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INTRODUCTION


‘No scale can measure secret treasures.’


‘More Than A Woman’


IT’S ONLY AFTERWARDS that you notice the significance . . . Doom-laden church bells toll in the distance. A female voice cackles like a wicked witch, the aural personification of evil and damnation. ‘Aaliyah,’ she intones. ‘Wake up . . . You just now entered into the next level . . .’


You can read too much into some things. ‘Beats 4 da Streets’, the first track on Aaliyah’s second album, One in a Million, was originally conceived as nothing more than a campy but spooky intro. But when, five years later, the singer died in shocking circumstances, it seemed like some kind of premonition. If Aaliyah truly had ‘entered into the next level’, then that term didn’t only apply in hindsight to religious belief in an afterlife (although God was always at the top of her acknowledgements list), but to the select list of iconic superstars who died before their time. Many, like Aaliyah, perished in tragic accidents – Buddy Holly, Otis Redding, James Dean, and, representing a different branch of showbusiness and celebrity, Princess Diana – while for others – Kurt Cobain, Tupac Shakur, Marilyn Monroe, River Phoenix – the dark forces of drugs, depression and violence were at work.


‘I wanna sing, I wanna dance, I wanna act. I wanna be the best at what I do. That’s about it.’


One effect of such an untimely death is that it becomes very difficult to view an artist objectively. There’s always an overriding feeling of, as one of Aaliyah’s last recordings asks, ‘What If?’ The young Aaliyah had ambitions to become another Barbra Streisand or Whitney Houston, crossing over between the music business and the movie industry as a traditional ‘allround entertainer’. She was certainly on her way, with two well-received movie performances adding to the sense of wasted promise. However, her later recordings, and rumours of plans to collaborate with left-field titans Beck and Trent Reznor, hint at aspirations well beyond the MoR style of her girlhood idols. Her desire to imbue urban soul/R&B with new sonic possibilities makes her loss doubly poignant. We don’t only mourn for the superstar she was about to become, but for further musical innovations that never came to pass.


‘I stuck with my family and my deep belief in God.’


In Aaliyah’s case, such speculation becomes ever more intense because she made herself into a figure of mystery. Even now, her fans debate such basic facts as her marital status. Who was this child prodigy, who pleased fans of commercial pop music while introducing them to new musical directions? What was the special quality that attracted such big R&B and hip-hop players as R. Kelly, Missy Elliott, Timbaland and Rodney Jerkins to her? What was the truth behind the hype, the mystique and the rumours?


She seemed to enjoy teasing outsiders about who ‘the real Aaliyah’ was. As she said of her performing persona, in the year she died, ‘you get so used to it that it becomes second nature – the way you kind of turn on “you”. Sometimes I’m not even aware of what I’m doing. It’s not all for show, and it’s not all put on. But at the same time, there are things that I keep for myself.’ Even those close to her seemed unable to penetrate her mystique, particularly in the early days: ‘my parents would tell me so many times: “We don’t really know what you’re thinking, what’s going on with you? We don’t get you at all.”’


Since her death, everything now seems laced with eerie significance. Her last movie role was as a vampire – a creature that triumphs over death itself. Even a recurrent dream she spoke of now reads like a grim portent: ‘It’s dark in my favourite dream,’ she told the German magazine Die Zeitof, shortly before she died. ‘Someone is following me, I’m scared. Then suddenly I lift off, far away. How do I feel? As if I’m swimming in air, weightless. Nobody can touch me.’


‘I’ve always known what I wanted and I go after it no matter what.’


Aaliyah exercised her talent in a musical genre – commercial, hip-hop-influenced R&B – that’s often criticised for a preponderance of hype and image, even more so than other modern musical styles. Many performers, signed up for their looks or their attitude rather than their talent, are left to flounder when the next batch of new flesh comes along. There are a hell of a lot of people more concerned with sipping expensive cocktails, or flashing ostentatious jewellery, than creating music that’s anything more than a yell ‘to all my homies in the house’.


But Aaliyah was different. Her talent had been evident since she was a small child, and, even in her twenties, she displayed the same childlike delight in performing. It was this uncomplicated, unaffected charm that distinguished her from the prima donnas and egomaniac faux-gangstas who demand exactly the right vintage champagne in their jacuzzi. She was a home girl in the best sense of the term, deeply loyal to the family who supported her thoughout her career, only to walk behind her, dazed with grief, on her final journey.
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Aaliyah stares down the camera during a Vibe photo shoot, February 1998.
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Aaliyah captivated the camera with her sensuality and mystique. (Vibe magazine, February 1998)





‘I don’t know what’s going to happen in the next five or ten years. At some point I wanted to have a family and settle down, but I don’t see that happening for a long time because I really love this. This is my life, my world.’


There were certainly a few downturns in Aaliyah’s life, both personally and professionally. She had only just settled into a happy emotional relationship shortly before she died. And, in a bitter irony, none of her records ever topped the charts until she was no longer around to soak up the adulation. Maybe Aaliyah’s belated success was due to a knee-jerk sympathetic reaction. For the circumstances of her death will always loom disproportionately large, whenever people think of her. But it’s her life, not her tragic end, that we’re here to celebrate.


Any number of books could be written on the ‘What If?’ element of Aaliyah’s short, shining career. But this book focuses on the facts, the 22 brief years that make up the life of a performer who was truly ‘One in a Million’.


Let’s all enter into the next level.
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1: SEARCHING FOR STARDOM


‘I still remember walking through the park . . .’


‘Those Were The Days’


NEW YORK CITY, 1979. Brooklyn: the most populous of the city’s five boroughs. 1979 doesn’t seem so long ago, but in many ways it was a different planet. Imagine it: no CDs; no MTV; no PlayStations. Michael Jackson was still black, but most mainstream music broadcasting was still whiter than white. The big noise in the clubs during the past decade had been disco – but disco was dying on its gold lamé ass, hijacked by the Bee Gees and John Travolta for the movie Saturday Night Fever.


In its place was a new sound, New York’s own sound. It was a fusion of Jamaican sound systems and the wit and wisdom of the Bronx. Add some graffiti from a spraycan, twirl on your head, and, as the Sugarhill Gang put it, you’ve got ‘the rhythm of the boogie, the beat.’


‘My parents just tell me, “If you know what you want you should stay determined and go for it.” You can do anything.’


To many outsiders, it sounded like gibberish, but it was following in a great tradition of African-American music. Rock ’n’ roller Little Richard, in the Fifties, had hollered out, ‘Awopbopaloobopawopbamboom!’ Soul man Otis Redding, in the Sixties, had sung ‘Fa-Fa-Fa-Fa-Fa’. The latest addition to the lexicon of popular culture was, of course, called hip-hop.


Diane and Michael Haughton were residents of the Bedford-Stuyvesant area of Brooklyn. It was the biggest black neighbourhood in the whole of New York City, later the location for Spike Lee’s incendiary movie Do the Right Thing. The Haughtons were a musical family, especially Diane, who had a beautiful voice. Before becoming a full-time mother she had sung professionally in musicals touring the country, and her singing continued to be a feature of the Haughtons’ close-knit family life. But, on 16 January 1979, it’s unlikely that their minds were on the new musical revolution brewing in their hometown. It was the day Diane gave birth to their second child, christened Aaliyah Dana – the first name being an Arabic word for ‘the highest’ or ‘the most exalted’. It’s the feminine version of the surname taken by the young boxer originally called Cassius Clay, when he converted to Islam and became Muhammad Ali. In black America, the bearer of such a name had much to live up to. Aaliyah came to love her name. ‘It’s a beautiful name, I’m very proud of it’, she later said. And she did her best to live up to it, as she famously later declared, ‘I try every day.’
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Third Annual Aid Fundraiser at the Sam Goody Store in Los Angeles, 1994.





The Haughtons also had family history in another city crucial to the development of African-American music: Detroit, Michigan. When Aaliyah was just four years old, the family of four (including her devoted elder brother, Rashad) moved out of Brooklyn and headed back west to their relatives’ hometown. Diane’s brother Barry Hankerson lived there with his wife, and their son Jomo, so the two families quickly formed a clan; Aaliyah and Rashad spending a lot of time with their cousin. Speaking to the writer Christopher John Farley in 2001, Jomo reminisced about their day to day life. ‘Growing up we lived five blocks apart. I used to walk them home from school sometimes when Aunt Diane couldn’t get there and stuff.’


‘It was always part of my thing that I want people to look at me as an entertainer.’


Detroit is not a picturesque city, but it’s famous for two products. Both were constructed on an assembly line, and both helped to define the identity of the USA in the 20th century: the cars built by Ford Motors, and the glorious, lifeaffirming music of the Tamla Motown label. Motown, home to soul legends including Diana Ross, Marvin Gaye and Stevie Wonder, in the sixties and seventies, gave Detroit a powerful identity. It has retained its position as a centre for popular music made by black artists, borne of hard graft and infused with pride in its cultural origin. In the eighties the tradition was continued by the dance music of innovators such as Juan Atkins, Derrick May and Kevin Saunderson. And in the nineties, one of Detroit’s most famous exports, although white, gave the world his own attitude-infused take on the city and its music. The real Slim Shady, aka Eminem, has helped immortalise Detroit further, and his feature film debut 8Mile has bought Detroit alive for a new world-wide audience, portraying a gritty urban landscape, filled with residents whose dreams flourish amidst decay and disaffection.


Aaliyah’s artistic development would be shaped by the move to Detroit. She spent her childhood in a city steeped in music and industry. Her ambition, determination, and work ethic, borne out of her own drive and nurtured by her family, was also influenced by her environment. Aaliyah might have lived in a nice middle class neighbourhood, but all the walls of Detroit breathe a musical history, one that continues to this day, and now encloses Aayliah in its legacy.


Whatever Aaliyah was going to do with her life, it was fairly certain she wasn’t going to work on a production line at Ford’s. For there was a family connection to the legendary music-making machine begun by Berry Gordy, Jr. at 2648 West Grand Boulevard. Diane Haughton’s brother, Barry Hankerson, was married at that time to Gladys Knight, one of the company’s star attractions in the late 1960s. And Gladys, in her turn, would later have a pivotal role in propelling Aaliyah to stardom.
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Aaliyah the home-girl, in a shoot for Tommy Hilfiger, 1996.





But for now, little Miss Haughton was just another happy-go-lucky kid from a comfortable, if not wealthy, home on the west side of Motor City. The only thing that set her apart from her schoolfriends was the musical ability that was apparent almost as soon as she was walking and talking. Her mother was a talented singer, and little Aaliyah soon showed a similar gift, copying the music she heard around her. By the mid-Eighties, when Whitney Houston became a big name, Aaliyah was quickly able to match the soul diva note for note. Says Jomo, ‘I remember that once Rashad and Aaliyah got to Detroit, that Aaliyah and Aunt Diane would always be around the house singing. Growing up, Aaliyah would sing the whole Whitney Houston album and the whole Luther Vandross album around the house.’ Diane and Michael had no qualms about supporting their daughter in her wish to become an entertainer and were more than instrumental in helping her develop her career. Aaliyah later explained, ‘When I told my parents I wanted to embark along this path, they were with me all the way.’ This loving closeness and support was something Aaliyah always derived strength from. She would later tell Vibe magazine, ‘I’m a survivor, and I can handle anything. I’m very confident about that. I come from a very strong family and they are always there to protect me.’


‘I was a pretty popular kid, but I think I was like all kids and went through an awkward stage.’


Aaliyah was lucky enough to attend Gesu Elementary School, which had a tradition of putting on large-scale musical shows. In her first grade she landed the role of an orphan in Annie, her first experience of a paying audience, and of the discipline required to entertain the public. It’s tempting to see this as a defining moment, the point at which she became set on a showbusiness career. Aaliyah later described how she felt being on stage. Even though she had only one line to deliver, she loved every minute of it. ‘That’s when I told myself, I’ve got to do this forever.’ And as she later reflected, ‘I was very, very shy back then, but going out for the play helped me come out of my shell. I loved the camaraderie of it all. . .To be able to act and sing now is the fulfillment of all that I’ve wanted to do.’ A similarly revelatory moment occured when Rashad took the young Aaliyah to the cinema to see a Barbra Streisand film. Later, she remembered gazing up at the screen, and thinking, ‘One day I’ll be up there like Barbra Streisand. Acting, singing, she does it all.’
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