “I basically make songs I like.” Regardless, life for Prince changed immediately. Warner executives couldn’t be happier now. Some felt confident he could go on to deliver variations of this hit.

On the strength of the single, Prince made the Billboard 200. The album was quickly racing toward the 500,000 sales mark. His record deal in 1977 may have hinted at Prince’s potential for commercial success, but the brisk sales of Prince cemented it.


Success with the rock market, however, eluded him. Warner released his guitar-heavy “Why You Wanna Treat Me So Bad?” as a single but it landed on the R&B Chart.

Still, with his sophomore work selling more copies, and its single popular on black and pop radio, Warner felt there was no more need to wait: He was ready to tour.

 



The two Prince albums may have created a cult following in Detroit and northern cities, but it was the success of his single that got him invited onto the high-rated Saturday morning dance show American Bandstand.

January 25, 1980, in the green room, host Dick Clark entered and greeted Prince and his band. Once he left, Prince faced the band members. His expression made Dez think, Uh oh, something’s coming.

“This is what we’re going to do,” Prince began. “When Dick Clark talks to you, don’t say anything.” When cameras rolled, he continued, they’d play two songs then join Clark for the usual banter. But when Clark posed questions, they should stay shut. It was rude, weird, and nothing a relative newcomer should pull, but Prince was out to make a statement.

They performed his pop hit “I Wanna Be Your Lover,” along with “Why You Wanna Treat Me So Bad.” Then the band surrounded him and Clark. Cameras rolled. Clark expressed amazement that he hailed from Minneapolis of all places.

“That tripped me out,” Prince recalled in the Star Tribune. Clark kept talking but the comment ate at him. “That really gave me an attitude for the rest of the talk.”

Clark asked how long he’d been playing.

Prince stared at him and held up four fingers. He adopted a lewd facial expression.

The appearance might have put off some viewers, but it made its mark. Dez felt it was pure genius. “Dick Clark talks about it to this day”

The Bandstand appearance and another on the NBC musical variety show The Midnight Special left people wanting more. His hit remained on radio. Prince sales—and those of his single “I Wanna Be Your Lover”—now soared past the 500,000 mark. As February 1980 approached, the Recording Industry Association of America began the process by which to certify the album Gold.

To maintain career momentum, his handlers asked New York-based publicity legend Howard Bloom for ideas on how to expand Prince’s white
audience. As author Roy Shuker reported, Bloom felt Prince’s next tour “could be critical.” They should book two dates in each regional market, Bloom wrote. Have Prince open for a major black headliner like Cameo or Parliament, and play each town’s New Wave dance club. “The idea is to go after the black and white audience simultaneously,” Bloom explained. “Neither date will conflict with the other. The white kids who would go see Prince at the Ritz would never go to the Felt Forum (a New York funk auditorium) to see Cameo,” he wrote. “The black kids who flock to see Cameo wouldn’t think of going to the Ritz.”

Before they knew it, they had their chance to put the plan into effect.

Rick James (born James Ambrose Johnson, Jr. in Buffalo, New York) needed an opening act. James was a decade older and known for sporting braids, leather outfits, and boots in the P-Funk mold. By autumn 1979, his Fire It Up was in stores. His third release in eighteen months, it included the usual rock and R&B, disco, and a hit single called “Love Gun.” When none of its songs crossed over, James filled his fourth album Garden of Love with ballads. Motown released Garden on New Year’s Day, 1980. “Big Time” became a hit, but James now heard segments of his black audience claiming he recorded soft-lit ballads for white approval.

He needed to get back out there to command crowds, to yell, to serenade marijuana and sex, and to make lewd gestures to his female backup singers—to reestablish himself, in short. But for this latest tour—called Fire It Up—James needed a strong opening act. “There was a record burning up the airwaves called ‘I Wanna Be Your Lover’ by some cat named Prince,” James remembered in his memoir. He liked that Prince played guitar. James’s handlers all agreed Prince would be great. James bought his album “and really enjoyed it, especially ‘Sexy Dancer.’ I thought the kid was pretty funky.” He asked Warner for a video, watched it, and felt Prince reminded him of himself, “except that he didn’t move as much.”

He invited Prince to open during the Fire It Up Tour. Prince accepted, and suddenly he found himself with a chance to perform before thousands. The two musicians finally met in late January. James entered through a venue’s backstage entrance and saw Prince behind Bobby Z’s drums “playing some bullshit beat.” They’d be sharing stages for thirty-eight shows during the next nine weeks, but James sat behind his group’s drum set “where he [Prince] could see me,” James recalled, and started “playing some serious shit.” Prince watched him, James claimed, “and just got his little ass up and walked away”


When Prince finally performed, Rick James said, “I felt sorry for him.” He was a “little dude” in high heels and a trench coat, standing in one spot on stage while playing New Wave. “Then at the end of his set he’d take off his trench coat and he’d be wearing little girl’s bloomers.” James laughed. Men in the audience “just booed this poor thing to death.” He let Prince keep opening—but he came to regret it.

Every time James played, the headliner recalled, he saw Prince on the side of the stage “just staring and watching everything I did, like a kid in school.” James approached during a song and pointed his bass “right in his face,” grabbed his own crotch, gave Prince the finger, then kept playing. “He was remembering everything I did, like a computer,” James alleged. He kept doing what he called trademark moves: flipping the microphone stand, catching it “backwards, you name it,” doing call and response chants, with a hand on an ear while the crowd yelled back.

One night, James entered an arena and heard the crowd chanting. He rushed to see what was happening. “Here’s Prince doing my chants,” James claimed in his 2007 memoir, Memoirs of a Super Freak. Prince was also “stalking the stage” like him, James insisted in print, doing his “funk sign”—holding up his thumb, forefinger, and pinky (a move today’s metal fans call “devil horns”)—“flipping the microphone and everything. The boy had stolen my whole show.” James was furious and so were his band members. But it kept happening night after night, he maintained. He saw more of his routine. It reached a point where James couldn’t do his own show, he said, because after the crowd saw Prince doing it, it “started to look like I was copying him.”

Despite James’s claims, Prince was actually wary of similarities. At the time, Prince’s keyboardist Matt Fink had an image that consisted of a black-striped jail suit. But after a few shows—in which James donned one before his tune “Bustin’ Out of L Seven”—he asked Fink for other costume ideas. “How about a guy in a doctor suit?” Fink replied. Prince liked it. That day, wardrobe people found scrubs at a uniform shop, Fink recalled, “and I have been Dr. Fink ever since.”

Though James spoke frequently of a competition, his onetime protege Teena Marie explained, “It wasn’t really Prince. It was more Rick than anything.” While Prince ignored him, James privately loved Prince’s music, she said, “although he would never admit to it.” (James, in fact, did later publicly credit Prince with being “a great player and a very innovative person.” But that came later).


The tour continued. Furious songwriting sessions in various hotel rooms found him incorporating new influences. Sitting with a guitar after a Birmingham date led to “When You Were Mine,” an upbeat number with a melancholy message and a John Lennon-like vocal arrangement.

He soon showed the band the up-tempo pop song. Its high-pitched organ, snare-heavy beat, and vocals (including backup) all screamed early Beatles. “It was probably inspired by an old girlfriend,” said Fink.

 



Between concerts, Prince taught them another new song, “Head.” It described his meeting with a bride minutes before her wedding. She was in her gown, he sang, but still wanted to perform fellatio. He felt the shock value would draw more fans and reporters—but it had an immediate effect on the band. He wanted to perform “Head” on stage, with the blond—and religious—Gayle leaving her keyboard. As everyone played its cyclic groove, chanting its one-word title, she would perform a back bend. “The idea was in part inspired by Bob Fosse’s dance theater,” Gayle recalled. Once she bent, she added, “He would finger keyboard parts on my stomach in rhythm with what Matt was playing.” Other times, he’d play guitar. She’d kneel before him and bend backward “and he walked right over me. No hand gestures or funny mouth position.” Then, on two occasions, when the song ended, they French-kissed for about thirty seconds.

Within a few shows Gayle left the band. She did so, she said, for “a number of reasons, the biggest of which was I needed more out of life than working as an employee in his band could offer at the time.” She stopped by his house on Orofino Bay on Lake Minnetonka. When they finished talking, they were still friends, she added. He told her if she ever needed his help, she should reach out. “And we left it at that,” she said.

 



It was back home in Minnesota, between dates, that Prince steered his tiny Fiat through the Minneapolis-St. Paul airport to pick up a recent high school graduate. She asked if she could smoke. He said sure. “I don’t think his ashtray had ever been used,” she recalled in the Star Tribune. “He was really romancing me.”

The young woman’s name was Lisa Coleman, and her father was a veteran session musician. By age nine, Lisa was studying classical piano. In 1971, her father had her join six other kids in a group that released a bubblegum pop album. After it flopped, Lisa attended Hollywood High
and earned independent-study credits with original melodies and Joni Mitchell-style lyrics. “I basically just stayed home from school and wrote songs.”

As an English major at Los Angeles Community College, Coleman maintained a 4.0 average and read voraciously—before dropping out. She was working for a documentary-film company’s shipping department (on the dock), and teaching piano when a friend at Cavallo-Ruffalo said Prince needed a replacement for Gayle Chapman. Coleman recorded a demo, and mailed it in.

Prince was struck by it. He asked his managers to invite her to Minneapolis for a private audition. With Lisa now in Minnesota, Prince’s Fiat reached his house. He led her into his downstairs workspace and pointed at the piano. “You can go play, and I’ll be right back.” He was heading upstairs to change clothes. Suspecting he heard every note, she sped through a Mozart concerto she had been working on. “He came bounding down the stairs,” she said. He lifted a guitar and they jammed. “From the first chord, we hit it off.”

She stayed the weekend in his spare bedroom. She walked through the house and peeked into his bedroom, where she saw the poster for the Kristofferson and Streisand remake A Star Is Born on a wall. “I thought that was so cute,” she recalled.

Prince meanwhile liked her look, and started thinking of penning a song that urged her to leave her boyfriend and join him for a movie—and more. Whether anything romantic transpired between them is unknown. What is known, however, is that in later years, Lisa would form a romantic involvement that would last for about two decades, with another woman.

Now, with an invitation to play in Prince’s band, Coleman had about a week to relocate. But she was elated. He played well and had an integrated band. “When I first joined the band,” she told Rolling Stone, “I got solace from the fact that here were some other people so different that they only fit in there.”

With Coleman replacing Gayle in the band, he was able to return his focus to his next album, which he had taken to calling Dirty Mind, songs which he had begun writing during his tour with James. He knocked out new songs called “American Jam,” “Big Brass Bed,” “Plastic Love Affair,” “Eros,” “Bulgaria,” “Rough,” “When the Shit Comes Down,” and his maudlin “Lisa.” New ideas kept coming, so he left enough songs off to fill another full-length work.


His mood became as dark as some of his song themes. As Prince told Rolling Stone’s Neal Karlen, “fits of depression” at this stage had left him “physically ill.” He frequently reached for the phone to “call people to help get me out of it.”

His song “Sister” was another fast, shocking song. After singing about sleeping with his sister—and enjoying it—he’d croon, “Oh sister, don’t put me on the street again.” The song’s narrator is confused, scared, willing to do anything to avoid homelessness.

The tour with Rick James continued, and so did his bedevilment. Eventually, James’s frustrations boiled over. He told Prince’s manager if he stole any more of James’s moves he was off the tour. Another day both managers and bands had a meeting. In Prince’s room, James’s band—tall men in braids and leather—sat at one side, James explained, while Prince’s band—“in their eyelashes and makeup”—sat at the other looking “very afraid.” James’s band seemed ready to physically attack.

According to James’s memoir, Prince sat on a bed during the meeting and mostly stayed quiet. “He acted like a little bitch while his band and mine patched up their differences,” James claimed. After this talk, James said, “things went back to normal,” namely, James upstaging Prince every night.

Yet, despite alleged tensions—apparently caused by James himself—James invited them all to his birthday party. Prince attended that night and sat at a table but didn’t drink. James, who loved partying almost as much as funk, claimed he then walked up, grabbed the back of Prince’s hair, and forced cognac into his mouth. “He spit it out like a little bitch and I laughed and walked away,” James claimed in print. He loved, James admitted, “fucking with him like that.”

By spring 1980, the shows, and Rick James, were behind him. Thanks to his long and winding dance hit “I Wanna Be Your Lover,” Prince reached No. 3 on Billboard’s Soul Album Chart—staying there twenty-three weeks—and No. 22 on the Pop Chart. But after the lead single, Warner shipped “Why You Wanna Treat Me So Bad?” to stores and sold few copies of the funk-rock single. Warner decided to shift gears, putting out his schmaltzy ballad “Still Waiting.” Same thing. Little interest. By May, after a twenty-eight-week stay on the Pop Chart, Prince vanished.

Prince himself left his first house in Edina, and carted his possessions and makeshift sixteen-track studio into a rental in a secluded, costly western suburb near Lake Minnetonka. There he worked mostly alone in his
densely packed basement on Dirty Mind. At the end of the Rick James tour, Prince had searched in vain for his synthesizers, only to find they were gone. Rick James, Teena Marie explained, had taken them and was using them in Sausalito, California, to record his next album, Street Songs. Only when James finished recording would he write thank you on a postcard and send it and the equipment back to Prince. The theft only added to Prince’s agitation. But he kept working.

He recorded most songs quickly, during all-night sessions. As usual, he used his falsetto on a few numbers. He hoped lyrics would shock people and draw attention. He wrote about oral sex (“Head”), incest (“Sister”), orgies (“Uptown”), bedding a woman in her “daddy’s car” (the title track); satisfying another (“Jack U Off”), and an ill-fated threesome (“When You Were Mine”).

Musically, he abandoned horns, cluttered keyboards, and excessive overdubs and turned to electronic instruments he hoped would differentiate him from other acts on the market. His drum machine created pounding dance beats, synthesizers delivered icy melodies, and he strummed a few minimal riffs on guitar. “He really found himself with that album,” drummer Bobby Z felt. He wrote better songs, and “the roughness of it gave it an edge. It was a little more garage sounding.”

With more songs in the can, he played his albums back to back, and heard the difference. His first two had more falsetto, serenading women or else begging them to stay. “I was in love a lot back then when I used to make those records. The emotion meant more.”

Now, he felt that he had been gullible, he told Musician magazine. “I believed in everybody around me. I believed in Owen, I believed in Warner Brothers, I believed in everybody. If someone said something good to me, I believed it.” He hinted that he had been pressured to write ballads. And he once liked romantic themes, felt good singing those words. But much had happened the past three years. His new stuff reflected his anger. His lyrics avoided talk of deep feelings or romance. Song after song said he wanted a good time. “I’m screaming more now than I used to.”

He also remained open to including his band members. During one performance rehearsal, he heard Fink play an intriguing synthesizer groove. At day’s end, he invited Fink to his home, played Fink the basic track of “Dirty Mind,” then had him re-create the riff. He wrote a bridge and altered a few things “and that was it,” Fink recalled. “I got home about one in the morning.” After another hour of work, Prince put it on tape.
Ten hours later, at rehearsal, he showed the band a rough mix complete with vocals. “He had stayed up, written lyrics, and finished the whole thing after I left,” Fink said. “We were amazed.” He and Fink worked the same way for “Head.” As the song blared from speakers, Fink improvised five or six solos. “Prince had final approval of course,” he said, but Fink’s ideas made the cut.

He created another song after letting Morris Day use his studio. Once the freckly faced black drummer left, Prince listened to one of his grooves and wrote a lyric called “Partyup.” He rerecorded Morris’s track and then offered him a choice of ten thousand dollars or help landing a record deal. Morris, who washed cars for a living, wanted the deal.

Keyboards dominated Dirty Mind, but Prince also used the tougher sounding Oberheim synthesizer and an electric piano. “When You Were Mine” had a sixties Farfisa-style organ sound that evoked sixties garage rock. Minimal guitar—letting falsetto, large drums, and throbbing bass carry tunes—added to his gripping new sound. The songs were far more aggressive than anything on For You or Prince. Within twelve days, he had finished the album. “I became totally engulfed in it,” he said. And no one was able to tell him to include ballads. “It really felt like me for once.”

 



With another album recorded, he had to make sure the cover reflected his bold new direction. In a studio one hot summer day, with the band rehearsing in the background, he slipped a scarf around his neck, like an outlaw, then slid into his long duster coat. The raincoat had a studded right shoulder and a round button, pinned to his left lapel, which read, “Rude Boy.” Then he stared down photographer Allen Beaulieu’s camera while standing in front of what resembled a bedspring hanging on a wall. To Beaulieu’s surprise, Prince opened the coat to reveal nothing but black briefs and matching thigh-high boots. His straightened, spiky hair, his “rude boy” button, and the rumpled raincoat made him fit in with this emerging “New Wave” market. The band photo meanwhile, also black and white, with male and female members, would soon strike one rock writer as furthering the new wave, two-tone checkerboard motif. Come time to list credits, he also included pseudonymous Jamie Starr as engineer—Matt Fink said that was Prince not wanting “it to seem like he did everything.”

Prince took his heartfelt home-recorded demos to California to redo them. After playing them for one of his managers, he heard the man say,
“This is the best stuff I’ve heard in a long time. This should be your album.” Prince felt the same way. This album held the sort of music he really wanted to hear.

His managers submitted the tapes to Warner as is. But Warner didn’t know what to think. The label expected more hits like “I Wanna Be Your Lover.” But during his visits to the label, Prince was a changed man. With Dirty Mind possibly the final album on the contract, he marched down office corridors in bikini briefs, high heels, makeup, and an open, flapping trench coat. Gone was the shy, retiring musician who let his managers do the talking. He told the label to release these home demos—which included a few lyrics no radio deejay would play. Warner for their part “flinched at just about everything,” he recalled. One person, he remembered, said, “The sound of it is fine. The songs we ain’t so sure about. We can’t get this on the radio. It’s not like your last album at all.”

He answered, “But it’s like me; more so than the last album; much more so than the first one.”

Other employees kept complaining about its low-fidelity and lyrics. But after more discussion, Warner finally agreed to release Dirty Mind as is.

 



In Los Angeles that June, Prince booked time at Hollywood Sound Recorders and mixed the album. For a week and a half, he made a number of important creative decisions. On some numbers, harmonies were a bit messy. But he left them on. He also resisted the urge to add new elements, or improve what grooves he did set over drums. “The rhythm tracks I kept pretty basic,” he said later. “I didn’t try a lotta fancy stuff so I didn’t have to go back and do things over.” People in Warner’s promotion department predicted these lyrics, not to mention releasing demos, simply wouldn’t work, but his managers supported him. “Sure it was a risky record,” Bob Cavallo conceded. “Some thought we were losing our minds.” But it was brilliant and sure to impress reporters. In the end, Warner rolled with it.

With Warner’s decision to renew on the line, there was more than just the provocative new album’s success at stake for Prince.





End of sample
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