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 STARTIN’ SOMETHIN’ AN INTRODUCTION

IT IS 1971. I AM FOURTEEN YEARS OLD, AND I AM  lacing up my black platform shoes. My mother is putting on her lipstick, and my sister, three years younger than I and a Jackson 5 fanatic, is picking out her Afro. As I wait on the ladies in my life, I sit on my bed in the public housing bedroom I share with my sister, flipping through copies of  Right On! magazine, which, in the years before BET’s 106 & Park, is the way young black kids kept up with their teen idols. I read about a pickup basketball game at the Jackson family’s Encino home and wonder if I could take Jermaine off the dribble.

My sister and mother are now ready. We grab our coats and then knock on our neighbors’ door. Betty and her son exit their apartment, and we all ride down the elevator from  the sixth floor. We live in the Samuel J. Tilden housing projects in Brownsville, Brooklyn, an area that is one of the worst ghettos in America.

We walk down Livonia Avenue, with the sixteen-story Tilden buildings to our right and the elevated IRT subway tracks looming to our left. Before we go upstairs to the elevated train, my mother buys Wrigley’s Spearmint gum at the local candy store on Rockaway Avenue, as we all keep an eye out for the junkies who hang menacingly on the corner.

The long ride takes my family and friends from Brownsville, near the end of the IRT line, across Brooklyn through Crown Heights, Bedford-Stuyvesant, Park Slope, downtown Brooklyn, and then into Manhattan, running under Wall Street, through Greenwich Village up to the garment district, and finally to West 34th Street. On that long ride we talk about previous trips to Manhattan. My mother, who’s studying to become a teacher, has taken us to many events in “the city,” from Mary Poppins at Radio City Music Hall to Ossie Davis’s Purlie Victorious, with Melba Moore, on Broadway.

But this family outing will be one of the most memorable of our lives. We get off at 34th Street and Seventh Avenue, joining the throngs of black and white families filing into Madison Square Garden. This version of the “World’s Greatest Arena” is only about four years old and has already been the site of the first Ali-Frazier heavyweight championship fight and the New York Knicks’ first NBA title. I’ve listened to so many games on the radio being played in this building, and yet it’s only my second time inside.

We sit up high in the green seats to the right of the stage, but we are too excited to be upset about our nosebleed location. My mother is happy because Chuck Jackson, a deep-voiced soul singer and a longtime favorite, is one of the opening acts, obviously placed on the bill as an acknowledgment to all the parents in the house. (I don’t realize until a few years later that the Commodores with Lionel Ritchie were the other opener; they performed a brief set.)

When the Jackson 5 takes the stage, the piercing screams of teenage girls fill the Garden. Michael moves swiftly across the stage, a little dynamo who reminds me of Mighty Mouse, the hyperactive Saturday morning cartoon character I love. The Jackson boys in their multicolored outfits glide across the Garden stage, and their Afros, perfect ovals of jet-black hair, look like halos. Though the crowd is very integrated, there’s a palpable sense of pride emanating from the many black families in attendance.

The Jackson brothers, as well as their parents, Joe and Katherine, represent our potential and dreams. If they could emerge from the working-class slum of Gary, Indiana, so might my family escape public housing in Brooklyn. The Jacksons represent a growing sense of possibility for my family and me. Maybe one day I could even write a book about Michael Jackson. In a world where a black family, lead by an astoundingly talented little boy, could sell out an arena in New York City, anything could happen.






PART 1





2009

I WAS TAKING MY SEAT AT A PANEL DISCUSSION AT  Brooklyn’s Long Island University to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of Spike Lee’s landmark film Do the Right Thing when I received a text from “Fab Five” Freddy Braithwaite, a friend and former host of Yo! MTV Raps. TMZ.com was reporting that Michael Jackson was dead. As the news filtered through the crowded lecture hall, folks were commenting on the irony of talking about an iconic 1980s film on the day that decade’s most important pop star died.

But the connection among Spike, Michael, and me was more intimate than most folks at the event knew. In January 1984, on the night that Jackson was honored by the Guinness Book of World Records at the American Museum of Natural History, Dell published my first book, The Michael Jackson Story, a pocket-sized quickie biography of the singer. It would go on to sell more than 1 million copies and reach  number three on the New York Times paperback best-seller list. I was twenty-six years old, and because of that book, for the first time in my young life I had something that could be described as disposable income.

With the money I made from the Michael Jackson book, I was able to afford my first apartment without a roommate. It was in a beautiful but then-unfashionable, brownstone-filled section of downtown Brooklyn called Fort Greene. There I befriended a young filmmaker named Spike Lee and saw an early cut of his film She’s Gotta Have It. Over the course of 1985 I would invest $3,500 in Spike’s film, a cinematic event that not only began his historic career, but also heralded a black film movement that still has impact today.

If I hadn’t written that book, I would have never moved to Fort Greene or invested in Spike’s work. My life, and to some small degree, black pop culture would have been different without my book and, far more significantly, without Michael’s ascension to megastardom.

After the panel, I turned on my Blackberry® and found it filled with messages from friends and a slew of interview requests from publications, television shows, and radio broadcasts. LIU is a short walk from my apartment, so I went home, warmed up some leftovers, and sat quietly most of that evening, not returning messages or following the news.

At that moment, I didn’t want to mourn in public. Nor did I want to speak to any aspects of Michael’s life I didn’t know anything about. I hate that cable news has become a place of empty speculation where supposed experts—many only with  expertise in their own opinions—clutter the twenty-four-hour news cycle with hot air. My feelings were complicated by the fact that I had just signed a deal to write a book (this book) about the enduring influence of Thriller as a recording and cultural artifact. In anticipation of this work, I’d already looked into buying tickets for one of Michael’s fifty shows at London’s O2 arena. In the immediate aftermath of his passing, I wrote a eulogy and posted it on my web site and did a few interviews, focusing on music and trying not to engage in the tabloid narrative of his death.

That night I thought about the great American cinema masterpiece Citizen Kane, Orson Welles’s epic vision of the rich, brilliant, and ultimately doomed Charles Foster Kane, who died disgraced, alone, and unloved in his California mansion, far removed from the glory years of his media empire. The parallel to Jackson’s life wasn’t seamless, of course. Whereas Kane left this world at Xanadu, his own personal fantasyland of secret rooms, art, and creatures collected from around the globe, Michael’s home, Neverland, had been taken from him by debtors. Instead, he died in a rented house under the care of a sketchy doctor who has been charged with manslaughter. In some ways, the better parallel was the director/actor Orson Welles himself, who was hailed as a genius in his twenties, declared a has-been in his thirties, and resurrected as a figure of camp appeal in the last decades of his life. With Citizen Kane, the young Welles created a masterpiece that haunted him for the rest of his life. Thriller  played a similar role in Michael’s life, attaining a level of  international success he’d spend the last twenty-five years of his life trying to duplicate.

I’m a year older than Michael Jackson. I’m from a black working-class family and share with him the same astrological sign, none of which, rationally speaking, means a whole lot. What these parallels do suggest is that I was born at the right time to be swept up in the original burst of Jackson-mania and that, for much of my life, I could identify with him.

When I was a young writer, Michael was one of my primary subjects. Writing about him, I was able to get my first book deal. Not only did this help me financially, but it also inspired a couple of my best pieces of music criticism. His titanic success set many ships on fruitful journeys, and mine was just one of them. Now, as a middle-aged African American man, I marvel at his long, historic, singular career.

In 1999 ESPN asked me to contribute an essay on Michael Jordan to the book Sports Century, a look back at the greatest athletic achievements of the twentieth century. It was to be the book’s last major essay, because it looked at the 1990s with Jordan as the decade’s most significant player. I began that essay this way:To write about Michael Jordan is to stand upon a mountain of press clips and pretend they don’t exist. At the end of a century that made sports a global, 24 hour, over analyzed, zealously professional, obsessively marketed, and extravagantly played commodity, Jordan’s career is the culmination  of a long journey. Which means his every eye lash flutter has been photographed, catalogued, annotated, foot-noted, and e-mailed by somebody at some time. So I will not be so foolish as to attempt to topple or even torch that mountain. It’s too large for me to push and I lack the fuel to incinerate it completely.





I ended by observing that my essay would be laid “atop the mountain as it awaits some yet unseen 21st century bonfire.”

By substituting Michael Jackson for Michael Jordan and substituting “entertainment business” for “sport,” I could write the same paragraph. However hard it was for me to find something fresh to say about the basketball great, trying to do that with Jackson is even more challenging. The work I was commissioned to write was one of those “making of” a great LP volumes that have become popular in the postvinyl era.

With Michael’s death, I felt a need to widen the scope of this book and be more comprehensive than I had originally intended. But I wouldn’t change my focus. This is a book in which the music is central. It is the reason Michael Jackson matters. It is the reason he’s a celebrity. It is why his personal life and tragic death are a matter of public record. So my perspective on Michael Jackson is in large part shaped by our respective life journeys from the 1950s into the twenty-first century.

But there is another view of Jackson that I want to honor as well. In the fall of 2009, I was talking with choreographer  Fatima Robinson on the set of VH1’s Hip Hop Honors, an annual broadcast we’d both worked on for six years. Even in the middle of all the hip-hop acts we were working with, Michael Jackson’s name came up. Fatima, one of the most creative and loved choreographers in pop music, had fond memories of working with Michael on his Remember the Time music video, and she shared a few with me.

But what I remember most about our conversation is that her nine-year-old son, Zuri, wanted a jheri curl, a hairstyle I thought had died back in the dark days of the twentieth century. Why would a lovely little black boy want one now? It turns out that since the entertainer’s death, Zuri had become obsessed with Jackson, particularly the wet look of the  Thriller era. The desire to emulate Jackson was cute, but Zuri also made an acute observation to go along with it, which was that he thought that there must have been two Michael Jacksons, one black, one white, and Zuri, himself dark brown, loved them both.

Growing up in Brownsville, I knew Michael only as a black child and later was disturbed by his transformations. For Zuri, and many children his age, Michael’s racial identity is fluid, shifting from photo to photo, from old Ed Sullivan Show clips to the music video for “Liberian Girl.” Zuri’s easy acceptance of Jackson’s multiple faces, unburdened by America’s nasty racial history, is worth keeping in mind when we consider the music and life of this cultural icon.

Context changes meaning, sometimes elevating certain elements of a tale and, just as often, rendering others moot.  My Michael Jackson and Zuri’s Michael Jackson are the same person, as his talent and DNA testify, but what “Michael Jackson” means can be as fluid as the dance moves he made famous. Despite the legal claims of his estate, the fanatical devotion of his most fervent fans, and those who think race doesn’t matter (and others who know it does), the “meaning” of Michael Jackson isn’t owned by anyone.

Michael Jackson’s life raises so many questions—about Michael and about us. How do we collectively balance his musical/performing brilliance with his inappropriate relations with a litany of young boys? What do we make of his relationship to the black culture that nurtured him? Are there any lessons left from the success of Thriller that can be applied to the profoundly altered pop culture universe of the twenty-first century?

Here’s what I know going in. Thriller was a product of the old record business model. It is a testament to the primacy of image over sound. It transcends racial lines by deliberately blurring those lines. It is about a determined pursuit of greatness and the difficulties that follow once greatness has been achieved. This is not a biography. It’s a blend of musical criticism, memoir, and cultural history. My goal is to honor Michael Jackson’s talent, while not overlooking his faults.

I hope this book will be of some use to Zuri one day, when he’s older and looking for a text (that he will probably read on some kind of mobile device) that neither trivializes nor sensationalizes an artist he loved.






 GOING BACK TO GARY

IF YOU DROVE DOWN FROM CHICAGO TO GARY, Indiana, at night back in the early 1960s, when the city’s industrial engine was still roaring at full steam, you’d have seen flames rising up from steelmaking factories, a fiery symbol of economic vitality, ample employment opportunities, and unimpeded pollution. Gary was, in that respect, just one of the many tough Midwestern towns whose Rust Belt industries provided stability for residents and sturdy homegrown products for the nation.

For black America, Gary was a center of great racial pride, a place where our people were enjoying some of the fruits of postsegregation America. Richard Hatcher was elected mayor in 1967, making him one of the first African Americans to run a large city, a harbinger of a wave of black power  grabs in cities around the nation. A few years after Hatcher’s election, a national black political convention was held in Gary that briefly brought together all the disparate people and groups fighting for black empowerment.

But Hatcher’s triumph was something of a Pyrrhic victory, made possible in part by the white flight that sent the ethnic working class to Indiana suburbs, in the process robbing Gary of essential tax dollars and encouraging state policy-makers to turn their backs on the city. In a state with a history of massive Ku Klux Klan activity, not to mention actual Klan political power, dating back to the 1920s, Gary became Indiana’s symbol of black folks gone wild. In response, the state cut back funding to the city and fearmongers got to work, both activities undermining Hatcher’s authority.

In that respect Gary, Indiana, was no different from Newark, New Jersey, or Cleveland, Ohio, or Detroit, Michigan, newly chocolate cities that were systematically stripped of resources by state governments and banks’ redlining. The urban riots of the 1960s, along with the spread of heroin throughout urban America, would eventually transform places like Gary from working-class ghettos into barely functional slums. But in the 1960s, the hopelessness that characterizes the twenty-first-century ’hood was not a given. People still believed that by legally pulling themselves up by the bootstraps, they could, if not clean up the ghetto, at least drag themselves free of its downward tug.

It is in this context that Joseph Jackson and Katherine Corse, married in 1949, birthed, raised, and developed one  of the most successful families of entertainers in U.S. history. He was twenty-one and she was eighteen when they settled on the appropriately named Jackson Street. The young couple had nine kids, a brood that would have been perfect for a family of southern sharecroppers, but in a big city were a lot of mouths to feed. In two very crowded rooms Maureen (aka Reebee), Sigmond Esco (aka Jackie), Toriano Adoyl (aka Tito), LaToya, Marlon, Jermaine, Michael Joe, Steven Randell (aka Randy), and Janet lived under the guidance of Katherine and Joe.

Katherine did some part-time work at a Sears and at other local retailers, but she spent the majority of her time (and patience) providing a calming, constant, and spiritual presence for her family. She’d been struck by polio as a child, so she walked with a slight limp. Early on in the marriage, Katherine came under the influence of the Jehovah’s Witnesses and was a regular at the local Kingdom Hall, along with her girls and young Michael, who of all her children would be the most interested in the Witnesses. Neither Joe nor the other sons seemed to have given the Witnesses more than token attention. Aside from going door to door hawking The Watchtower  and Awake magazines around Gary in religious service, Katherine and her kids read the Witnesses’ New World Translation of the Holy Scriptures, the belief’s central text.

The Witnesses prophesize that humans are living in the last days of the present world order and that after Armageddon Christ will return to rule an earthly paradise populated by living Witnesses and 144,000 resurrected individuals. The  idea of heavenly reward isn’t as central to the Witnesses’ doctrine as the idea of an earth repopulated by the righteous. Over the years some of this ideology would appear in Michael’s lyrics and videos, refracted through his prism of pop culture.

 

JOE WAS REARED IN TENNESSEE by a stern, religious father, and as soon as he was old enough, Joe escaped to a big city in search of better-paying work and a more exciting life. Being a crane operator at U.S. Steel in the 1960s was a good job for any man with a high school education, much less a black man with ten mouths to feed. But Joe was filled with musical ambition and the restlessness that nearby opportunity creates. Why did he have to settle for a nine to five routine when a life of well-made suits, nightlife, and celebrity was just a well-played guitar solo away? In 1960s black America, there were many like Joe, black men of great ambition who knew that doors of opportunity were opening but were not quite sure where to find their personal keys. Like Walter Lee Younger in Lorraine Hansberry’s classic 1959 play, A Raisin in the Sun, which is set just up the road from Gary on Chicago’s South Side, Joe burned to be somebody.

Initially, Joe sought success through his own musical talent, playing guitar with a bluesy local bar band called the Falcons along with his brother Luther. (The Falcons were just one of numerous R&B groups named after birds. A more famous version of the Falcons would feature a young soul  shouter named Wilson Pickett.) No recordings of Joe’s band exist, but it’s easy to imagine Joe pulling off his work clothes, washing up, putting on his flashiest suit, and then, guitar in hand, hitting a Gary nightspot named the Spot Lit or the Dew Drop Inn or one of those other puny Negro nightspots that dotted our big cities. It was an escape from the steel mill, the money worries, and the responsibilities of family life. Having kids—a joy. Feeding kids—a struggle. Making music—a pleasure.

But neither the Falcons as a group nor Joe as a musician proved very distinguished. The guitar sat in the Jackson house when Joe was out, not to be touched, but in a house full of kids it was as tempting as neglected birthday cake. That guitar was the centerpiece of sing-a-longs where the kids harmonized with Mom and Dad, singing spirituals and country and western tunes. It was the beginning of the Jackson family’s musical journey and a traditional American family activity that was later mostly lost, first to TV and then to the Internet and text messaging.

When Joe was at work, the oldest boys soon began messing around with Joe’s guitar, singing along to the R&B songs on Gary’s soul station. The oft-told tale is that Tito, the steady, solid Jackson son who looks the most like his father, was caught with the instrument—the embodiment of the old man’s unfulfilled dreams—and was challenged by Joe to show what he could do with it.

Impressed with Tito’s musicianship, as well as that of Jermaine and Jackie, and with the support of Katherine, Joe’s  personal dream was replaced by a family quest. At the time, Joe didn’t have to look far for a creative inspiration for an all-family R&B group. Just up North from Gary, in Chicago, was the Five Stairsteps.

Labeled “the first family of soul” well before the Jacksons, the Stairsteps were initially five of the six kids of Betty and Clarence Burke. When Joe was just starting to rehearse his sons in Gary, the Burkes were already playing on the amateur night circuit. Clarence, a detective with the Chicago Police Department, played bass and wrote songs, getting more involved on a creative level with his family act than Joe apparently ever did. The Five Stairsteps received their first recording contract after winning the amateur night contest at the South Side’s Regal Theater one evening in 1965. Lead singer Clarence Junior, James, Dennis, thirteen-year-old Kenneth (known as Keni), and sister Alohe would initially record under the stewardship of Chicago soul star Curtis Mayfield. A couple of years later, to heighten the cuteness factor, three-year-old Cubie was added to the group.

But it wasn’t until spring 1970, when the Jackson 5 was in the middle of a streak of number one hits, that the Five Stairsteps released its defining single. “O-o-h Child,” a yearning ballad about two lovers trying to keep faith in each other and their future, was an instant classic, one still a staple on black oldies radio and used quite effectively in 1991’s Boyz n the Hood to communicate a sense of innocence lost.

In the aftermath of Michael’s death, Joe has been treated as the villain of the story, the Ike Turner of parenting: an  overbearing mid-twentieth-century black man of little means who used and abused a gifted young artist, imposing psychological damage while making millions from his son’s talent. If I challenge none of these assumptions and accept them unequivocally, not invoking the complexities of the individuals involved, I still see Joe Jackson as an undeniable, yet unlikeable hero. It was Joe who organized the musical interest of his sons into a polished act. It was Joe who drove the boys on long car rides to Chicago’s Regal and New York’s Apollo, who drilled dance routines with them in the backyard, who taught them to play instruments, and who gave them their first harmony lessons. And it was Joe who instilled in Michael the work ethic noticed by everyone who came in contact with him at Motown and in his adult career.

During the crucial adolescent and teenage years of the Jackson sons, when temptation and distraction, particularly drugs and alcohol, were everywhere, all of them stayed on the path. Not one of Joe’s show biz kids became a tragedy like Frankie Lymon, at thirteen a singing/songwriting sensation from Spanish Harlem who, with his pals/backup group, the Teenagers, recorded the classic “Why Do Fools Fall in Love?” in 1956, displaying a crystal clear soprano voice and oodles of stage presence. By eighteen Lymon was a washed-up heroin addict, and by twenty-six he was dead, a victim of drugs, poor parental supervision, and a slew of bad marriages. The tale of Lymon, a briefly shining star now lost to obscurity, is way more typical in the history of black music than is the success story of the Jacksons.

Joe operated from enlightened self-interest, that sweet spot where what was good for him was equally good for everyone else. He drove, cajoled, and punched his children toward a goal that was, in 1968 Gary, Indiana, as unlikely as the idea of a black president. That two of his nine children became international superstars is nearly unprecedented in the history of pop.

Here is a hypothetical scenario. What if Joe heard Tito on guitar that day on Jackson Street and then listened to Tito, Jackie, and Jermaine sing and decided that they sounded “okay,” but that he didn’t have the inclination to support their musical ambitions? He had a full-time job already. He didn’t need to be wrangling these kids in his free time. Without his tireless (or, in the minds of critics, demonic) rehearsals, the three oldest Jackson boys would have probably played some local talent shows and maybe some midwestern bars. Based on what we know of their talent, they might have scored a small record deal, but they might not have.

If Joe hadn’t gotten behind making music as a way for his family to get out of Gary, the kids’ work prospects would not have been great. To get his six boys to manhood in that town without any of them having a serious run-in with the law, or falling victim to the drugs rampant on those streets, would have been an amazing accomplishment in itself. Outside of the fading steel industry, there was little meaningful employment in the Gary of the 1970s and 1980s, so the older boys, their musical dreams behind them (but perhaps still dancing in their heads), would probably have headed to Chicago or  out West in search of work and a fresh start. That unified Jackson family my African American peers and I so envied would have been fragmented by economic necessity.

 

 

 

MICHAEL, WHOSE PRECOCIOUS TALENT was evident to Katherine long before Joe paid attention, wouldn’t have had the platform he needed without Joe’s stewardship of his older brothers. Bright kid that he was, Michael would have read more books, watched more movies, and taken vocal lessons throughout his adolescence in Gary. Under any normal scenario, Michael would have watched his brothers’ failures, would have studied the record business from a distance, and at some point between eighteen and twenty-two might have gone to a local college, maybe with a scholarship in literature or even dance. Or with the desire to perform burning in him, Michael could have headed to New York or Los Angeles in pursuit of a singing career.

By then, in the mid- to late 1970s, when the corporate takeover of black music had taken hold, his best chance at stardom would have been to bring his demo to one of the big boys (CBS, Warner Bros., RCA, Mercury) or one of the smaller, black-oriented labels they distributed. Because of Michael’s great voice and charisma, he certainly would have attracted some attention, but would he have gotten a record deal? Let’s say he did; he got a good deal at a big label committed to artist development and not a twelve-inch single deal for a disco record.

Without the early start his father’s support provided, which led to him seeing the stars of 1960s soul up close and personal and to Motown signing the Jackson 5 to a record deal, Michael in the 1970s would have been a gifted but green young singer from the sticks. Maybe he would have had a career, but would he have become a global brand loved on every continent? I don’t think so.

I write this not to absolve Joe of any real sins but to put his parenting skills in context. For me, Joe’s attributes and faults were not untypical of many black fathers of his generation. Although Barack Obama and Bill Cosby are contemporary reigning symbols of black, white-collar fatherhood, working-class dads were the norm in black America for most of the twentieth century. They were men like my uncles and cousins who worked in the shipyards of Newport News, Virginia, and the fathers of the girls I dated in New York who drove city buses, emptied garbage cans, or worked construction to buy homes in Hollis, Queens, or Hempstead, Long Island. A lot of the fathers I encountered were inflexible authoritarians and ran their households as dictatorships, where their word was law, their wives were often silent partners, and any sign of insurrection was put down with force.

The racial history that nurtured this attitude is obvious to me, but still necessary to stress: Born pre-civil rights movement and raised in a dangerously segregated America, often toiling in a castrating environment at work, these Negro men viewed their homes as more than castles. They were places  where the fathers’ suppressed anger and resentment at white racism were understood and could be expressed. In their houses they were the boss. Within those walls they craved a respect that often no amount of wifely devotion or children’s love could truly satisfy.

Stern, remote, definitely abusive, Joe has been portrayed as a cardboard villain in various books and even in the Motown-sanctioned TV movie of the band’s rise. But Joe and his actions make no sense without this black working-class context.

During my nine years as a music trade reporter, I had many encounters with Joe, both on the phone and at his Los Angeles office (which was located in the same Sunset Boulevard building as Motown). To say Joe was a pleasant, warmhearted man would be a lie. He was anxious, rather prickly, and, when he focused his lionlike features my way, definitely intimidating. His infamous appearance outside the BET Awards with CNN just after his son’s death did him no favors.

“My father was real strict with us—real strict,” Michael wrote in Moon Walk, his clearly ghostwritten but still useful 1988 biography edited by Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis. “I’d get beaten for things that happened mostly outside rehearsal. Dad would make me so mad and hurt that I’d try to get back at him and get beaten all the more. I’d take a shoe and throw it at him or I’d just fight back, swinging my fists. . . . I would fight back and my father would kill me, just tear me up. . . .We had a turbulent relationship.”

Joe Jackson was Michael’s biological father and the first of several artistic mentors. It was Joe who gave his son his first showcase and structure, molding and scarring him in equal measure.






THE VOICE

MICHAEL’S LONG RECORDING CAREER AFFORDS  us a unique opportunity to listen to a beautiful human voice as it evolves from childhood to middle age. There are gospel recordings of Aretha Franklin at twelve from a Detroit church. There are homemade childhood tapes scattered around from artists as diverse as Kurt Cobain and Beyoncé. But Michael was recorded professionally from age eight to fifty, enabling us to hear a great vocal artist refine his craft, using new technology and his evolving understanding of vocal technique, and adapting to the changes wrought by age.

That’s why it’s fascinating to listen to the pre-Motown records the Jackson 5 made in 1966 for the little Gary, Indiana-based Steeltown Records. Steeltown was owned by Gordon Keith, a local steelworker Michael always called Mr. Keith. The band on these recordings is decidedly loose.  Apparently, the rhythm section was the Jackson 5 paired with older horn players and backing vocalists. Compared to the crispness of Motown or Stax records circa 1968, which were as tight as a sailor’s knot, the four sides of the early Jackson 5 are not exciting and are certainly not well played.

 

MICHAEL’S LEAD VOCAL ON “BIG BOY” is his most engaging of these early performances. The lyric is the tale of a young boy asserting his maturity to a skeptical woman, and Michael’s vocal approach is more adult than in his early Motown recordings. “Big Boy” is a very traditional sounding soul record, and the eight-year-old singer is mimicking older singers such as Ronnie Isley or Marvin Gaye, while playing down his natural kiddie exuberance. The talent is there but not the excitement that would soon become his trademark, because on this record a boy is imitating a man, a ploy designed to charm Negro adults. This kind of imitation was quite popular at house parties of my childhood. The opening skit of Eddie Murphy’s Robert Townsend-directed Raw concert film is a bit with a young Murphy entertaining a room of his parents’ friends. I was known for my Jackie Wilson split, the singer’s signature dance move, where the ex-Golden Glove boxer would slide his legs out to the sides while his torso dropped to the floor. When I did this right, I could usually stay up a little later, sneak a shot of rum and coke, and maybe get a quarter from an impressed houseguest. Other  kids I knew could shimmy and shake like James Brown or imitate the Temptations’ choreography.

Such parodies by kids of adult entertainers were staples of amateur nights all over the country. So in that respect neither the Jackson 5’s stage show nor Michael’s attempted vocal ventriloquism was remarkable at the time. What the Jacksons needed, and what Steeltown couldn’t deliver, was a vision of what could be instead of a rehash of soul clichés. With a singer as young as Michael (or Jermaine for that matter), the challenge was not to give the audience what it already had, but to find a youthful approach that, yes, exploited the singer’s age while continuing to entertain adults. What these records lacked, technical limitations aside, was a point of view.

Now point of view was what Motown specialized in. It crafted songs to define a singer’s persona as well as, and usually better than, any musical institution in history. In fact, the struggle within the company over that point of view defined the Jackson 5’s first two years with Motown. The Motowner who first found and believed in Joe Jackson’s boys was a B list singer-bandleader named Bobby Taylor, who, with his band, the Vancouvers (one of the more curious names for an R&B aggregation ever), had performed on shows with the group a number of times on the chitlin’ circuit.

The Vancouvers, an integrated band that included future stoner comedian Tommy Chong, had signed with Motown in 1966 and was considered a major vocal talent by many  around the company, including Marvin Gaye. Bobby and the Vancouvers would have a hit in 1968 with “Does Your Mama Know About Me?” a song about an interracial love affair, very much in keeping with Taylor’s countercultural credentials as a grad of UC-Berkeley.

Unfortunately, Bobby’s attitude was, in a very 1960s way, not very respectful of authority, a trait that didn’t take you far within the very bureaucratic Motown structure. So even though Bobby would not become a star himself, the man knew great talent when he heard it. “In the summer of 1968,” he told writer David Ritz,we were playing the Regal on the same bill as Jerry Butler, the Chi-Lites, and Little Miss Soul. The Jackson 5 opened the show. They had won the amateur contest a number of times, which meant they were now playing for pay. Michael was at the height of his James Brown thing. I mean he had James Brown down—the spin, the moves, the mike action, the whole bit. It was weird and wonderful to see this little kid singing like a sexy man. Michael would do “Cold Sweat” and “I Got the Feeling” with feelings you can’t fake. His brothers were steppin’ behind him, and the whole thing was dynamite. I saw enough. I knew they were ripe, so I said to Joe “I’m taking y’all to Detroit.”





At his own expense Bobby brought the boys and Joe to Detroit in the summer of 1968, a year after the riots that permanently scarred Motor City. He put them up at his place,  where he worked with them on harmonies and enunciation. The leap from raw live performance to studio professionalism can be a big one, and Taylor, as much as anyone, provided Michael and his brothers with that initial education.

Joe had succeeded on the club level by cultivating Michael’s natural soul-singing instincts. Eventually, Michael would add other singing styles to his bag of vocal tricks, but at the age of nine he was deep into the tradition, a gift that Taylor saw clearly. In recording the Jackson 5’s initial Motown records, he “never thought about pop. Crossover was some marketing concept that didn’t interest me at all. This boy, this little Michael Jackson, could blow. He had the goods. As a singer, he was so straight-ahead black that I knew he’d take his place alongside Ray Charles. In Michael, I had me a soul singer.”

In the West Grand Boulevard studios, Taylor cut tracks with the Funk Brothers, superb Motown session musicians, but laid down only scratch vocals. With the Jacksons’ return to school in Gary imminent, he didn’t want to rush the real recording process. So the vocals that you hear on the Taylor-produced soul sessions, recordings that weren’t widely available until a 1995 four-CD set, were primarily recorded in January and February 1970 after the Jacksons moved from Gary to Los Angeles.

But in these initial Los Angeles sessions, Taylor was very much in charge and took Michael and his brothers on a very soulful journey, cutting thirty-plus tracks with many of the session cats who would dominate the West Coast R&B scene  in the 1970s: guitarist Wah Wah Watson, percussionist Eddie “Bongo” Brown, and Detroit refugees such as drummer Uriel Jones and guitarist Jack Ashford. A cover of the Isley Brothers’ “It’s Your Thing” features Michael hitting and stretching notes with a syncopation that matches the track’s razor-sharp cymbal sound. Not surprisingly, a hip-hop- favored remix of this track, featuring Michael’s vocals with contemporary instrumentation, is a club favorite today; his young voice sits as comfortably in the groove’s pocket as it would on “Rock with You.”

The Jackson 5 rendition of the Four Tops’ “Reach Out I’ll Be There,” on which Michael shares vocals with Jermaine, is performed at a slower tempo than the original, and Michael’s vocals are bluesier than Levi Stubbs’s more operatic interpretation. The stunner of these tracks is a cover of Ray Charles’s “A Fool for You.” Charles wrote and recorded this early soul classic three years before Michael was born, yet Michael sings it with an emotional maturity that seems impossible for someone who was eleven at the time. It’s absolutely as good a Michael Jackson performance as any in his career.

Unfortunately for Taylor, Berry Gordy’s commercial instincts allowed him to see behind the brilliance of one performance and take in the big picture. “BG [Berry Gordy] accused me of cutting tunes that were old fashioned,” Taylor recalled. “But to me they were classics. I wanted to feed Michael’s soul.” Ultimately, Gordy removed Taylor as the Jackson 5’s producer. Of the many tracks he produced with  the group, a gorgeous cover of Smokey Robinson and the Miracles’ “Who’s Lovin’ You,” which is far superior to the original, was the only one to get noticed during the initial wave of Jackson-mania. It was the B side of “I Want You Back,” the first of the Jackson 5’s number one singles, and the contrast between the two performances reflected Gordy’s amazing pop instincts and the versatility of tender young Michael’s instrument. Whereas the folks at Steeltown, Joe, and Bobby Taylor had all seen Michael’s voice as a vehicle for a kid to sing as an adult, Gordy saw that the real money was in having a kid with adult skills sing as a kid.

Replacing Taylor as the Jackson 5’s in-studio point person was a very unlikely character named Deke Richards, a white guitarist/songwriter in his midtwenties and the son of a Hollywood screenwriter. He’d been seduced by Elvis Presley’s “Heartbreak Hotel” and picked up guitar soon after. At fourteen he wrote a song with the prophetic title “Bubblegum.” The teenage Richards formed his own band, Deke and the Deacons, which played R&B hits in Los Angeles and around the valley. The group broke up in 1965, and the twenty-one-year old musician wound up backing a white female singer named Debbie Dean. She’d been the first white artist signed to Motown back in 1961, and despite minimal sales success, she had remained in the Motown orbit.

Dean hustled up a meeting with Gordy at the Century Plaza Hotel with Richards in tow. The mogul liked what he heard and took them on as a songwriting team. Over the next few years, as Gordy spent increasing amounts of time in LA,  Richards’s songwriting skills and amiable demeanor landed him in Gordy’s good graces.

In 1968 Richards proved to be the right man in the right place. The legendary H-D-H team (Brian Holland, Lamont Dozier, Eddie Holland) that had crafted huge pop hits for the Supremes and the Four Tops, and who would have been naturals to mentor the Jackson 5, sued the company for back royalties and left to start a label. Initially, Gordy organized an ad hoc team of writer-producers to keep the Supremes hits coming. Along with Richards, LA-based Frank Wilson and Motown vets Pam Sawyer, R. Dean Taylor, and Hank Cosby (who’d done a lot of work with Stevie Wonder) were brought together at Detroit’s Pontchartrain Hotel to craft some post-H-D-H material. Out of this loose ensemble, dubbed the Clan, came “Love Child,” the tale of an inner-city girl and the pressures in her life, which was unusually realistic for Motown. But the Clan was a stopgap measure, not a long-term solution. Lacking cohesion and any loyalty to each other, the Clan dissolved in disputes over credits and royalties.

In the aftermath, Richards went back to LA still excited about the idea of collaborative songwriting and determined to build his own team. With Gordy’s blessing, Richards recruited two gifted college-trained musicians, keyboardists Freddie Perrin and Fonce Mizell. Because Perrin and Mizell were already friends and used to collaborating, they were open to giving the team concept a try.

Initially, the trio was working with Gladys Knight and the Pips and came up with a track called “I Want to Be Free.” How this song evolved into “I Want You Back” is the subject of several slightly different stories. Richards has told interviewers that when they played the tune for Gordy, he suggested they adapt it for “the boys” by giving it a Frankie Lymon feel, making the lyric about a guy who loses his girl.

Gordy has written that he had the hook “Oh baby, give me one more chance” in his head for weeks before passing it along to the young trio for further development, not mentioning the Knight connection. Either way, the Lymon reference is the real key, because the resulting lyric harks back to “Why Do Fools Fall in Love?” in that both records are simultaneously upbeat and plaintive, fun and vaguely melancholy, a balance that somehow has mass appeal. Years ago I wrote of “I Want You Back”: “The resulting record was an explosive burst of youthful enthusiasm backed by immaculate, dynamic production and a clever lyric to which Berry had clearly contributed his expertise. Once again Berry had demonstrated his mastery of the increasingly anachronistic three minute single.”

Poised at a moment when black music was about to expand its artistic boundaries, when singles would go from three minutes to four and five, when albums would replace singles as the creative and financial centerpiece of black pop music, the Jackson 5’s breakthrough records were throwbacks to Motown’s mid-1960s formula, this time infused with  youthful vitality. These records were new and old at the same time, part throwbacks to the songs Gordy wrote for Jackie Wilson in the 1950s, yet deeply influenced by the late 1960s funky pop as played by Sly and the Family Stone.

With Berry Gordy on board as one-quarter of the entity known as the Corporation, the team spent $10,000 on the single, more than three times the cost of the average Motown recording in 1969. Much of that money was spent perfecting the vocals of Michael and his brothers. Unlike Taylor’s more spontaneous sounding tracks, “I Want You Back,” as well as “ABC,” “The Love You Save,” and the other early up-tempo Corporation productions, Michael’s every line was scrutinized for pronunciation and phonetics. From wonderful adlibs (“Just look over your shoulder honey”) to the studied absence of the churchy moans that delighted Taylor, the records convey beautifully manufactured joy.

The three hits are sung fast and furious, as if a starter pistol has gone off with the first note and three minutes ahead is the finish line. Labeled “bubblegum soul” by fans and detractors alike, the term captures the essence of teen appeal soul, so full of craftsmanship and spirit that the tunes would become templates for groups from the Osmonds to New Edition to New Kids on the Block and many more.

Motown’s production-line philosophy had always been that if a particular style worked, you keep recording in that style until consumer exhaustion set in. So subsequent Jackson 5 up-tempo tracks (“Goin’ Back to Indiana,” “Mama’s Pearl,” “Sugar Daddy”) all contained strands of the DNA of  “Want” in rhythm arrangement, melody, and the Jackson 5’s vocals. This lesson wouldn’t be lost on young Michael, who saw that in repetition of vocal tics, attention to the meticulous details of tight harmony, and the stamina to manufacture emotion through numerous takes was the key to record sales.

The other crucial lesson Michael learned in the school of Motown, one that he’d employ often in his mature recordings a decade later, was the right vocal approach to a pop ballad. Unlike an R&B love song, wherein a singer has free reign to sing in and around the melody, a pop stylist works within the melody, only really cutting loose toward the last third of the song. Good lyrics help, but a memorable, well-structured melody with a tasty bridge allows a smart singer to elevate everything from a generic lyric to a plain old silly love song.

Michael’s education in the pop ballad came not from the Corporation but from Hal Davis, who’d opened Motown’s Los Angeles office and waited patiently for the company’s operations to shift west. Eventually, Davis would become Motown’s most reliable staff producer-writer of the 1970s, equally adept at pop songs and disco tracks. At the time, he was anxious to work with the Jackson boys, knowing that they were a priority for the company.

Instead of trying to compete with the Corporation with up-tempo tracks, Davis, along with several collaborators, including the very gifted Willie Hutch, went in a different direction. Davis, who in a few years would guide Diana Ross through the slow simmer and release of the epic “Love  Hangover,” was a master of modulating and slowly intensifying a vocal performance. As a producer, the Jacksons described him as a stern taskmaster and a teacher; in Michael, he’d find an A-plus student.

Michael’s vocal on “I’ll Be There” is sweetly angelic, the voice of a choirboy. In a way, the song is a hymn. The lyric, credited to Hutch, Davis, Gordy, and arranger Bob West, is about reassurance in a time of trouble. The song calls for bringing “salvation back,” an obvious religious reference. But the rest of the lyric is vague enough that it could be God speaking to his believers, a man singing to a woman, or, of course, a small boy talking to his parents.

With a touch of echo effect on his voice, Michael sounds like a ringing bell when balanced against Jermaine’s midrange voice and choral backing vocals that sound like very soulful Catholic school boys. Michael colors within the lines of the melody until the ending’s famously calculated adlib (“Just look over your shoulder honey”). This is a very sculptured performance, and it remains so resonant that in 2009, nearly three decades after the song’s release, All-State insurance used an a cappella version, highlighting Michael’s affecting schoolboy vocal in a series of TV commercials.

“I’ll Be There” is the template for the piercingly emotive pop balladeer Michael would become. You can trace a direct line from this 1970 performance to “She’s Out of My Life” to “Human Nature” to “You Are Not Alone,” as impressive a catalog of controlled, melody-enhancing performances as exists in American music.

“Maybe Tomorrow” is my favorite Michael Jackson vocal of the early 1970s. Where “I’ll Be There” is polished pop, “Maybe Tomorrow” is the kind of sweet soul record Thom Bell was making in Philadelphia with the Delfonics or Stylistics, with its brightly tuned guitars, agile strings, and piano-based hooks. The difference is that Bell’s productions usually featured a falsetto lead. In contrast on “Maybe Tomorrow” Michael begins by singing the opening verses in his lower range at a slow pace, raising his voice briefly with the ascending melody, and then settling back down.

As the arrangement swells midway through, Michael rises up in his register again and never returns to that original approach. Instead, he sings higher and picks up his pace as tambourines, piano, and strings become more active. By the song’s last third, Michael is loose, stretching out words, getting gospel gritty, and bouncing off Jermaine’s more strained interjections.

“Maybe Tomorrow,” a song of deep romantic yearning, was an instant ghetto classic, a record that sounded better to me at a red light project house party than on the radio, a record to slow dance to with the sexiest girl in the room. In the 1990s, rapper Ghostface Killah and producer Rza used it as the foundation for “All That I Got Is You,” a tale of melancholy hopefulness that maintained the tone of the original while making it modern. Michael Jackson and Ghostface Killah—connected by sampling and yearning.
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