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PROLOGUE: COME 2 MY HOUSE (PART 1)





In early 2006, I received an invitation to attend a party at Prince’s home in Los Angeles, as part of the promotion of his then-current album, 3121.


Since moving to LA in 2005, Prince had been re-establishing contact with Hollywood by inviting A-listers to exclusive parties. Parties had always been a central part of Prince’s legend, but his Hollywood gatherings were different to those that had helped make his name in Minneapolis. These were invitation-only events and included annual post-Oscars celebrations to which aspiring gatecrashers, such as Karen O from the Yeah Yeah Yeahs, were refused entry. If the plan for these parties was to boost his profile among the rich and famous, he succeeded: over the next few years, American chat shows would often feature celebrities describing the experience. The actor Ryan Phillippe told Conan O’Brien he’d interrupted Prince in the middle of a song to ask him for directions to the bathroom; 30 Rock star Tracy Morgan would later describe how he’d attended a party at the height of his alcoholism and had refused to leave until Prince came down and threw him out. American news anchor Anderson Cooper would tell daytime TV hosts Regis and Kelly about fighting comedian David Chappelle for one of Prince’s discarded plectrums at a later party at the Hotel Gansevoort, a bash I also attended. Mortification seemed to be a common experience of celebrities who got to go to Prince’s parties, usually cool stars thrown into a flap when encountering someone whose image and aura out-stripped their own.


On the night of the 3121 party, a limousine driver showed up at the Mondrian to drive me up to Prince’s house for the eleven o’clock guest entry. As we slowly snaked through West Hollywood, the Russian chauffeur ranked his favourite Nabokov novels in order of preference and told me about the celebrities he’d taken to previous parties at Prince’s place, and I realised that Prince was trying to transform Los Angeles into Uptown in the same way he’d managed with Minneapolis nearly thirty years earlier. When we reached the house, the numbers on the front gate had been rearranged to read ‘3121’. The title of Prince’s album had prompted much speculation, with fans wondering if it was a year (making the title song a futuristic update of ‘1999’), a biblical line reference or something to do with numerology (the numbers added up to seven, a significant number for Prince). But they had read too much into it: it was merely the address of the Los Angeles property Prince had rented (and recorded in) before moving here.


Even for a private event like this, Prince was a stickler for detail. The security guards checking the guest lists had purple clipboards and collar pins in the shape of the [image: ] symbol Prince adopted as a name in 1993. As I stood with the celebrities and wannabes by the front gates to Prince’s house, a neighbour came by trying to wangle his way in. Prince had sent over a bottle of wine as an apology for any noise, but the neighbour wanted to come to the party instead, hopping from one foot to the other as the guards radioed the house. Whenever I’ve attended any of Prince’s smaller shows, anxiety about getting in has given the evening an extra charge, and I wished the man luck as the rest of us clambered into the van for the ride up.


Prince’s property was a bewitching example of that sinister Walt Disney-meets-David Lynch architecture that appeals only to the wealthiest celebrities, a surreal modern fantasy of feudal living where you can remain in splendid isolation and yet convince yourself the whole of Hollywood is at your command. Prince captured the imagination of the ’80s generation by connecting his music to a secret wonderland of exclusive shows: for anyone other than the lucky denizens of Minneapolis, the Paisley Park recording complex he started working in during 1987 seemed a distant utopia, as fans read about all-night sessions and secret parties and wished they could somehow attend. With the release of 3121, Prince had (for the umpteenth time) returned and reignited what remained a fantasy for most but was a daily reality for him, as the whole album was designed as – and best understood as – the aural equivalent of a private party.


From the duration of his shows to the access he allows his fans, Prince has challenged all conventional notions of what an audience might reasonably expect from an artist. Music critics have often drawn parallels between the elaborate backstage environments constructed by bands and a royal court – both places where privilege and favour allow various members of the entourage or esteemed guests to pass through a series of heavily protected barriers and get closer to the artist’s inner sanctum. In this world, drug dealers and groupies often have greater freedom of movement than band members’ wives and girlfriends, but from an early stage in his career Prince has insisted he has no interest in drugs1 and only minimal interest in alcohol (wine, champagne and, during an odd period in the mid-1990s, port). And while his supposed sexual insatiability has always been a central part of his persona, Alan Leeds – Prince’s tour manager from 1983 until 1990 – has stated that Prince avoided all but the most interesting female fans, such as Anna Garcia or Mayte, spending the majority of his time with his female tour mates instead. So, rather than offering freedoms to those who might offer him drugs or sex, Prince instead rewards them with money, fame or enthusiasm. The more tenacious the fan and, to a certain extent, the more money they can pay, the greater access they get (although the celebrity remains the most welcome visitor).


Even so, Princeland has to be delicately balanced. Because he’s previously allowed his fans extraordinary access (such as his week-long Celebrations at Paisley Park), they complain whenever he plays shows for a celebrity audience or charges an extortionate ticket price.2 But it’s a mistake to expect consistency from Prince. Like almost all of the handful of household-name rock stars who have had careers that have lasted over several decades, he wants different things at different times, going through periods when he produces non-commercial albums and relies on the understanding of his hard-core fan base, then attempting to win back the mainstream with greatest-hits tours and audience-friendly records like Musicology or Planet Earth. In recent years, money and power seem to have become increasingly important to him as, having predicted (and survived) the collapse of the record industry, he seeks out new ways of maintaining his success.


On the night I went to his house, he was in the middle of many campaigns. As well as impressing celebrities (the guests on this night included Bruce Willis, Sharon Stone, David Duchovny and Jessica Alba), Prince was throwing the party to promote his new album, blow a few fans’ minds, encourage his record company to distribute an album he’d created with his then-current protégée Támar, and no doubt achieve half-a-dozen other aims as well. I’d been to Prince’s after-shows and exclusive performances before, but nothing like this. I was about to experience the intimate Prince performance I’d been lusting for from the moment I first heard his music.
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JUSTIFICATIONS FROM A MAMMA-JAMMA





There are four main strands to Prince’s music: first, the official releases, from his 1978 debut For You to 2010’s 20Ten, including not only the studio albums and singles, but also myriad remixes and maxi-albums, often with as many as six or seven variations on the original track; second, the unreleased songs which have kept several bootleg labels afloat for decades, now so multitudinous that labels can put out collections that would take weeks to listen to and still not exhaust the material in circulation; third, the live recordings: two official releases – the One Nite Alone … box set and 2008’s Indigo Nights – and literally thousands of bootleg recordings, including several versions of the same show in various fidelities; and fourth, the songs he has given to other artists and protégés, from Sue Ann Carwell in 1978 to Bria Valente’s Elixer in 2009.


As far as Prince is concerned, the only person who knows anything about this music is Prince. He was done with critics as early as 1982, when he recorded the sardonic ‘All the Critics Love U in New York’, and he never misses an opportunity to remind the lowly writer that he has little regard for anyone who spends the majority of their time at a desk. To the Detroit DJ The Electrifying Mojo, Prince described writers as ‘mamma-jamma(s) wearing glasses and an alligator shirt behind a typewriter’. And in a 1990 Rolling Stone interview with Neal Karlen, Prince maintained, ‘There’s nothing a critic can tell me that I can learn from,’ adding that he cares only what musicians think of him.1 His attitude towards journalists hardened still further in the early 1990s, when he included a journalist character as part of the narrative of his [image: ] album who was ridiculed and, in the accompanying stage show, stripped. Two albums later, on The Gold Experience, he included a song, ‘Billy Jack Bitch’, that appeared deliberately to address (and demean) one local journalist who had given him a particularly hard ride (and there are rumours of an unreleased track entitled ‘Fuck D Press’2). Prince is far from the only musician who feels this way – check out any sophomore rap album from an artist who got more than his fair share of press attention first time round – but, with him, it goes deep.


He’s equally dismissive of critical studies that include interviews with people who’ve shared his studio, claiming that his engineers and producers are not equipped to speak knowledgeably about his work. Many of the most detailed accounts of Prince’s unreleased work have come from Susan Rogers – the engineer who worked with him through five of the most successful years of his career – but Prince maintains that she knows nothing about his music,3 and told respected rock writer Barney Hoskyns that he was playing a role for his earliest biographer, Jon Bream, whose 1984 book made much of his inner-circle access. ‘If you look at it,’ he told Hoskyns, ‘I’ve only really given you music.’ In interview, he’d ‘give cryptic little answers … that made no sense’.4


Early band-mate Dez Dickerson confirms this was part of Prince’s interview strategy from near the beginning: ‘If they weren’t going to print what he actually said, why not just make things up? I don’t believe there was any malice in this, but it was just a precocious way of responding to what he felt was the press’ dishonesty.’5 Looking at Prince’s interviews over the years, this is borne out. He can sound astonishingly strange in interviews, even when appearing to be relaxed and normal. Television, in particular, seems to bring out this side of him. Whether it’s telling Oprah Winfrey in a 1996 interview he has a second person living inside him, an alternate personality created when he was five, or insisting to Tavis Smiley in 2010 that he was cured of childhood epilepsy by an angel, it often seems as if he’s deliberately constructing myths for his own amusement.


Even when talking to journalists he’s personally vetted, he tells them he considers their peers lazy. After playing the LA Times journalist Ann Powers a track that had lyrical references to Santana and Jimi Hendrix, he dismissed her suggestion that these guitarists were influences, claiming instead that he tries to make his guitar sound like vocalists he admires. This is Prince’s way of emphasising how his musical abilities separate him from anyone who doesn’t know how to play, the damned masses he describes as ‘non-singing, non-dancing, wish-I-had-me-some-clothes fools’.6


When I started this book, I was prepared to take Prince’s argument that the people he’d worked with didn’t know that much about his music at face value. It’s true he’s worked with some extraordinarily accomplished people over the years, and some have experienced success without him, but it appeared the overwhelming majority did their best work while in his employ. Nevertheless, as I continued my research, talking to those closest to him during various periods, including former band members, such as Matt Fink, Wendy Melvoin and Lisa Coleman from The Revolution, it became clear to me just how important Prince’s collaborators have been at various stages in his career, and that any proper critical overview also needs to address the various configurations of his band – to take a close look at, for example, the difference between The Revolution and the various permutations of The New Power Generation. It also seemed valuable to talk to some of those who helped, in various ways, Prince become one of the most famous and successful popular musicians ever.


Throughout his career, Prince has regarded his time in the studio and his time on the road as two different things. It wasn’t until his third album that he invited a major collaboration from one of his band, and that was only on one song (‘Dirty Mind’), and it wasn’t until Purple Rain that he made a truly collaborative album, and even then he recorded four of the tracks largely solo. While The Revolution played a larger part on the two albums that followed, he has oscillated between drawing inspiration from those around him on stage or in the studio and producing work in near isolation. This means that for every album where it’s possible to talk to some of the other people in the studio about what they contributed to a record, there’s another where the only eyewitnesses are Prince and the engineer.


Prince is, most of the time, a lyricist whose work is unusually rewarding when studied closely, with most of his songs serving a larger narrative. Sometimes this is explicit – when he’s soundtracking a film, say, or writing a concept album; at other times, it’s implicit. There are many interconnections between his thousands of songs, whether something basic, like his use of colours or numbers, or something more complicated, like his take on the concept of duality or the complex personal theology he has developed over decades of song-writing. The sense of continuity in his lyrics is also emphasised by his use of what Prince fans refer to as ‘Princebonics’7 (‘2’ for ‘to’; an illustration of an eye for ‘I’; ‘U’ for ‘you’, etc.8). Dez Dickerson, who played with Prince from 1978 onwards, takes credit for this style of shorthand in his autobiography,9 claiming it was something he originated when writing set lists and stating, ‘It may have been a subconscious “borrowing” on [Prince’s] part, but no doubt it was “borrowed”, nonetheless.’10 There is also a larger psychological reason for this coherence. As Eric Leeds, who would become the saxophonist in The Revolution and remain one of Prince’s most important collaborators for several years, told Paul Sexton: ‘You have to remember that Prince looks at all of his music, in his whole life, as a movie, and everybody who’s involved with him on whatever level is a character in his movie.’11 If this book focuses more on the work than the life, it’s because my interest is in Prince’s movie, in all its forms, the giant super-narrative that he diligently adds to in a recording studio or onstage nearly every day, a work of art that remains narrowly focused on the same subjects and emotions that have driven him since day one – love, sex, rebirth, anger.




*





Prince’s albums invariably improve with age, and while there are several astute Prince critics among music writers, those reviewing his albums at the time of release often find themselves at an unfortunate disadvantage. The records often come with their own myths, rumours and disclaimers, even on occasion with what seem like admissions that the work is substandard (both 1996’s Chaos and Disorder and 1999’s The Vault come with the warning that the enclosed material was originally intended ‘4 private use only’), and it’s often only with the release of subsequent albums (or knowledge of how the records were put together, of what was lost in the creative process) that the depth of Prince’s achievements becomes clear.


When I’ve attended playbacks of his recent albums, it’s been immediately apparent that those present can’t tell on one listen whether this new record is an important addition to his oeuvre or one that all but the most dedicated will wipe from their computers after a month. Prince’s work is particularly hard to assess at speed, especially if you are focusing on the quality of the music in relation to the rest of his output rather than how a record will fare commercially.12


At times, this has led certain parts of the critical establishment to focus on the larger aspects of Prince’s myth, something he’s often encouraged. The most obvious example of this is the furore that followed Prince’s decision to retire his name temporarily and record under an alias (taken as a sign of madness or egocentricity, it seems it was as much a business decision as a desire to erase his past). Also, Prince is so prolific that even when he’s putting out substandard material he’s often simultaneously stockpiling songs for alternative projects, and as he frequently returns to older recordings while constructing a new album, it can sometimes be hard to know exactly where an idea or song dates from.


In the meantime, alongside the official recordings and releases, there is an enormous body of unreleased work that has somehow reached the ears of collectors. Over the years there has been much finger-pointing about who is responsible. And while it’s clear that Prince believes the true fan is the one who contents himself with what he’s prepared to give him (at one point he even offered an amnesty for fans to return illegal bootleg recordings to him, in exchange, mainly, for goodwill), it’s hard not to shake the worrying possibility that Prince may never make the majority of his vast body of work available, even after his death.


His attitude towards his back catalogue changes all the time, and though Prince has famously stashed tapes of his unreleased songs in his fabled ‘Vault’13 throughout his career and does often revisit old ideas or exhume lost songs, promised compilations such as Roadhouse Garden (a proposed collection of unreleased songs recorded with his most famous band, The Revolution) and Crystal Ball II (a sequel to his 1998 three-CD set of previously unreleased recordings) have, so far, failed to materialise, and some within the inner sanctum have expressed their anxiety about whether Prince is even protecting his physical recordings adequately.


Matt Fink told me that the Vault is humidity-controlled and that he believes Prince’s masters were well preserved at the time of recording, but he doesn’t know if the tapes have gone through the necessary baking procedure14 to protect them since. Engineer Hans-Martin Buff, who worked with Prince during the late 1990s, echoed this, telling me, ‘The Vault itself is A-OK,’ but that he worried about some of the tapes because ‘we would take things out of the Vault for various reasons, starting with the Crystal Ball box set, which were a lot of tapes from different periods, and then we wouldn’t put them back in.


‘There was a room in front of the Vault which held just paraphernalia – an Oscar, a picture of him as a kid and stuff – and I would just put the tapes on the floor,’ Buff explains, ‘and this continued for two years until the entire floor was covered with tapes. Not just the stuff that we’d taken out of the Vault, but also the stuff that we’d finished, which was a lot of tapes. And water got in and there was carpeting in there and it soaked the carpeting and went into some of those tapes, and I told him about it but it took a very long time until he let me put that stuff in the Vault.’ Buff also wanted to digitise and bake the tapes, but it didn’t happen while he was there.


What he witnessed instead was Prince making use of his old tapes to make new music, but without giving it the respect that a musical historian might hope for. For Prince, it seems, everything is raw material, and maybe it’s wrong of us to wish to prevent him from painting over old canvases to produce new material. Prince has often emphasised the importance of the transitory, telling audiences that his shows should be for their memories only and resisting a full live album until late in his career. And though he has occasionally made alternative versions or old out-takes available, usually he seems to disregard the original sketches that led to the finished work. This is true of many musicians, of course, and leads to conflict between archivist and artist, but it presents a dilemma for anyone writing about him.


Prince has, on occasion, talked about music from the Vault getting a later release. In 2009, he gave a press conference in Paris during which he said that music from the Vault would come out eventually, but it was unclear whether he was referring to music he has recorded over the last few years – the Vault, it seems, is expanding all the time – or recordings from throughout his entire career.


Just as fans would love for some of these old songs to be released, so would the musicians who played on them, especially as in many cases they don’t even have their own copies of the recordings. Dez Dickerson of The Revolution, for example, says that although Prince always had ‘a major archival mindset’, he himself has never broached the subject of releasing any old recordings and hasn’t had a business conversation with Prince since 1984. Alan Leeds, Prince’s road manager and a man who has done his bit to help bring sense to James Brown’s similarly massive back catalogue in liner notes and through co-editing (with Nelson George) The James Brown Reader, notes: ‘I suspect he’d have to do something with Warner Brothers. Theoretically, a normal recording contract would state anything he records while under that contract belongs to the label. But the majority, if not one hundred per cent, of the tapes are in his Vault.’


Brent Fischer, the son of the late Dr Clare Fischer – best known to Prince fans for his work on Parade – and a man who has his own shelf of scores written for unreleased Prince songs, says: ‘It is going to be very interesting to see what happens in the next fifty years because Prince has recorded so much music, and so much of that music remains unreleased. It’s just in the Vault, and it doesn’t matter that he may have spent a lot of money to get a thirty-, forty-, fifty-piece orchestra, paid for the arrangement, added the orchestra on and put everything in place and then decided he doesn’t want to release it. That’s fine with him.


‘This is not going to be like finding the one lost Beatles track. This is going to be an abundance of material, hundreds of songs. It’s difficult to keep track of them all because [as well as] the ones the public know about, [there’s another] seventy per cent that are unreleased that we’ve also dealt with, many of which are favourites of mine that I continue to play in my head, even though, for the time being at least, they’ll never be heard in public.’




*





No one else will ever have a career like Prince. The main reason for this is, of course, his incredible range of ability across so many creative disciplines: we will not see his like again. But the age has also changed. Not only does the music industry no longer have the money or promotional power to help force a star of his magnitude into such a wide popular consciousness and give him or her the lift-off necessary to sustain such a long career, but Prince’s career also took place over a period that saw changes and developments in the music industry that will never be repeated. Even something as simple as his fascination with maxi-singles and remixes reveals him exploiting formats that no longer really exist, and he seems to have largely given up producing (or, at least, releasing) extended versions of his hits now that there’s little money to be made from them.15


This is not a book about the decline of the music industry, but it is, in part, about how Prince as an artist has managed to use the materials available to him to create a uniquely multifaceted body of work. As well as the music, his corpus also includes several hundred music videos for songs both released and unreleased, which differ from the music videos of most artists in that they often offer essential elucidation of the songs or work as short films of artistic merit in their own right; three narrative feature films (Purple Rain, Under the Cherry Moon and Graffiti Bridge); a theatrically released concert movie, Sign o’ the Times;16 three TV films; several officially released video recordings of (partial or complete) live shows; an ‘orchestral-ballet’; a dance interpretation of Homer’s Odyssey; two sanctioned comics; and four authorised book-length collaborations: Neo Manifesto – Audentes Fortuna Juvat, Prince Presents the Sacrifice of Victor, Prince in Hawaii: An Intimate Portrait of an Artist and 21 Nights. Prince once stated to an interviewer that ‘there are gems buried everywhere’,17 telling him that he didn’t care that it might be only diehard fans who locate them.


This book is written from that perspective: it’s an attempt to come to terms with the entirety of Prince’s career, from the earliest demos to the latest radio-station sneak releases, by analysing the music, images and recorded performances that he’s amassed, looking at influences, trends, thematic links and recurring preoccupations, all supported by interviews with his closest collaborators. It’s a study of the surprisingly consistent conceits and ideas that have driven this workaholic to produce an extraordinary body of work that, for all the acclaim he has received for his most popular songs and albums, has yet to be truly appreciated and understood by the world at large.
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THE BUSINESS OF MUSIC





Past biographers have attempted to build up a picture of Prince’s childhood and family life from his songs (‘Sister’, ‘Da, Da, Da’, ‘The Sacrifice of Victor’ and ‘Papa’) that deal with childhood. And it is true that the content of some of these songs seems to chime with statements that Prince has made in interviews: his acknowledgement in a 2009 interview with Tavis Smiley that he had suffered from epilepsy as a child was treated as a major revelation by the media, but it was something he’d written about in ‘The Sacrifice of Victor’ seventeen years earlier.


It’s important, of course, not to read all Prince’s lyrics as autobiographical, and there is just as much myth-making in his work as there is personal revelation, but for all his reputation as an enigma, Prince is extraordinarily revealing in song and onstage, and often seems more truthful speaking to his audience than to any representative of a media he regards as hostile. The other problem with reading the work in order to understand the life is that there’s a gothic quality to several of these songs that suggests a self-dramatising enjoyment of myth-making.


For anyone seeking a straight story rather than revelling in the obscurantism, it doesn’t help that Prince’s mythological approach to his past is shared by some of his family members. While attempting to launch a musical career in 1988, his one full sister, Tyka Nelson – Prince also has two half-sisters, Lorna and Sharon Nelson, and one half-brother, John, Jr, on his father’s side, and one half-brother, Alfred, on his mother’s – backed up Prince’s early story (denied by his mother, Mattie Baker) in an interview with a British tabloid while promoting Royal Blue, a pleasant but lightweight collection of pop-funk that features a song about an imaginary friend, Marc Anthony, that the two of them would read her collection of pornographic novels, an autobiographical detail given by Prince that past commentators have occasionally questioned.


Much of Prince’s early life has been turned into stories that seem to obscure as much as they reveal. Take, for example, his father’s musicianship. John L. Nelson has been described as a jazz musician, but it seems that his music was not straightforward jazz but something far stranger, perhaps closer to outsider music.1


Whatever Prince’s feelings towards his father (and they seem to have fluctuated over the years before his death), one thing that does emerge is his respect for his talent. He would make cassettes of his father’s songs for members of The Revolution, and although it has been suggested that he was giving his father writing credits on songs like ‘Around the World in a Day’, ‘The Ladder’ and ‘Scandalous’ out of filial loyalty or kindness, it seems that he was genuinely inspired by memories of his father’s piano-playing. Asked about his musical career by MTV VJ Martha Quinn during the premiere party for his son’s second film, Nelson said: ‘I was a piano-player for strippers down on Hampton Avenue in Minneapolis, having a lot of fun.’ The son would grow up to share his father’s interest in strip clubs as a source of creative inspiration, later sending a copy of the song he wrote for his protégée Carmen Electra to strip clubs across America.


Nancy Hynes, who was a contemporary of Prince at the John Hay Elementary School and lived in the same neighbourhood, gave me some background to the area and the school. Her parents, she told me, were ‘white liberals who moved into the black inner city as a gesture of civil-rights activism and solidarity’. They moved in in 1967, ‘just a month after the largest riot in West Minneapolis, which took out primarily the commercial area – between ’65 and ‘67 that avenue lost thirty-two of its businesses. The house that we bought was being vacated by two elderly Jewish sisters [and] no one could understand why a white family was buying a house in that neighbourhood. The houses either side, one was sold to a mixed-race couple, which was legal in Minnesota at the time but not in many of the southern states, and [the other to] a black family. Prince at various times stayed across the street from us, [which was] where his aunt lived.’


Of the school, Hynes remembers an enthusiastic young staff, many of whom were choosing to teach in the inner cities. ‘The kids were economically mixed, but the majority were black, which in US terms of the times included mixed-race kids. Classes were relatively small. There was a lot of music in the classroom, [but] formal music lessons were another matter. I remember peripatetic music-teaching. My friend remembers a music teacher who came once a week. There weren’t any bands that I remember, but we listened to records and used to be asked, I think to settle us down, if we wanted to listen to the Osmonds or the Jackson Five, and the Jackson Five always won.’


What seems intriguing given the nature of Prince’s later career and the ease with which he could move from music to film to art to live performance, is that a holistic approach was part of the school’s ethos. Hynes remembers: ‘You wouldn’t have considered it odd to be asked to write a short story after watching a film or to make a painting. I don’t remember painting being only something that happened in art class. In home room we’d talk about music, we’d talk about film.’ Prince’s sister Tyka told previous Prince biographer and sessionologist Per Nilsen about the privations she experienced at the school, noting that ‘there weren’t any school lunches’2 and that students at the school had to go and find people prepared to feed them. Hynes, however, remembers things differently. ‘I remember the school lunches vividly, and they were awful. Mash and gravy, and the mash would end up on the ceiling, where it deserved to be.’


Although she didn’t share classes with Prince, she did share teachers, including a ‘particularly good’ teacher called Mrs Rader. Hynes’s friend, Elizabeth Fuller, who went both to John Hay and later to the same high school, and who had more access to Prince than Hynes, recalls: ‘OK, now just as a fan … what was Prince like in high school? Too cool for school? Absolutely. He spent most of his time in or around the music rooms on the fourth floor, often in a private practice room or sitting on one of the wide brick windowsills playing guitar to himself. The band directors never could convince him to actually join the band. I do seem to remember that his own band played at least one of our winter dances. The one song that sticks out in my mind consisted entirely of four-letter words.’




*





While not wanting to rehash old stories, there is one legend which shows up in most Prince biographies that it would be remiss not to include, and which Howard Bloom – who handled Prince’s publicity from the early 1980s onward – says the musician told him was his most important formative memory: being five years old and seeing his father onstage in front of a screaming audience, surrounded by attractive women. Two years later, at seven, Prince completed his first song. In an early indication of the future direction of his lifetime’s work, it was called ‘FunkMachine’.3


When Prince was ten, his parents divorced. On several occasions, including a video interview in 1999,4 Prince remarked that after this separation, his father left behind his upright piano. He had two years alone at this piano before leaving his mother and moving in with his father. Though Prince’s early life is characterised by aloofness and isolation, he was also very interested in sports – a hobby that he retains to this day, as evidenced by his recently recording a song, ‘Purple and Gold’, for his home-town Minnesota Vikings – although Nancy Hynes has no memory of organised sports at John Hay. It seems he discovered this interest, at least according to early biographer Jon Bream, at his next school, Bryant Junior High, where, Bream suggests, he became ‘a jock’,5 playing baseball, football and basketball (a photo exists of Prince as part of the school’s basketball team).


This next period in Prince’s life is usually presented as a time of turmoil. Alan Leeds, his road manager throughout the 1980s, told me: ‘Prince’s relationship with both his parents was somewhat strained. They had broken up in his formative years, and he ended up staying with his dad as opposed to his mum, which was unusual in those days.’ While with his father, Prince befriended his father’s stepson, Duane (who would eventually become part of Prince’s road crew), before going back to his aunt’s, opposite Nancy Hynes’s house.


It was at his aunt’s house that he encountered a man who would soon become an important presence in his life: Pepe Willie, who was dating Prince’s cousin, Shantel Manderville. ‘I was twenty-three, he must have been thirteen,’ Willie told me, ‘because he was just a little kid. I didn’t pay him no mind.’ But a few years later, when Prince was crashing at his friend André Anderson’s house (Prince’s warm feelings towards Anderson’s mum Bernadette are expressed in the autobiographical song ‘The Sacrifice of Victor’) and had enrolled in an after-hours course on ‘The Business of Music’, he started having phone conversations with the older man.


According to Willie, Prince considered him an important source of wisdom. Pepe Willie’s uncle, Clarence Collins, was an original member of doo-wop band Little Anthony and the Imperials, and through this access, Willie had learnt about the music business. Part of his education had come from being around the band and becoming a runner, fetching cigarettes, hamburgers and cheesecake for artists such as Chubby Checker, the Coasters, Ike and Tina Turner and Dionne Warwick. But as well as this backstage access, he also attended lunches, dinners and business meetings with his uncle and the band, educating himself to the point where he was able to explain to the young Prince about copyright, publishing and performance rights organisations. ‘He asked me, “What’s this publishing all about?”’ Willie told me. ‘I said, “When I come to Minneapolis I’ll sit down and talk to you about it.”’


Willie was also a musician of some skill. ‘When I was first started in the music business in Brooklyn, I was a drummer. And then by the time I left New York I played a little guitar.’ When Willie came to Minneapolis, he witnessed Bernadette Anderson disciplining Prince. ‘Bernadette reminded me of my own family. She was like his mom. I went to pick Prince up one time, and Prince had this girl downstairs that he was getting busy with, and he had done his business, and Bernadette walks in the door from work and asks Prince, “Did you go to school today?” And Prince goes, “No, I didn’t.” And immediately she started whipping his butt, right there in front of me, in front of the girl, everything. She busted him up. That was great, man.’




*





Though he often worked on music alone, from the beginning Prince also had a band. André Anderson (later to rename himself André Cymone), Prince and Prince’s cousin Charles Smith formed a band called Grand Central and began rehearsing in André’s basement. The story of the relative freedom Prince had in this basement to bring women home and enjoy himself has become an important part of Prince’s self-mythology, but it has also been taken up by others. Indeed, Howard Bloom believes that much of the focus of Prince’s career, and what drove him repeatedly to create imaginary Utopian societies like Paisley Park in his later work, was a conscious desire to replicate the happiness he found in André’s basement.


Much has also been made – not least by Prince – of the radio stations he listened to in Minneapolis during this formative time, in particular a station named KQRS that played a variety of white and black music that may have helped shaped his sound. But Prince was also an active concert-attender, something he has maintained to the present day, though now he focuses almost exclusively on female musicians (a recent trip to see home-town band Gayngs at Minneapolis club First Avenue was a rare exception). One of Prince’s favourite musicians and acknowledged influences, Joni Mitchell, has spoken of remembering Prince being in the audience when she toured her album The Hissing of Summer Lawns, which Prince later praised to Rolling Stone. ‘I believe it was him. Front row to the left. Quite conspicuous because he’s got those eyes like a puffin, those Egyptian eyes, those big, exotic eyes.’6 And Todd Rundgren’s former lover Bebe Buell has commented: ‘I met Prince when he was sixteen, when Todd was playing Minneapolis in 1974 – this tiny little person with huge hair standing backstage who wanted to meet Todd. And Todd did his usual “Oh, hi, kid” number, and Prince was like, “I play everything and I’m real talented.”’7
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From the start Prince was promoting himself as a prodigy, focusing on his hard work, discipline and desire to become famous. In his first interview, to his high-school newspaper in 1976, he pointed out that he had already been recording with his band, now renamed Grand Central Corporation, for two years. Pepe Willie first saw the band at Shantel Manderville’s father’s ski party. ‘I thought they were great,’ Willie remembers. ‘Prince was playing guitar, Morris [Day] was playing drums, André was playing bass, André’s sister was playing keyboard and this other guy, we called him “Hollywood”, William Daughty, was playing percussion.


‘Prince’s cousin Charles had really started the band but he was too busy playing football, so he had left the band two weeks before I got there. And he was the drummer. By the time I got there Morris Day was the drummer and his mom LaVonne was their manager, and she had bought him a seven-piece drum set. And she said, “I would love for you to work with them.” They thought I was some big-time producer out of New York.’


Willie remembers the set being made up of covers, with the band playing songs by Earth, Wind and Fire and other acts who were big at the time. ‘They didn’t play any of their original music at that ski party. I went up to the attic where they used to practise and asked them, “Do you guys have any original material?” Prince had this one song called “Sex Machine”, André had this song “39th St Party” and this other song “You Remind Me of Me”.


‘They started playing “You Remind Me of Me”, and I noticed that there was no introduction; they just started playing and all of a sudden they started singing. And I was trying to hear the words, but everyone was singing something different. And after they stopped singing they would just play music for another four or five minutes. So I stopped them and said, “OK, first of all, the construction is incorrect. You guys have got an intro, then a verse, then a chorus, and that’s the hook, that’s what people are going to remember.”


‘So we went on to Prince’s song “Sex Machine”. Prince had gone over to Linda, André’s sister, and he was telling her what to play. He put down his guitar and went over to the keyboards and showed her what to play. So then he put his guitar back on and started playing the song. Then he stopped and said, “André, let me hold your bass,” and he started playing this amazing bass line. And André was just as talented. Before Prince had even finished playing the bass line he said, “I know what you want,” and took the bass and played it exactly. Prince and André used to have contests – who could write the most songs in a day.’


Willie soon decided that he wanted Prince to come play with him in the studio. ‘I was putting my band together, 94 East, with Wendall Thomas, who was dating my wife’s cousin. Pierre Lewis was seventeen at the time. He was a keyboard player and he played like a lot of Herbie Hancock stuff, and then his brother Dale Alexander was a drummer. He was sixteen. Later on he played in [Prince’s jazz band] Madhouse. Marcie and Kristie were two girlfriends, and we started hanging out together and I found out they could sing. And I was seeing Prince play all these instruments and I said to him, “I want you to come record with me,” and he was thrilled because he had never been in a recording studio.’


They practised for two weeks and headed over to Cookhouse, which was, Willie remembers, ‘a first-class recording studio. This was before Sound 80, which was the top studio in the Midwest. For me, just to get into that studio, I used to go and talk to the secretary every weekend, and then she would introduce me to the engineer. It took me three weeks. I was just some black kid from Brooklyn.


‘When we went in with the band, we had to go pick everyone up, because none of them had driving licences. No one had cases on their instruments; things were put together with string and tape. And, of course, I had to pay these guys, but the union told me I could do a demo-recording contract and we could pay Prince a third, like twenty dollars, and that was great.’


94 East recorded five songs at Cookhouse – ‘Games’, ‘I’ll Always Love You’, ‘If We Don’t’, ‘Better Than You Think’ and ‘If You See Me’. ‘We did five songs in four hours,’ recalls Willie. ‘We just counted it off, bam-boom, and started playing.’ But Prince wasn’t entirely happy with the speedy experience. Willie remembers: ‘The next day Prince called my house and said, “Pepe, I have to go back into the studio. I made a mistake.”’ Willie was already happy with the song but nevertheless persuaded the studio to let Prince back in to correct it while he went off to play golf.


This early example of Prince’s perfectionism is, Willie says, audible on the recording. ‘If you hear the part that he changed on “If You See Me”, which is also titled “Do Yourself a Favor”, you can hear what he did differently. The guitar part that he was playing, he did the same part when that part came up again, but the EQ was different because after our session they had another session, and for them to get it exactly the way they had his guitar set up was impossible.’8 Willie would use the demos to get a deal for 94 East with Polydor, but they were dropped after recording a first single, and the songs didn’t come out until almost a decade later.9
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Looking at Prince’s early musical career – by which I mean the period from when he first joined a band, at fifteen, in 1973, to the release of his second album, Prince, in 1979 – what’s most striking is how hard he worked to be liked. There are plenty of provocative songs along the way, and it was in the period that followed this (1980–4) that he truly learnt how to capture mass public attention, but the overwhelming impression from these early years is of a young musician out to woo the world. From his very early childhood to the present day he has worked extremely hard, but still, he seems to have had a surprising number of people along the way who were not only prepared to help him with his ambitions, but also immediately recognised the enormous talent they were witnessing. There was no true striving in the wilderness to build up Prince’s character. Part of this enthusiasm can be explained by the fact that so many of the musicians (and businessmen) of Minneapolis were looking for a break. And, unlike in Los Angeles or New York, where there was endless opportunity for the talented, this was not something easily achieved in Prince’s home town. As Willie remembers: ‘All these other musicians and band members had heard what we were doing. We were the talk of the town. Prince was in the studio, everyone knew who he was, and playing around town we had [legendary music producers] Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis. They had this bus called Flyte Time that they used to drive around in and do gigs, and Prince and those guys played the same gigs sometimes. I was the only one who was telling them about the music industry, because people didn’t know about it here. The only people that was doing anything was Bob Dylan and maybe Kenny Rogers and the First Edition, but no black acts were doing anything in Minneapolis.’


Pepe Willie wasn’t the only person to pick up on Prince’s talent. By the time Prince’s band booked time at the recording studios of the English-born, Minneapolis-based producer and writer Chris Moon, they had changed their name from Grand Central to the more aspirational Champagne. Moon told me that he had set up his Moonsound studio by taking a trip at eighteen to Hong Kong to buy a reel-to-reel tape recorder, and built up a name for himself by offering free recording time to local bands, while also having a day job running the recording studio at ad agency Campbell Mithun. He also ‘came up with this crafty plan to give myself credentials’ by going down to the biggest radio station in town, KQRS, and persuading them to broadcast all the top concerts in Minneapolis, including The Rolling Stones, recorded in a studio he’d set up in his van. Given Prince’s on-record admiration for the rock shows on KQRS, it seems likely he would have heard Moon’s recordings before meeting him in person, and it’s also an interesting antecedent for Prince’s later use of mobile trucks to record live performances.


As well as establishing himself as a local producer, recorder and studio engineer, Moon had ambitions to write. ‘I’ve always been a writer. Ever since I was really young I’ve written poetry. So I was sitting behind the console looking at all these bands and thinking, “Most of the lyrics these guys are singing are pretty dreadful. I know I can do better than that.” But I didn’t want to be the guy singing, so I came up with this idea: maybe what I’ll do is find a band and write the material, and they’ll produce the material and I’ll promote the band out there doing my songs.


‘So I started out on this process of figuring out who I’m going to pick. There’s a steady stream of local bands coming through the studio all the time, and I started realising that one of the big problems with bands is that there’s some chap in every band who can’t get out of bed. Right around that time Champagne comes into the studio with this matronly lady [LaVonne Daugherty] who’s the manager. She was a nice lady.’ Moon remembers there being five members of Champagne, ‘all about fifteen, sixteen years old’, but previous accounts claim the band was a three-piece at this point, and these are the three members Moon referred to by name when recalling the session.


Moon remembers that during the recording ‘It was a sunny day, and right across the street from me was a Baskin-Robbins 31 Flavors ice-cream shop, and we’d been recording for four or five hours and the manager for the band said, “OK, let’s take a break before we come back and do the vocals.” So everybody took a break, and she and all the members of the band went outside and over to the ice-cream shop. Well, all but one. Left behind in the studio, Mr Personality-I’d-Rather-Be-By-Myself, little five-foot-four Afro-headed kid, who was more Afro than kid. And so I’m sitting there drinking a can of pop with my feet up and I look through the window and there he is on the drums. I have another little sip and go to the window in the control room a few minutes later and there he is on piano. Another five minutes go by and there he is on the bass guitar. So I cranked up the mikes in the room to see if he’s any good. He’s not bad. He seems to be confident, better on some, not so good on others, but generally confident on all of these instruments. And I realise if I only have one artist, I don’t have to worry about the drummer not showing up and screwing up the whole session.’


Moon waited until they were done with their material and then went over to Prince. ‘He was painfully, painfully shy and extremely introverted. I went over to him and told him I had a proposition for him, and he gave me a grunt. And I said, “I’m a writer and producer and recording engineer and I don’t want to be the artist, and I wondered if you’d like me to package you up and promote you and write your songs and teach you how the studio works and see if we can make something happen for you?”


‘And he looked at me, and he was as surprised at the proposition as I was at making it because here was this kid from the north side of town I didn’t know, I’d never spoken to him before, and I’m making this proposition to him. I don’t think he said yes; he just nodded and I handed him the keys to my recording studio. That was everything I had in life. And that’s probably not something a sane person or a rational person or a more prudent person would do.’


Moon says his deal with Prince was simple: he would pay for everything, and the only thing he wanted was to be given credit for the songs he wrote. Prince was pleased with the deal, but Moon remembers the manager, Day’s mother, ‘was none too happy about it, and as I recall the band wasn’t very thrilled either because Morris Day, he was a pretty flamboyant, outrageous, strong personality even back then, so I think it struck him as difficult that the quietest person in the band had been picked over him, the front man’. Day wasn’t the only musician who would later join The Time that Moon passed over before deciding to work with Prince. ‘We did a couple of sessions with [Jimmy] Jam and [Terry] Lewis with Prince. I brought Jimmy and Terry in to work on some other material I was working on. They came in and they had a very confident demeanour that they were big-time. They played on a couple of tracks, and I always thought they left feeling I should have been a lot more impressed with them and pick them up in the way I picked Prince up. It wasn’t that I wasn’t impressed with them; just that, early on, they were so connected and such a team that it didn’t feel there was room for a third person.’ As far as Moon was concerned, Prince was the future.
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WOULDN’T YOU LOVE TO LOVE ME?





For an artist who has appeared to shape-shift so many times in his career, Prince’s influences have remained remarkably constant. On stage at Paisley Park in 2009, he reeled off the names: Larry Graham, James Brown, Stevie Wonder, George Clinton, Sly Stone, the Jacksons, Tower of Power, Miles Davis, Carlos Santana, Joni Mitchell, Rufus and Chaka Khan. Most of these influences can be found on Prince’s earliest tape of home demos – recorded, it seems, after the Champagne sessions, and either before or around the time of the songs recorded with Chris Moon – which consist of four takes of ‘For You’, the title song from Prince’s debut album; the first of several versions of a song called ‘Wouldn’t You Love to Love Me?’; five as yet unreleased songs; ‘Don’t You Wanna Ride?’, an early run-through of the themes he’d later explore in ‘Little Red Corvette’, though bizarrely featuring a row-boat instead of a car; the straightforward love song ‘I Spend My Time Loving You’; what almost sounds like a show tune about splitting from Minneapolis, ‘Leaving for New York’ (his half-sister Sharon lived there); the fragmentary ‘Nightingale’; the primitive and self-explanatory ‘Rock Me, Lover’; nine instrumentals; and a cover of Rufus’s ‘Sweet Thing’.1


While the songs have, for the most part, substantial lyrical content, they also feature Prince scat-singing in places, presumably as a way of filling lines for which he had yet to write lyrics.2 Although sketchy, seemingly unfinished and primitively recorded, some of the songs on this tape have more complex lyrical content than Prince’s first album, and a closer connection with his later recordings. It also gives us an insight, at this early stage at least, into Prince’s method of composition: a man singing into a tape recorder with an acoustic guitar (and occasionally keyboard). But for all the primitiveness of the recording, it’s already as sophisticated as any lo-fi record put out in the 1980s or ’90s.


The most significant song on the tape, ‘Wouldn’t You Love to Love Me?’ (the title being tease, boast and invitation), adumbrates the major theme behind Prince’s early work: an explicit acknowledgement of both what he is offering and what he expects to receive. It is one of only two songs from that initial demo tape that would eventually be released, although not until 1987, and then by Taja Sevelle.3 The delay doesn’t seem to represent any anxiety on Prince’s part about the song, and indeed, although he held it back from the first album, he recorded a (unreleased) version with his first protégée, Sue Ann Carwell, in 1978. But maybe he felt it better suited for a female vocalist, the request too needy even for his earliest persona.4 As well as the Carwell and Sevelle versions, Prince has subsequently recorded the track three times, demoing it again in his home studio a year later and returning to it once more in 1987.


Of all the songs on the demo tape this presents the singer in his most seemingly powerful position, teasing his lover by refusing to settle down and dedicate himself to her (it will more usually be the male protagonist in this position in Prince’s early songs). Although the song’s lyrics are sung directly to a female lover, Prince is also addressing the listening audience, revelling in the attention he will get from female fans, while avoiding being imprisoned by their devotion. The only indication that the second version, recorded between the sessions for For You and Prince, is a demo is the return of the scat-singing (albeit here deliberately worked into the song’s construction, and still there even in the Sevelle version). It’s as good as anything on the first two albums, with a full arrangement and clear sound, and although some of the physical details refer directly to Prince, by the time of the third version – one of a number of early songs Prince returned to in 19875 – it’s become clear that this is a song he wants someone else to sing.


The instrumentals are brief and fragmentary. Perhaps the most significant track on the tape, though, at least in the light it shines on Prince’s creative future, is the cover of ‘Sweet Thing’, taken from a record whose arrangements were handled by Clare Fischer, who would go on to play such an important role in some of Prince’s mid-1980s music. Prince went from loving this record on his home stereo to playing it to his band, later telling band-mate Lisa Coleman that one day they would have to get Fischer to do string arrangements for them. Coleman responded by feeling jealous because they were her responsibility, but she knew that one day Prince would feel compelled to work with him, and eventually he came to tell her that he had called Fischer and asked him to work on The Family’s debut album, with Prince liking the result so much that Fischer was asked back to work on Parade.




*





For almost a year, Prince would come over from the north side of Minneapolis to the south on the bus after school, getting to Chris Moon’s studio around lunchtime, with Moon joining him later in the afternoon. Moon remembers: ‘The night before he would show up I would sit down and write three sets of lyrics for him to choose from and leave them on the piano. And his job when he showed up was to come in and if he liked one, work on it, and if not, tear it up and tell me, and I’d come up with another set. By the time I would show up, he would have worked out a guitar track or some kind of basic rhythm to one of the sets of lyrics that I had left with him.’


In time, Moon also taught Prince how to find his way round the studio so he could also record and produce himself while Moon was at the ad agency. Everything was working well, as far as Moon was concerned, until it came to the vocals, which Prince was singing so softly and so high that the microphone couldn’t pick up his voice.


Worried about freaking him out or making him withdraw further, Moon went back into the studio and laid pillows on the floor. ‘And I said, “Lie down and get really relaxed.” And I take the microphone and I bring it down and stuff it in his mouth and turn all the lights off. So he’s in there in the dark, on the floor, with the microphone halfway down his throat, pillows under his head, and over the course of the next few days I coaxed vocals out of him. A little, high, falsetto voice. Sweet, kind of reminiscent of Michael Jackson, and he had always said that Michael Jackson was his hero.’


Among the songs that Moon and Prince worked on together was ‘Aces’,6 about which Moon remembers: ‘I wrote that song because I wanted to really start playing with techniques, backward tracks, an experimental process, so I needed a song that would form the foundation for that. It was designed to be very experimental in nature, much longer too – seven minutes – not necessarily a really rounded set of words, but something that would give Prince an ability to step in many different directions – Mediterranean, Indian, all these different feels I envisioned him experimenting with.’ This song was one of four on Prince’s first demo tape, and the only one from that tape that wasn’t reworked for his debut album. Though it has been suggested by past sessionologists that ‘Diamond Eyes’ was written by Moon, he told me that ‘it was one of the first songs Prince wrote the lyric to’, after he had started to worry that Moon would be writing all of his songs, and that more of the recording of this song was done in the control room than the studio as Moon taught Prince how to record. Ironically, Moon has forgotten about ‘Don’t Forget’, a song they did ‘that no one got that excited about’. Nor does he recall the details of ‘Don’t Hold Back’.


Moon recalls that in an early example of the recording process Prince has adopted for the whole of his professional career, most of the songs were worked on late into the night. Only one song, ‘Fantasy’, was recorded during the day and was, he remembers, accordingly much brighter than the rest of the tracks. He also says that ‘Surprise’, another song previously credited to him, was actually a Prince-penned lyric and that it came in response to thinking about Prince’s potential career.


‘I had told Prince, “We’ve got to think about how we’re going to market you.” What I had learned in the ad agency was that when you had a product, there had to be a theme to the product and a marketing direction, and so I was applying this to Prince. I said, “We’ve got to figure out our audience, and for you old teenagers are not going to be buying your stuff, this is going to be for young girls. You’re cute-looking, you dance and jump around, so we need to have a marketing theme in the songs that speaks to them. Young girls, they’re coming of age, they’re becoming aware of their sexuality. I think that’s probably the most powerful force that we can speak to, and if we can anchor the music to the strong new feelings they’re having, we might really be able to gain some traction and connect with the audience.”’


Moon says that while he was ‘playing with songs that were of a general sexual nature, Prince was playing around with songs around the concept of getting pregnant’. ‘Surprise’ was one of these songs; ‘Baby’, also demoed during these sessions and later included on For You, was another. ‘I don’t know if this was something he was worried about or wary of, but I told him I think we want to stay away from babies because that’s not something young girls are going to want to be thinking about.’


Instead, Moon suggested that Prince work with sexual suggestion. Past commentators have suggested that he gave Prince the concept of ‘implied naughty sexuality’ or ‘naughty sexual innuendo’, but Moon says he now remembers very clearly that ‘double entendre’ was, in fact, ‘the exact phrase I used with Prince. I’ll never forget it. The way this all came about was I had Sundays off, and that particular Sunday I had a fortunate experience with more than one girl. It was a late-night party, and these girls had come back to my studio and it had been one of those pleasant, memorable experiences. And I think I’d drunk a little too much rum because the next morning I felt like hell and had to go to work. So I locked the door, and I’m lying there recovering from this wild night before and I’m replaying in my mind some of the highlights and this song comes to mind, “Soft and Wet”. What I’d been trying to do was come up with the anchor tune that would summarise this marketing concept, that would deliver the positioning of this artist to the audience in just the right way. And so I wrote “Soft and Wet” sitting in ad agency Campbell Mithun after this wonderful evening, tired, a little bit hung-over, it was ten o’clock in the morning, and the original version was: “Angora fur, the Aegean sea, it’s a soft, wet love that you have for me.”’


With this song, which Prince liked and immediately started working on, Moon felt he’d hit on a template for their planned album. ‘It was the first song where Prince introduced a break into the music. The words were so short and it was a lot more punctuated and a lot more staccato and abbreviated than anything we had done before.’ There were a few more songs, penned by Prince, that were lost on the way to the debut album: ‘Since We’ve Been Together’, three instrumentals – one of which, ‘Jelly Jam’, became part of ‘Just as Long as We’re Together’ – a revised version of ‘Leaving for New York’ and the Moon-penned ‘Make It Through the Storm’, which Prince later recorded with Sue Ann Carwell. But at the end of the session Prince produced a four-track demo tape containing ‘Baby’, ‘Soft and Wet’, ‘Aces’ and ‘My Love Is Forever’. Before sending it out, Moon says he had a little more work to do with Prince, who, he claims, didn’t want to release his records under his Christian name. ‘He said, “It’s gotta be Mr Nelson.” I said, “Mr Nelson? Look, let me break it down to you this way. There’s this white guy named Willie. Maybe you’ve heard of him, maybe you haven’t, but we don’t want to be getting confused with Willie Nelson.”’
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Moon was also involved in Prince’s first concrete attempt to get a record contract. When Prince went to visit his sister Sharon in New York, he asked Moon to set some record-company meetings up for him. This proved harder than Moon expected, prompting him to pretend that he represented Stevie Wonder, only to switch and explain he had the new Stevie Wonder when he finally got someone on the phone. Prince got a meeting out of this but nothing came of it, and when he came back Moon remembers him being deflated. ‘He thought the first person who heard him would sign him. And it didn’t happen, and neither did the second guy or the third guy. So now what I got to do is get him into the record companies in the right way. Prince wanted me to be his manager. And I had no interest in being his manager. I didn’t want to make sure he got on planes, I didn’t want to book his hotel rooms, I didn’t want to pay for his meals. I’m only interested in the music.


‘[But] I realised it was all going to stop right then and there, unless I could find someone who could pick up where I left off, and build on what I’d done and take it to the next step. The only manager I could think of had come and booked some time in the studio for this folk group, two guys, a kind of Hall and Oates take-off.’ This person was Owen Husney. ‘And he owned a dinky ad agency, two or three people working for him in Minneapolis, and I thought, “There’s a guy cut from the same cloth as me,”’ Moon remembers. But it took a week of sitting in his office before Husney would see Moon. ‘It started on a Monday, and by Friday I’d bugged the shit out of him enough that they finally said, “Look, this guy’s not going away, you’ve got to sit down and listen to him.”’ Moon persuaded Husney to listen to the tape, and he remembers that when he came back a few days later, ‘the lights had gone on for Owen’. Moon told Husney he wasn’t looking for anything more from him or Prince than credit for the lyrics he had written.


Pepe Willie remembers being impressed with Husney because he found Prince an apartment and paid for it, allowing Prince to concentrate on his music. Prince spent much of the first half of 1977 recording at Minneapolis recording complex Sound 80, working on improving the songs he’d demoed with Moon, paying special attention to ‘Baby’, ‘Just as Long as We’re Together’, ‘My Love Is Forever’ – which Moon says he had more involvement in than has been credited for, telling me that ‘that song was about a girl that I slept with for a year, and we never had sex’ – ‘Soft and Wet’, an instrumental, one song that would later be recorded and released by his first protégée, Sue Ann Carwell, ‘Make It Through the Storm’, and another, ‘We Can Work It Out’, that is Prince’s first out-take to rival the quality of any official release.7


This song, which ends with Prince hoping for a harmonious relationship with Warner Brothers, must have been written after Husney had found him a deal with the label. Prince has spoken resentfully about biographers seeking out Husney for interview, and though I did contact him, when he didn’t respond I didn’t push it. Whatever Prince’s feelings, Husney undoubtedly played an important role in bringing Prince’s music to the public, creating deluxe press kits to accompany his demo tapes that eventually secured the deal with Warner Brothers. While at Sound 80, Prince is also believed to have contributed backing vocals and guitar to a song, ‘Got to Be Something Here’, on a self-titled album by The Lewis Connection, working with Sonny T, a musician who would later join Prince’s New Power Generation and who Prince is on record as saying had an enormous influence on him as a young musician. He also ran into Pepe Willie and 94 East, who had come to the studio to record two songs for a single, ‘Fortune Teller’ (which had been written for the band by Hank Cosby, a member of Motown’s studio band The Funk Brothers and co-writer of Stevie Wonder’s ‘My Cherie Amour’, among several other hits) and ‘10.15’. ‘We were going in and he was coming out,’ Willie remembers, ‘and he said, “What are you guys doing?” And we were like, “Hey, man, we’re gonna go and record our single.” And he says, “Can I play on it, man?” And we go, “Sure, you can play on our stuff.” And he never even went home after his session, he just hung out with us in the studio and played guitar on “10.15” and “Fortune Teller”.’


By now, Willie recalls, they had hired Bobby Rivkin as drummer. Soon after, Rivkin (later Bobby Z) would join Prince’s first band. Also, on the first version of ‘Fortune Teller’, Colonel Abrams – who would eventually become famous as a house singer, best known for the hit ‘Trapped’ – was singing vocals. But when the tapes were taken back to New York, ‘Hank Cosby didn’t like the drums Bobby was playing, so he got this other drummer called Buddy Williams to play drums on “Fortune Teller”, and Bobby was heartbroken.’8
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It was tapes from the sessions at Sound 80 which led to early band-mate Matt Fink asking Bobby Rivkin for an introduction to Prince. Fink told me he was impressed by ‘just the fact that he was my age, that he was eighteen at the time in 1977. Bobby Z hadn’t been hired [by Prince] yet; he was working for Prince’s manager Owen Husney. He brought in the demo and said, “Just listen to this stuff.” When I discovered who he was, that he’d performed, written, played and engineered this stuff, I jumped out of my pants in excitement and asked if I could be involved. There was no one else around like him.’


Though it would be a while before Prince officially recruited a backing band, before he headed off, alone, to California to work on his first album, he recorded another dozen demos as part of a trio, eight of which were instrumentals. These 1977 instrumentals are of a much higher standard than those demoed the year before. Indeed, while occasionally lapsing into music-shop-demonstration-style vamping (and featuring one track – #4 – that tails off rather than finishes), these eight tracks are, in places, as interesting as Prince’s first two albums with Madhouse. Though it would be a few years before playing with a band would become an important part of his creative process, hearing him here with bassist André Cymone and drummer Bobby Z gives a fascinating insight into his early musicianship. Lengthy jazz-funk with a tension and drama that quickly establish this is more than mere noodling, some of the tracks (#3, #6 and the first-melancholy-then-amusingly-upbeat #7 in particular) sound far more expansive than those on For You, revealing how in order to achieve commercial success, Prince would have to begin by narrowing his creative focus. There were other demos too, known only by their titles – ‘Darling Marie’, ‘Hello, My Love’, ‘I Like What You’re Doing’ and ‘Neurotic Lover’s Baby Bedroom’ – along with several other tracks lost or abandoned on the way to that first album.
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For You, like Bob Dylan’s and Neil Young’s first albums, is both a perfectly realised masterpiece and something of a false start. Prince admitted as much to Steve Sutherland in an interview tape that eventually got pressed up as a picture disc, in which he expressed his frustration that the executive producer Warner Brothers had forced on him didn’t teach him how to use the studio as he had hoped. Prince claims he wanted to make a record ‘bereft of mistakes’. His ambivalent attitude towards the record comes through in comments like ‘it took a long time, it was pretty painstaking’, that ‘most of it was pretty old stuff’, that ‘it was a perfect record’ but that it was ‘too scientific’, and that after he finished it he could no longer listen to it.


Prince spent longer working on it than he did on any of his three subsequent albums, not taking this much time crafting a record again until he made a successful bid for a substantial new audience with 1999 and Purple Rain. The time in the studio paid off: it has the smoothest, most complete sound of the first four records, although Prince’s lyrical skills are still developing: it is the work of a nineteen-year-old, and as such has little in its head.


Only ‘Soft and Wet’, the collaboration with Chris Moon, made it onto 1993’s hits compilation and remains in his live set, and while For You is, in places, stylistically similar to Prince’s second, self-titled album, it has otherwise little connection with his later records.


All the songs on the first two albums are addressed to ‘you’. On the multitracked title song, a chorus of Princes (in a visual version of this trick, there are three of him in the bed on the inner sleeve) make the listener an offering of Prince’s life, and throughout the record we are forced to assume the role of his various girlfriends. ‘In Love’, which was the B-side of the album’s second single, ‘Just as Long as We’re Together’, is one of Prince’s simplest songs, more basic than most of his early demos. Prince sings of restraint and chains, but not in the sadomasochistic context he’ll soon explore on 1999 and Purple Rain, instead merely suggesting that if his love is reciprocated, it will liberate the object of his affection. ‘Soft and Wet’ is the record’s most memorable track, largely because it prefigures the sexual explicitness so important to Prince’s later records.


One of the lyrical limitations of this record is that Prince has (for the most part) yet to work out how to introduce developed narratives into his songs. ‘Crazy You’ begins with the promising set-up of Prince falling in love with a crazy woman, but while the eccentricities of his female acquaintances and lovers – such as the well-built exhibitionists of ‘Raspberry Beret’ or ‘Gett Off’ – will provide him with much material in the future, here he quickly qualifies the woman’s craziness by saying love makes him mad too, and the song is over in two short minutes. It is a mark of the album’s ‘perfection’ that even a slight track like this has a fascinating (and unique) arrangement, utilising water drums and wind chimes for a complexity of sound that prefigures the later experimentation of Around the World in a Day.


Along with ‘Soft and Wet’, ‘Just as Long as We’re Together’ is Prince’s most important early song. He demoed it five times on the way to the studio – the song growing in musical ambition with each version – and as these various versions included a test pressing for both CBS and Warners to prove his ability to play multiple instruments and produce himself, it can, without exaggeration, be seen as the track that got him his deal and kick-started his career. Knowing this, it’s easy to hear the ‘look-ma-no-hands’ ambition in the music. Lyrically, it seems oddly ambivalent for a song about devotion, with Prince oscillating between singing about how he will allow his lover her freedom and wanting her near by. One of the demo versions cuts off after three minutes, and this seems the natural end point of the song, the remaining three minutes in the released version being mainly a chance for Prince to showcase his musical skills.


The song about pregnancy that did make the record, ‘Baby’, is, whatever Moon’s concerns, the album’s most lyrically sophisticated track and is somehow more touching than any of the songs Prince wrote for 1996’s Emancipation, when he was actually expecting a child. What’s most impressive about the song is its economy and its lyrical sure-footedness. In relation to Prince’s career as a whole, it also sees him touching on two themes that will reoccur several times throughout his body of work: money and contraception. Although the press and biographers have made much of the occasions when Prince appears to have had brief money difficulties, from his first deal onwards he has experienced near constant financial freedom, and it is only in his relatively early songs that he sings about impoverishment,9 here worrying about whether he will be able to support his child and if he should marry his girlfriend.10


‘My Love Is Forever’ and ‘So Blue’ are lyrically similar in that both songs are about lifetime devotion (although it’s worth remembering that in the later ‘Let’s Go Crazy’ there is something beyond for ever). Both are lyrically generic (‘So Blue’ being the second song on the album in which Prince observes that the sun shines, although given the weather in Minneapolis maybe this is excusable) but as musically appealing as the rest of the album, Prince’s acoustic guitar on ‘So Blue’ already far more measured and sophisticated than it is on his home demos. Far better is ‘I’m Yours’. There is only one recording from Prince’s first tour in circulation – which doesn’t feature the song – so it’s possible he may have played it at some point during that run,11 but the song didn’t return until thirty-one years later, when Prince played it as part of his set at the Conga Room in Los Angeles. That the song slipped easily into the set seems somehow terrifying, indicating that no matter how long Prince lives, he’ll never get to do full live justice to his recorded work (although it would help if he retired some concert chestnuts). But he did make a significant change to the lyrics, skipping the verses from the original version in which he claims to be a virgin. As with ‘Do You Wanna Ride?’, this is a song in which Prince approaches a more experienced woman, but this time there is a distinct absence of braggadocio, and it’s among Prince’s most submissive songs, though the musical bombast hides some of the sentiment.


The interviews Prince gave to promote his debut were unrevealing. Cynthia Horner’s interview for Right On! is typical, Prince rebuffing each question with silly or contradictory answers, telling her he hates clothes, that his favourite foods are mashed yeast and Bubble Yum and that he doesn’t want to get married until 2066. Curiously, he complains about the late hours rock musicians have to keep, and his late-night sessions, which seems odd given that for most his life he has seemed almost completely nocturnal.


After the release of For You, Prince bought his first house and set up a primitive studio in the basement, beginning the practice of private demoing and recording that he would maintain for ever afterwards. Six short instrumentals, five unreleased songs and another version of ‘Wouldn’t You Love to Love Me?’ have emerged from this era. ‘Down a Long Lonely Road’ is a catchy chorus without a song, ‘Baby, Baby, Baby’ is little more than the title, a pretty-but-barely-there sketch, and ‘Miss You’ is even more minimalist than the songs on the debut. Two songs about girlfriends, real (‘Nadera’) or, I assume, idealised (‘Donna’) don’t really tell us much about these women, other than that they’re pretty and unobtainable (‘Donna’) or cool (‘Nadera’). Either way, neither the women nor the songs stuck around long. He was moving on.


Still, for a while, at least, Prince didn’t forget Pepe Willie or Chris Moon. As Willie remembers: ‘We got dropped from Polydor before our record even came out, and Prince and André and myself were hanging out in Minneapolis and he was so heartbroken that he said to André, “We got to go back into the studio with Pepe.” So André says, “Sure, let’s go,” and I’m going, “Well, where’s this money coming from?” I didn’t know. [But] I booked the time at Sound 80 and me and Prince wrote this song called ‘Just Another Sucker’, and me and my other friend wrote ‘Lovin’ Cup’, and then I wrote this other song called ‘Dance to the Music of the World’, and we went and recorded those three songs, and Prince played drums and keyboards and guitar and I played acoustic guitar and André played bass. I was feeling real good because I had support from Prince and André. For me, they were the two best musicians in Minneapolis.’12


Prince remained friends with Willie, letting him house-sit while he was away in Los Angeles in the summer of 1978. Willie found that being left alone in Prince’s home studio was inspiring. ‘He had this four-track recorder in his house. So I was housesitting and I started writing. When I was in Minneapolis hanging out with Prince and all these guys, I’d started playing keyboard and a little bass. When I was at his house, he’s got all these instruments here. I turned on the recorder and started playing guitar and keyboards and wrote these songs, ‘Love, Love, Love’ and ‘You Can Be My Teacher’. And then Prince came in from LA and I played it for him, and he played bass and some other things on it. And that was at 5,215 France Avenue, here in Minneapolis. That was fun.’13


A short time after the success of the first album, Chris Moon remembers, ‘I get a phone call from Prince. He’s with Warner Brothers now. He says, “Being famous is kinda lonely. It’s hard to know who your friends are. I’m calling to ask you for a favour. I want you to do for my dad what you did for me. Can you make him famous?” I said, “Prince, I’ve never even met your dad.” A couple of days later, I get a phone call. “This is Prince’s dad, my son says you can make me famous.” So he came by, and he was an older guy, a little weathered. He came with a case, and he opened up the case and took out an accordion. I’m thinking, “Oh my god, there is a limit to my capabilities.” He left unhappy and I never heard from him again.’
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STILL WAITING





It wasn’t long after the release of For You – which was respectfully reviewed and did well enough to establish Prince as a presence midway up Billboard’s Soul Chart, but didn’t break out to a mass audience – that Prince stopped wanting to just be Stevie Wunderkind and set his sights on besting Sly and the Family Stone too. Dez Dickerson suggests that right from the very beginning Prince ‘had a definite vision for the make-up of the group. He wanted a multiracial, rainbow-coalition kind of band’. Dickerson’s book provides a touching account of the frustrations and joys of those early days, suggesting that for all his early success, and deliberate separation from the band, at this point at least Prince was looking for a gang, auditioning players in Los Angeles but eventually bringing together a band made up entirely of Minneapolis musicians: his close friend André Cymone, the man he’d been practising with from the beginning, Bobby Z, Dez Dickerson, Gayle Chapman and Matt Fink. In the process of assembling this team, he also came across four people who would later return to his orbit: Paul Peterson (of The Family)’s brother Ricky, Jimmy Jam, Morris Day and Sue Ann Carwell.


Gayle Chapman remembers that she met Charles Smith, Prince’s cousin and the original drummer in Grand Central, through ‘some friends of his, and those friends were into Prince’s music, his first album at the time. Apparently they knew Prince, but they didn’t tell me that Charles was his cousin. They introduced me to Charles, and Charles would come over and we would jam together. We spent many hours just playing together. One day I was alone in my home listening to For You as loud as I could, and it was late at night and the stereo was cranked and I couldn’t have heard anything aside from the music, except I heard this voice, and it came through the ceiling and shot through my head and went out the other side. All it said was: “In order to tour he’s gonna need a band.” And I turned the music down and I went, “What?” I’d never had such a clear thought; it wasn’t my head speaking. So I asked Charles if he knew anything about it, because I knew these other people that we knew also knew him. And he said, “Well, Prince is my cousin.” And I said, “Why didn’t you tell me?” And he said, “I thought you were already playing with someone.” And I said, “I’m playing with you in my living room. Get me involved!”’


Of those auditions, Chapman remembers: ‘I showed up at his house at Edina on France Avenue. I was wearing a blue Jean Shrimpton dress and I had wild, kinda crazy hair. I looked like the Granola Queen, a hippy chick. I showed up and sat on the couch with all these other girls and some guys, and they all looked dressed for the part. And I’m thinking, “Well, maybe not.” And I went downstairs, and these guys all gave me the rude eye. I descended the stairs, and there was Bobby Rivkin, André Cymone – or Anderson, as his name was then – and Prince. They had a keyboard down there and said, “OK, we’re gonna jam.” And I thought, “I hate jamming. Can’t we just play something?” But no, they had to jam and see if I could “hang”. So I jammed and I didn’t think that I did very well, so I said, “OK, so if you guys can do that, then you follow this.” So I started one, and they were like, “So now we have to follow this? OK.” I left and I didn’t feel real good about it. I went home and I moved to another place further away from downtown Minneapolis and waited three months. By that time I wasn’t even thinking about it. Then one day – it was the end of summer, in September – I was taking a nap, nice fall day, sunny out, I was depressed, I think, and the phone rang and this monotone voice said, “Hello, Gayle, this is Prince, what are you doing? Can you make it to rehearsal in an hour?” And I said, “Sure.” I loaded up everything, stuck it in my VW and made it in forty-five minutes.’
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The best account of these early years of development can be found in Dez Dickerson’s 2003 autobiography, My Time with Prince: Confessions of a Former Revolutionary, the only book written by a member of Prince’s band. I also interviewed Dickerson, but over the phone he displayed a caution that is not so apparent in his revealing, but respectful, autobiography. What’s striking about the accounts of almost all the members of Prince’s early band is how they were immediately struck by the quality of his work. Chapman wasn’t the only one who’d been cranking up Prince’s first album. Dickerson had, by his own admission, a little more adolescent arrogance than Matt Fink, but after borrowing his younger sister’s copy of For You he was equally impressed.


Though Prince’s band included Prince’s childhood friend André Cymone and long-term associate Bobby Z, from the beginning Dickerson felt he in particular had a special creative affinity to Prince, believing that at this stage in his career Prince was still listening to those around him as he shaped his sound and persona. As Dickerson told me: ‘In the early days I really was closest to Prince. We had a different relationship than he had with some of the others. He’d come over and we’d work through things.’ It seems that what they worked through was not only music, but also burgeoning fame and the pressures of being in a band.


Dickerson’s musical tastes were in some ways closer to Matt Fink’s than Prince’s. Fink says his were broad, but that he had a particular fondness for rock, including Fleetwood Mac, The Beatles, The Who and the Stones. Dickerson and Prince shared an interest in Grand Funk Railroad, but otherwise Dickerson was much like Fink, though his tastes ran to new wave and metal rather than classic rock, with particular favourites being The Cars and Van Halen (after Dickerson left Prince’s employ, his next most high-profile gig was playing with Billy Idol). So it was unsurprising that when the band first played live, though the show was based around For You, they produced more of a rock sound than Warner Brothers – who, after all, had signed a sweet-voiced child protégé singing love songs – were expecting.


The rehearsals had been intense. At first the band practised in a building called Del’s Tyre Mart, which Chapman says ‘was an old tyre shop that was owned by Bonnie Raitt’s brother Steve in Seven Corners. It was a kinda dark, dingy place, and all this stuff was in there already set up. Everybody was there and I was the last person to walk in.’


Pepe Willie, who had lent Prince his speakers, remembers the reason for abandoning this rehearsal space. ‘Either he left the door open to Del’s Tyre Mart or somebody broke in. I think he forgot to lock the door. Somebody went in there and took everything. The only thing they didn’t take was my speakers. And so I said, “OK, that’s it, move everything to my house in south Minneapolis.”’


When they got there, Willie recalls the band rehearsing ten hours a day. During these rehearsals, Chapman remembers, improvisation was not particularly welcome. ‘He would tell us what he wanted us to play. There was one part on “I Wanna Be Your Lover” where he was really specific about what he wanted, and I think he always has been. I knew I was working with somebody completely knowledgeable of what he wanted when he would come over repeatedly and stand there behind me, kinda like my mom did, and say, “Not that, this. Play it for me.” And it would be just milliseconds different than what I was playing. But it was a feel he wanted it to have. I tolerated it from him much better than from my mother.’


Of Chapman, Willie says: ‘Gayle was real cool for a white girl. She used to like to eat that Brie cheese, and I hated that because it made her breath smell.’ For her part, Chapman remembers: ‘Pepe was an asshole. As far as I’m concerned, he always will be. He thinks he’s the reason I was in the band. I never met Pepe until we moved to his basement, which was several months later. Pepe wasn’t at the original audition. I’ve heard all the stuff about he was persuasive in my getting into the band. I never met him until I was in the band and we were hiring Matt Fink. But Pepe seemed to be a misogynistic fella that had talent in his own right. Whatever he did for Prince, God bless him, but we didn’t hit it off at all.’


Chapman says Bobby Z was very reserved. ‘I never really got to know him. I think because I was the female in the band and got preferential treatment on hotel rooms none of the guys really liked me. They had a discussion once and said, “You always get this,” and I said, “I wasn’t asking for it.” I was the chick in the band. “Look, I’ll room with you guys, but you’re gonna have to give up the bathroom for a little.” Matt Fink and I have remained friends throughout the years. We’re not close, but if I’ve ever wanted to talk to him about anyone or anything, I could call him. He talks to me. I don’t know what Dez thought. Dez is a different character. These were my band-mates, we weren’t friends. We were all young, egotistical and in it for ourselves, and we realised that once you’re in Prince’s band, you’re in it for Prince, whether you wanted it for yourself or not.’ Fink also remembers Chapman with fondness. ‘Gayle is a wonderful person and an excellent keyboardist.’


It’s clear from Dickerson’s autobiography that he had no doubts about his own talent, something Willie also observed. ‘Dez had come from this other group called Romeo, where he was the lead guy,’ Willie says, ‘and for him not to be the lead in Prince’s band was crazy, and when they had a break in rehearsals, I told Dez, “Look, Dez, I’m gonna produce you.” So me and Dez flew to New York and I produced three songs [with] Dez that I still have. And then Prince called me when I was in New York with Dez and goes, “Pepe, what are you doing? Dez is part of my band.” And I said, “Look, Prince, I brought you to New York, I brought André to New York. It’s no different. What’s the big deal?”’
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It was also during these rehearsals that Prince parted ways with his first manager, Owen Husney. Everyone seems to agree that it was over Husney’s disinclination to drop everything and get Prince some space heaters, but in his autobiography Dickerson puts the blame for the split largely on Prince, commenting that ‘[Prince] was expecting more of a concierge than a manager’. Willie, however, says: ‘Prince needed some heaters in the basement. He was already signed, and I told him, “Your manager’s supposed to be doing this.” Owen had this company called the Ad Company. I told him, “Owen is not supposed to be in the Ad Company right now. As far as I’m concerned he’s supposed to be in New York or LA lobbying for you.” So I go over to Owen’s office and I says, “Owen, Prince is unhappy, he’s cold, he don’t have no space heaters.” And these are Owen’s exact words: he said to me, “So I’m supposed to leave my company and do all of this stuff for some artist that probably won’t make it?” When I told that to Owen a while ago, he denied it. Later on, he said he quit or whatever, but I told him, “Owen, you’re fired,” because Prince told me to fire him. Owen had said, “Well, Pepe, you manage him then.” And I said, “Owen, I am not a manager, but I am not going to let him get screwed up in this business.”’


So Willie temporarily took over Prince’s management, organising his first two live shows, the second of which Warner Brothers representatives were attending to see if they felt it was time for Prince to go on the road. ‘We set it up with the Capri theatre, we printed the tickets, we did the lighting. And when Warner Brothers came around we shuffled them into the theatre, and those were Prince’s first performances after rehearsing at my house for five or six months. He thought they were ready, and I thought they were great. But Warner Brothers thought he wasn’t quite ready. Now I felt they were flexing their muscle a little bit. Not wanting to give Prince a big ego. I’ve seen bands out there much worse. Maybe they saw something I didn’t.’


Dez Dickerson says this disappointment played a crucial part in his bonding with Prince. ‘There was a level of respect with Prince that came from our dynamic early on. That dry-dock experience when we didn’t get to tour. I really helped Prince through that. I gave him the benefit of my experience and helped him to lead the band. It was a devastating experience, but it was really necessary, more so than they understood because it allowed Prince to live up to all the qualities of his character. It was one of the heads of Warners. Warners had the best artist development in the history of the business.’


I told Dickerson I was surprised he had come to this conclusion and asked him whether he really felt it was right to keep them off the road in their early days. ‘I really did. I’d been doing it for so long, I was the point man, the drill sergeant who ensured the show had a flow, a beginning, middle and end. The show at the Capri theatre, we weren’t ready yet. If you looked at the band, if it was possible to view the Capri footage and compare it to later bootleg footage – and there’s a lot of it out there – it would be night and day. It’s about chemistry. It can’t be learnt and you can’t teach it. It’s an organism.’ Perhaps because of Prince’s feelings of disappointment, a new rock song he played that night, ‘I Am You’, has never been released, though Prince had warned the local Minneapolis Star and Tribune, ‘We’ve got a few songs we’ll do at the Capri that I’ll probably never record on an album because they’re too spicy.’1 Chapman doesn’t have strong memories of the show, but does remember the impact it had. ‘It was a learning experience for everyone. It was the first gig with Prince, who was clearly becoming this very important little monster in the music business, and it was good to see what that would be like in his home town.’


Willie says Prince’s reaction to being told he couldn’t go on the road was to rehearse harder than ever. ‘He had to rehearse more. One time I remember he was rehearsing at my house from ten o’clock in the morning. At ten at night we kicked everybody out and I wanted to get hold of Prince, so I called him on the phone and I couldn’t get him on the phone. So I drove over to his house and I’m knocking on the door and nobody answers, and I hear this little tapping, so I walk around the house and look through the window, and it was Prince in the basement playing drums. This is after ten hours of practice.’


But he still needed new management. Willie got in touch with a friend of his named Don Taylor, telling him he had an artist already signed with Warner Brothers. ‘Don Taylor did the same kind of job that I did with Little Anthony and the Imperials when they went to Jamaica. They found this poor Jamaican dude who wanted to valet for them and they hired him and brought him back to America. And Don Taylor had learned the business like I had, and later on started managing the Imperials and also Bob Marley and the Wailers.


‘I called Don because I wanted Prince to have the best. Don flew me and Prince to Miami and got us both hotel rooms, and he picked Prince up. And I just stayed at the hotel room because I didn’t want to influence nobody.’ Willie believes that Taylor made an immediate difference to Warners’ attitude in regard to Prince going on the road. ‘Prince did sign with Don for a year, and Don knew Mo Ostin at Warner Brothers and immediately he got Prince’s tour budget raised from $80,000 to $180,000, just on a phone call.’


Taylor’s comments about Prince in his autobiography are mostly negative. He tried to engineer a collaboration between Prince and Bob Marley, to which Marley responded, according to Taylor, ‘Don Taylor a dem dah man yo want me fe work with? – mi hum in a dem day batty boy business, mi nuh even wan cum a yah office an meet dem or even sit inna same chair as im.’2


Taylor himself found Prince emotionless and was put out by Prince’s lack of concern about going over budget on his first album. Prince’s association with him came to an end, Taylor writes, after Prince made aggressive comments about his sister to Taylor’s assistant, Karen Baxter, and this side of his career was soon taken over by the Warner Brothers-approved management duo of Bob Cavallo and Joe Ruffalo, though in future years it would be their employee Steve Fargnoli (who would eventually graduate to full partner) who truly had Prince’s ear and worked as one of his main representatives throughout the most creatively and commercially successful period of his career.


Cavallo told me that it was Prince who sought them out rather than vice versa. ‘Supposedly the story is Prince saw Earth, Wind and Fire play at the big arena in Minneapolis and thought the show was unbelievable. He called and asked someone at Warner records, “Who’s the manager who helped them put that big show together?” And they said me. So he reached out to me and we set up a meeting.’ Cavallo says he had known about Prince even before he signed to Warners and ‘tried to sign him to ARC records, which was the label that me and Earth, Wind and Fire and my partner Joe Ruffalo owned. He was then very young, and somehow the head of A&R from Columbia got to him, knowing that I was trying to sign him, and told him that if he came with them, he’d have Columbia’s marketing and of course it would be possible for Maurice White [of Earth, Wind and Fire] to produce him. And that meant you had no chance of signing him.’


Still, he wanted him to audition and went to see a show. ‘It was kinda funny really. He was very respectful to me up through Purple Rain. He was a nice kid. Quiet. But I brought my eight-year-old daughter when they performed somewhere down in Orange County, not really the right kind of place. I didn’t set up the gig. And under the raincoat he had stockings and a little G-string. When he’d spin around, the coat would fly open, and I was sitting there with my daughter, going, “Holy Christ.” The story goes I go in and say, “Young man, you can’t really perform in your underwear,” and then he comes out in the second show without any underwear.’ Nonetheless, Cavallo was impressed with Prince’s musical talents. ‘I thought he was incredible and his band was very cool, a well-thought-out placement of characters. And I was all for it.’
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Though he had sold around a hundred and fifty thousand copies of his debut, Prince was still prepared to work as a musician for hire, and when Pepe Willie got in touch to ask if he and André would work with his friend Tony Silvester from soul and R&B group The Main Ingredient, demoing new songs intended for performance by a new incarnation of Willie’s uncle’s band the Imperials, he quickly agreed.


Willie remembers: ‘Tony Silvester called me looking for musicians, and I told him, “Look, I got two musicians who can play everything.” Don had this record label and he had hired Tony to produce the Imperials and they were going to use some of the songs that we played at Sound 80. So Tony flew me, Prince and André to New York and put us up at the Hilton Hotel. And Prince had started writing ‘I Feel for You’, and he had just wrote it on piano, and André had written this one song, ‘Do Me, Baby’. And I had written this song called ‘If You Feel Like Dancin’’, and the Imperials recorded it but it didn’t go anywhere, so we came back to Minneapolis.’3




*





Though Prince would pursue the rock/new-wave sound beloved by Dickerson and Fink on his side project with The Rebels (see Chapter 6), for his second record (recorded without the band) he remained focused on funk, taking into the studio the song he’d recently demoed in New York, ‘I Feel for You’.


Just as Controversy is a more commercial reworking of the themes, ideas and style of Dirty Mind, so Prince’s eponymous second album is a more commercial sequel to his debut. Although more songs from this record have endured in his set and at least three of them are considered classics (‘I Wanna Be Your Lover’, ‘I Feel for You’ and ‘Sexy Dancer’), it initially seems less satisfying than either his debut or the record that followed, Dirty Mind – Prince’s first truly great album, and one that remains among his very best. The reason for the record’s slightly second-rate feel is simple: it’s too driven by sheer naked ambition – Prince’s desire to finish the job he started with For You. He took less care over it too. Recording it in a fifth of the time he spent on the first album, and with a reduced budget, he seemed to have learnt not to indulge himself in the studio, and from then on would always move relatively fast when recording.


But while there is something mercenary about Prince, it’s an important record in the artist’s creative development. It starts brilliantly, and Prince would use the first two songs to launch himself to a wider audience in January 1980, lip-synching with the band to ‘I Wanna Be Your Lover’ and ‘Why You Wanna Treat Me So Bad?’ on the then-popular Saturday-night rock show Midnight Special and Dick Clark’s American Bandstand.


The American Bandstand performance also included an early and important part in Prince’s creation of his popular image: an interview with Dick Clark that the veteran host would later describe as the most difficult he’d ever done. Although Clark lay the blame on Prince, this was no Bill Grundy moment. Prince sounded polite and shy, as Clark interviewed him in the sort of tone avuncular hosts usually reserve for maths or chess prodigies. His questions were insulting, suggesting that Prince’s music wasn’t the sort of thing that usually came out of his home town, making fun of his youth (which visibly increased Prince’s anxiety, as he had shaved two years off his age), joking about Matt Fink’s outfit – ‘The man who escaped on keyboards,’ he joshed, as Fink had yet to start dressing up as a doctor and was instead wearing a striped shirt and dark glasses, which did, admittedly, make him look like a convict – and mocking his ability to play many instruments.


When Prince paused to recollect how many instruments he could play, Clark turned to the audience and made fun of him, and then questioned why he needed a band. The only moment when Prince truly appeared in any way provocative was when he answered how many years ago he recorded his demos by holding out four fingers in Clark’s face. Bandstand’s producer Larry Klein later defended Prince, saying that the audiences who were offended by his perceived rudeness to Clark ‘misinterpreted what [he thought] was basic shyness on Prince’s part’.4 Pepe Willie, however, says: ‘I ripped him a new one on that one. I didn’t understand that at all. He came back to Minnesota, and I said to him, “What the hell happened to you?” I was so pissed at him because the media was something we needed. I wanted him to call radio stations and thank them for playing his records. He wouldn’t do that, not after Dick Clark. What happened, he got stage fright, and he told me, “That will never happen again, Pepe.” From then on, in his interviews, he never talks about his family, always about music, he never talks about his friends. It’s what he wants to talk about. He doesn’t want anything to do with Owen Husney, which is terrible, or Chris Moon.’ Though Klein suggests it was shyness, and Willie stage fright, Dickerson writes in his autobiography that it was deliberate and that Prince had instructed his band not to talk to Clark backstage before they went on. Gayle Chapman agrees that this was the real reason: ‘Prince told us when he started the interview we were not to say anything. Dick Clark is a professional at his gig and he had this child on his show thinking he’s being mysterious. No smiling and no talking. And I couldn’t help it – Dick said my name and I smiled.’


Prince also recorded his first-ever video, for ‘I Wanna Be Your Lover’.5 The well-known footage includes Prince in a low-cut leopard-skin top, playing all the instruments and backing himself on drums as he sings in a visual recreation of the studio process. But there was also an alternative version which focused on Prince’s interaction with his band. Stripped to the waist, he is dressed in baggy shorts, leg warmers and shiny boots, his hair long and glossy as he snuggles against Dez Dickerson and strokes Gayle Chapman’s face as she steps out from behind her keyboards. Ultimately unreleased, it shows Prince creating an inclusive world that – while still punk and potentially shocking to Establishment adults like Clark – let the audience know that anyone was welcome to worship him. Though it stopped just outside the Billboard top ten, the record was Prince’s first real hit.


Even more straightforward, ‘Sexy Dancer’ is not just about voyeurism, but sexual interaction: whether she’s a stripper or a girl in a club, the lyric establishes that she’s touching Prince as well as moving for him.6 Along the same lines, but lyrically more gauche, ‘When We’re Dancing Close and Slow’ has Prince admitting to a clinical-sounding ‘sex-related fantasy’, with none of the lover-man prowess he would later develop,7 while ‘With You’ is Prince promising devotion for the first of a thousand times across his oeuvre.




*





Only one song hinted at the more complicated sexual scenarios he would explore on his next record. When appraised in the context of the era, ‘Bambi’ can be dismissed as a jejune sexual fantasy – a way of taking his obsession with cruel, unkind or uninterested lovers to the next level – but Prince’s very simplistic lyric is more troubling when considered in the light of his later conservatism. It seems telling that he played the song a few times in the very early 1980s, dropped it during the Revolution years, then returned to it in 1990 as his act became more macho again, including it (albeit very sporadically) in his set ever since. It’s always a mistake to associate the mental and emotional state of the singer delivering the song with the cool mind that’s constructed the lyrics, but with its premise that heterosexual love is superior to lesbianism, and its reference to making Bambi ‘bleed’ in the final line, this remains a difficult song.


The rest of Prince is far less confrontational. ‘Still Waiting’, a track easily passed over on the album, became an unexpected highlight in live shows: an early example of Prince’s ability, like Bob Dylan and The Grateful Dead, to completely transform a song in live performance, and it would become increasingly baroque and bizarre as he stretched it out with odd improvisations, eventually reaching a strange extreme in Monroe and Minneapolis on the 1982 Controversy tour. ‘I Feel for You’ also had an intriguing development, growing out of Prince’s earliest rehearsals, when he was still influenced by his early heroes, and then being offered to and rejected by Patrice Rushen8 before becoming a massive hit for Chaka Khan, so much so that until he reclaimed it, it was more usually associated with Khan than Prince – the first of several occasions when an artist who covered one of his songs seemed more able to wring emotion from it than Prince himself. Far less significant, ‘It’s Gonna Be Lonely’ is a romantic ode to a Parisian woman, the start of an obsession with European sexual sophistication that prefigures similar Francophilia on Sheila E’s debut and would reach full fruition in Prince’s second movie, Under the Cherry Moon.




*





After the disappointment at the Capri theatre, Prince and his band had to wait nine months before being given a second chance to impress Warner Brothers. Dickerson describes these shows as an unalloyed success, noting that it was at these shows that Prince began the tradition of the ‘post-show jam’ that remains an essential part of his stagecraft to this day. But as successful as these shows were, Prince still struggled with live performance. Though his first tour began with two successful shows in Los Angeles, Dickerson notes that the next night they were playing to twenty people at a cowboy joint in Dallas, and the night after to an inappropriately old-school audience at an R&B club. After a few more shows Prince lost his voice and had to cancel the entire tour.


Pepe Willie says the reason why this rarely happened again was because Prince got tips in performance style from jazz singer Al Jarreau (it was also at a Jarreau gig that Prince first met Sheila E, who would later become such an important collaborator). ‘Prince was asking Al how he built his vocals up, and Al said, “When you go out there on your first tour, you just turn your mike up and don’t give it your all. You build everything up, then you can give it your all.” But Prince was out there on the first gig giving everything he got. Then the second gig, he ain’t got nothing left.’


Taking two months rest, Prince and the band returned to the road for a handful of club shows, before joining Rick James’s tour as support for a fifty-date run. Chapman has particularly vivid memories of a date in Jacksonville, Florida, which she says was her ‘first experience with racial inequality and racial tension. People were quite upset with me for doing some of the things I was doing with Prince onstage, although it was all choreographed and part of the show. They’re screaming, “White bitch, get away from him.” It’s hard to ignore that when it’s a few feet from the stage. At one point in the same show, the audience started to press forward and people were getting hurt, and Prince finally did the right thing and refused to play until they backed up.’


The shows were billed as a ‘Battle of Funk’ between Prince and Rick James. Dickerson believes that Prince easily got the best response, arguing, ‘The freshness of Prince’s sound, the fact that he was being touted by the black teen mags as the next matinee idol, the sheer energy and flamboyance of the band and the show … all just added up to us destroying the audience every night, while Rick would struggle.’9 James, however, remembered things differently, writing in his autobiography: ‘At the end of his set he’d take off his trench coat and he’d be wearing little girl’s bloomers. I just died. The guys in the audience just booed the poor thing to death.’10


It seems odd that James would pick on Prince’s dress sense to ridicule him, as his own stage wear wasn’t that dissimilar: it’s not as if leather chaps, a bullet belt and neckerchief is that much more sensible than Prince’s trench coat and briefs. James was forced to admit that Prince’s performance improved during the tour, but he argued that this was because the younger artist was cribbing from his act.


The importance of pleasing the audience – such an important part of Prince’s early studio records – was even more prevalent onstage. Announcing the title of the second song, ‘Why You Wanna Treat Me So Bad?’, as a question before launching into it, he would change the song from a rebuke to a lover to an encouragement to an audience that was already screaming its approval. These were less rock shows than mass seductions. Before starting ‘Just as Long as We’re Together’, in a voice noticeably softer than his singing voice (or his famously deep speaking voice), he’d sweetly enquire of the audience, ‘Is everybody wet?’ It was also during this tour that Matt Fink adopted his arresting onstage uniform of green scrubs, a white face mask, hat, shades and stethoscope. Although this was in 1979, the image is as indelibly 1980s as Max Headroom: this strange, jerking figure at the back of the stage, ready to take off on a synth solo whenever Prince shouts ‘Doctor!’ – an essential part of what makes this band so visually interesting.




*





The end of this particular phase in Prince’s development was marked by the departure of Gayle Chapman from the band. Previous biographies have always stated that Chapman left for religious reasons and because she was troubled with a stage act that involved kissing Prince during ‘Head’ or by the provocative costumes with which he was presenting her, but Chapman told me, ‘That’s all hogwash. For years people would write that stuff in the books, and all I could say was, “They never asked me.” It’s not like, “I served God here, now I serve Prince.” I worked for this guy, I didn’t worship him. But maybe young egotistical males want that.’


Fink was shocked by Gayle’s departure, but even in the midst of his increased success and fame, Prince already seemed to be thinking way beyond the current moment, with a game plan that those around him sometimes found strange. Pepe Willie remembers a perplexing meeting with Prince at First Avenue shortly after the release of his second album. ‘I remember him telling me he wanted to get to a place where people couldn’t find him, and I just said, “Why?”’ But Willie had witnessed Prince’s occasional discomfort with fans, and could see this was something that might grow stronger in future, and shape his later behaviour.
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