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“You need to tell the real story about my son.”

Katherine Jackson said it quietly—but with a clarity that left no room for misinterpretation.

It was nearly two years after Michael’s passing that I traveled to the United States to spend time with her. Over two days, we sat together—talking, remembering, laughing, and, at times, grieving. The stories flowed easily. Some were light, while others carried weight. All of them felt as if they had been waiting to be told.

Near the end of our time together, after a moment that left us both laughing, Katherine paused and looked at me.

“Dieter,” she said, “I already knew all the things you’ve shared with me...”

Caught off guard, I asked, “How did you know?” She smiled. “Michael told me. Whenever he was sad, he’d call me, and we’d talk.”

I knew exactly what she meant. There was a small room near his movie library—one he would retreat to in quieter moments. That’s where those calls often began.

She looked at me again, this time more closely.

“You were with him for a long time,” she said, pausing as if weighing her words.

Then she said it again—more directly:

“You need to tell the real story about my son.”

That moment wasn’t a suggestion. It was a responsibility because the story most people know is only part of the truth.

What follows is the story that unfolded behind the scenes — the vision, the thinking, and the plans that were still taking shape.

Mrs. Jackson helped me realize that it was my responsibility to tell “the real story” about my friend. This book is the direct result of her encouragement and trust.

The first edition of this book (2015) came to a sudden halt just days after its release, when the Jackson Estate’s legal team learned it contained unreleased voicemail messages Michael had left on my phone. Their response was expected. What was not expected was the publisher’s legal team’s lack of support, despite their obligation to defend the work. The result was a self-funded, protracted legal battle—one I ultimately won.

Michael Jackson: The Visionary You Never Knew is long overdue.

I became as close to Michael as anyone could—not only as his manager but also as one of his closest confidants and friends. During the HIStory World Tour (September 1996—October 1997), I accompanied him to more than 80 concerts across five continents. After the tour, I lived with him and his children at Neverland Ranch for several years.

Through these experiences, I came to know a version of Michael the world rarely saw.

The media portrayal of Michael was very different from the person I knew—a hilarious, warm, and often playful individual. Beyond being one of the greatest entertainers the world has ever seen, he was a devoted father, deeply spiritual, and a highly strategic thinker. At times, however, he also confided in me about moments of fear and uncertainty.

This is the story of Michael Jackson, the human being — the man the world never had the chance to fully understand.

In the year 2000, Michael was preparing for a profound shift in his life and work. He shared his intentions, plans, and vision with me for what he believed would be the next phase of his journey.

This book offers insight into that vision.

A life shaped by extraordinary success... and, at times, by deep disappointment in those he once trusted. 

A life that ended far too soon.

On June 25, 2009, the world was shocked by the news of his death.

It was my honor to know Michael personally. I miss him as an artist and as a person. Most of all, I miss him as my friend.

With this book, I am not simply sharing memories — I am opening a window into how Michael Jackson thought, created, and envisioned what came next. Some of what you will read in these pages is not based on memory, but on recorded conversations. What he was building was not accidental. It was deliberate, strategic, and forward-thinking.

To fully understand Michael Jackson, you have to look beyond the stage and into the mind behind it—the ideas he pursued, the risks he took, and the future he continued to shape.

This is the Michael Jackson I knew.

This is the story that stayed unfinished.
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My Way

Miami, Florida, February 2003

KNOCK, KNOCK, KNOCK. The perfect silence at the luxury 5-star Miami Oriental Hotel was being shattered, one unsuspecting guest at a time. “Is Dieter here?” A few moments later, at another door, KNOCK, KNOCK, KNOCK. “Has anybody seen Dieter?” 

It was shortly after five o’clock in the morning, and the undisputed King of Pop, Michael Jackson, was wearing a blue hospital gown and a white surgical cap. He was knocking on every hotel room on his floor, desperate to find me. 

As Michael’s manager, I would typically be assigned a room right next to his. But because Michael was often active at night, listening to or experimenting with music, I would occasionally switch to a room one floor below to get a decent night’s sleep. Whenever I was expecting a visit, I would also reserve an additional room on the floor below, because Michael was known for knocking on the door and walking in. I didn’t want Michael or my guest to be caught by surprise. 

When Michael didn’t find me on his floor, he went down a level and kept searching until he finally found me. When I heard the KNOCK, KNOCK, KNOCK at my door, I looked out to see that it was Michael.

Not fully awake, I let him in. We sat on the edge of the bed.

“What are you doing, Michael?”

He didn’t answer. He began to cry.

“Dieter... look what I received.”

Without looking at me, he handed me an envelope marked “Personal and Confidential.” It was from his accountant, Barry Siegel.

I glanced at the clock—5:40 a.m.—then wrote the time on the envelope before opening it.

The message was clear.

Michael’s money was gone.

And the pressure had begun—pressure to perform, to appear, and to maintain a lifestyle he no longer controlled. Michael broke down.

“Look what they’re doing, Dieter... after all I’ve made for them... look what they’re doing to me.”

I tried to calm him, but nothing worked.

I opened the balcony doors, set the letter aside, and sat beside him. I pulled him close.

He kept looking back at the letter — as if hoping it would disappear.

“Michael, don’t cry,” I said. “You’re not going anywhere. Stay here. I’ll handle this.”

Eventually, relief appeared in his eyes as the bright sun began to shine into the room. Still sitting on the bed, Michael surprised me by saying, “Dieter, can you make sure we change everything? I need new lawyers, new accountants, everything new.”

Startled by the seriousness of his request, I replied, “Michael, that might be dangerous. Let’s get you back to your room so you can rest.”

We were both completely exhausted. I managed to get Michael back to his suite without being seen. As morning light filled the room, he looked at me and said quietly, “Dieter... we need to change everything.”

He paused.

“New lawyers. New accountants. Everything. We need to get rid of everybody and start from scratch.” His mind was made up.

Before leaving the hotel, Michael drafted dismissal letters for members of his staff. By early February, the letters were finalized and mailed.

The move to clean house had been brewing for some time. The letter from Mr. Siegel was the final straw. The damage it caused was irreparable.

That moment didn’t come out of nowhere. It had been building for years. I thought back to some of the conversations Michael and I had after his record-breaking HIStory World Tour in 1997. We discussed his plans for the year 2000 and beyond. What surprised me most about our talks was that a mega artist of Michael Jackson’s stature, adored by millions around the world, seemed to feel completely alone. He trusted very few people. At Neverland Ranch, Michael would often come out of his room, and we’d sit at the table to eat and talk. With me, he didn’t have to be Michael Jackson, the King of Pop; he could be himself. He would share his dissatisfaction with his management team and their business results. He felt that the people who represented him lacked vision and wanted him to keep doing the same things. Michael had a radically different idea. 

In one memorable conversation, Michael shared his simmering discontent. He began, “I’ve had enough of living my life like a trained monkey.”

I stopped mid-bite. “What do you mean?”

“You know those old street performers... the organ grinder and his monkey?”

“Yes.”

“I’m the monkey, Dieter. And they’re turning the handle... collecting the money. I’ve had enough of living like a trained monkey, performing for others.” Michael was determined to change that. 

Contrary to the mainstream media portrayal, Michael had a keen understanding of the historical challenges African-American entertainers faced. What he said to me in those moments wasn’t just conversation — some of it was recorded.


[From a Recorded Voicemail]

“It’s not a fluke that every great black artist, all the black artists, ended up penniless. And all the white ones still got their homes and their cars. They say they spend too much, and they had too many parties. They’re lying! They robbed them! Their accountants robbed them. Their lawyers robbed them. It’s a conspiracy to break them because they know money is power. And as soon as they get the money, they are afraid they’re going to lose their power. We have to be the ones to be the pioneers, the innovators to break this terrible tradition.”



At that point in Michael’s life, he was preoccupied with the question: “What have I achieved?” “What will my legacy be?” and “What do I still want to do?” Not only was Michael becoming clearer about what he wanted to do, but he was also very clear about how he wanted to do it.


[From a Recorded Voicemail]

“We don’t want to die knowing that we didn’t accomplish our goals. I want to die knowing I did everything I wanted to do. And I did it my way!”



After the Barry Siegel letter, my professional relationship with Michael intensified considerably. One day, while we were still in Florida, Michael called me into the living room of his suite. When I entered, I found him surrounded by five lawyers. I walked in, a confused look on my face. 

“Dieter,” he said, “I’m making changes to my entire team.”

He gestured toward the table.

“I’ve arranged to grant you general power of attorney.”

I froze. A general power of attorney would authorize me to make financial and business decisions on Michael’s behalf. 

“Michael... I can’t. I’m honored — but this is too much responsibility.” 

Michael pressed me to accept. “I know I can count on your loyalty. That’s what I need.” 

Because I was not part of the “system,” he found in me someone he could talk to and trust. He sensed that I understood his vision for his future and could help him execute his plan.

“Michael, I’m honored. Please, allow me a little time to think about it.”

“OK, Dieter, that’s fair. But I need you to do it.” He smiled. I’m sure he felt confident I would accept, but he respected my need for time to consider his request. Before the night was over, Michael left me this persuasive message.


[From a Recorded Voicemail]

“I just want your loyalty, honesty and your brotherhood. So many people, when they see talent, God-given talent...they suck them like leeches...take advantage of it. I’m so tired of it. I’m so tired of it. They start out the most popular person in the world, make a lot of money, big house, cars and everything. End up penniless. It’s a conspiracy...They do it on purpose!”



Michael Jackson received from me exactly what he asked for — a friendship and professional relationship that grew over the years — all built on trust, loyalty, honesty, and brotherhood. 

I consider myself incredibly fortunate to have had the honor of traveling around the world with Michael, celebrating special occasions and personal tributes, and meeting some of the biggest names in politics, religion, entertainment, and business.

Michael was not a powerless victim. He saw what was happening long before it fully unfolded. That is why he brought me in — not as part of the system, but as someone outside it, someone he trusted to help execute what he had been quietly building.

What few people understood at the time was this — Michael Jackson wasn’t merely reacting to his circumstances.

He was planning his next move. 

A vision he called MJ’s Universe.
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Beginnings 

Los Angeles, California, September 1995

When I received Karl’s call, I had no idea who he was. He said he would like to stop by the office to present something to me. When we met, he began, “Dieter, thanks for taking the time to meet with me. I want to get right to the point. Would you be interested in working with me to develop a marketing strategy for a new energy drink?”

Karl had worked for Red Bull for a few years, and he knew about my previous merchandising experience with Lufthansa and HARIBO. However, I knew nothing about energy drinks, which explained the puzzled look on my face when I first heard his invitation.

“Well, you know, Karl, I’m not so sure about this idea of yours. I don’t know much about energy drinks. Are you sure there’s a market for this type of drink?”

Unphased by my hesitation, he continued. “We need to find a pop star to associate with the drink. Maybe we can get Whitney Houston.”

“How about Mariah [Carey]?” I added to humor him. 

We spent the next few seconds taking turns naming an unrealistic wish list of the era’s top pop stars. 

“Janet?” he suggested.

“Bono,” I said.

It was his turn. “Madonna.”

Each name is more ridiculous than the previous one.

“Prince,” I said. 

By this point, we were both chuckling. As if on cue, we looked at each other. The level of insanity peaked, and in unison, we shouted, “Michael,” before bursting into full-blown laughter. 

The executives at Sony Signatures in San Francisco took our proposal to associate Michael Jackson with our energy drink more seriously than we had. To our surprise, we were invited to San Francisco to meet with them. 

Because Michael Jackson was a global brand, profitable beyond his music, we knew our competition would be intense. We also knew that in 1983 and 1985, Michael’s representative, Jay Coleman, had negotiated branding deals with Pepsi worth $5 million and $10 million. Given the size of those deals, we had a clear sense of the price range needed to close a deal.

After the meeting, we agreed to acquire the rights to produce the drink and paid an additional fee to secure Michael Jackson as our global brand ambassador. Once the funds were received, we would be able to present our ‘MJ Mystery Drink’ concept to Michael Jackson himself. 

Eight months later, we were on a flight from Frankfurt to Sony Studios in Los Angeles to meet Michael Jackson. I remember waking up during the trip to LA and asking myself, “What am I doing here?” The whole idea had moved so quickly. 

Upon arriving at Sony’s premises, my business partners and I underwent an unusual security protocol. We were led into an office suite and instructed to practice standing up, sitting down, and greeting Michael when he entered the room. 

Naturally, we cooperated, but the whole thing seemed ridiculous. Still, we were prepared to do whatever it took not to miss the golden opportunity to meet Michael Jackson.

While we were still practicing the proper way to stand, the door suddenly opened, and an energetic Michael Jackson walked in. He looked smaller and frailer than I had expected. The room fell silent as everyone's eyes were on him. 

The practice of standing up and sitting down went out the window. None of us was thinking about it anymore. Michael Jackson was already standing in front of us, close enough to touch.

The moment of truth had arrived. We proudly presented the can, with its glittering golden design and sparkling logo. Michael focused on the presentation, then went straight to the point and quietly asked, “Do you mind if I give it a try?” I motioned for Michael to help himself. “Of course, Michael, please do.”

Already enthusiastic about the can's design, we were at the moment of truth. Michael Jackson was ready to give the drink a try. Michael lifted the can to experience the unique peach flavoring specially composed by the company Wild Flavors (makers of Capri Sun). 

Trudy Green, Michael’s manager at the time, jumped out of her seat, intercepted the can, and said, “Stop, stop, don’t drink it.” As if we would want to poison our future global spokesman. The sudden move made Michael laugh, and soon everyone in the room was laughing. 

Although not allowed to taste the drink, Michael Jackson expressed great interest in the project and said he would like to see the ‘MJ Mystery Drink’ available for sale during the upcoming HIStory World Tour. 

Our mission was complete. We had secured Sony’s commitment to the joint merchandising project and, more importantly, Michael Jackson’s support. We were supremely excited about the future business prospects and headed back to Germany to begin production in preparation for the HIStory Tour. 

Lemonade 

Munich, Spring 1996

Once we returned to Germany, we immediately began mass-producing the ‘MJ Mystery Drink.’ To our great surprise, despite the agreement and the royalties paid, we were told we would not be allowed to access the stadiums to promote the product during the HIStory Tour. I was baffled, disappointed, and frustrated by the whole situation.  

As someone who does not give up easily, I managed to speak by phone with Wayne Nagin, Michael’s security chief, who promised to arrange a second meeting between Michael and me. I waited in the lobby of the Hotel Bayerischer Hof, where Michael was staying during his visit to Munich. Contractually, I was allowed to communicate only with representatives from Sony, but I did not know what else to do. 

After ten minutes, Wayne Nagin approached and told me to follow him to Michael’s suite. Once I arrived, I sat on a sofa and waited about half an hour before Michael entered the room. He was courteous when he appeared. Upon seeing me, he said, “I remember you from LA.”

As comforting as his words were, they didn’t ease the nervousness I felt about what I had come to reveal. Before speaking, I offered Michael another chance to try our healthy elixir. 

He took a sip of the beverage and proclaimed, “Wow! Tastes great.”  

“Thank you, Michael. Unfortunately, I have disturbing news.” I sat on the edge of a couch, facing him.

“Michael, your people screwed us. They took our money and have completely blocked us out. What are we to do?”

He leaned back on the couch and turned his head to look at his bodyguard. I was afraid he was about to signal his security to escort me out of the room.

Instead, he listened intently, interrupting a few times to ask questions. We sat and talked for three hours. As the conversation wound down, I thought, “At least there’s a bright spot in this horrible mess. At least I had the chance to spend some time with Michael Jackson.” We were served lemons, but they were turning into lemonade.

Near the end of our three-hour conversation, Michael looked down at his clasped hands and surprised me. “Dieter, I know what’s going on behind the scenes,” he said, looking up. “Will you come with me on tour?”

That was a challenging situation for me because I was running a company at the time and could not respond until I had consulted my partners. I stepped out of the room, called my office, and asked, “What should we do? He wants me to go on the world tour with him.” Everyone agreed I should go. I went back into the room and said, “Yes, Michael, I’ll do it.” 

Michael recruited me to join his team. Neither of us was adequately prepared for what eventually happened. But as a result of the courageous conversation we had, I believe he wanted to know more about me. “Hey, let me see who this guy is.” 

Hours later, after leaving the hotel, I wandered the streets near Munich Central Station. His offer left me thrilled. I barely noticed people as we passed each other on the sidewalk. If they only knew I was about to join one of the greatest pop stars of all time on his world tour. Deep down, I knew our meeting would be life-changing, and it was. Little did I know how close Michael and I would become, or how important a role he envisioned for me in his future creative and business plans. I had been challenged to join Michael in making HIStory — a challenge I gladly accepted.
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(A collection of memorable stories and favorite memories from traveling the world with Michael).

Making HIStory

The HIStory tour began on September 7th, 1996. The opening concert in Prague drew 127,000 people to Letná Park and was the tour's largest. I have never experienced anything like it before or since. Not only did the crowd astonish me, but their enthusiasm did as well. 

The HIStory tour was seen by 4.5 million people on five continents—82 concerts in 35 countries, including Seoul, Moscow, Taipei, Tunis, Amsterdam, Sydney, Mumbai, Kuala Lumpur, Helsinki, Honolulu, Manila, Tokyo, Berlin, Milan, and Johannesburg. 

In total, we traveled nearly 93,000 miles, according to the tour schedule. The countless hours spent in our “life above the clouds” began to feel normal, especially on longer trips, like the 6,000-mile journey from Tunis to Seoul. We would sometimes board the plane in a hot country and, hours later, step off in a place with freezing temperatures. Frequent time-zone changes threw off our biorhythm, leaving us jet-lagged. The concept of space and time slowly vanished. When we’d wake from our naps and look out the airplane windows, it wasn’t clear whether the sun was rising or setting. Before Michael had a chance to acclimate to one place, he’d have to board another flight headed somewhere new. On more than one occasion, Michael asked, “Dieter, I don’t know if it’s day or night. Where are we?” I’d tell him, and we’d laugh. If we were in one location for two concerts, promoters would add more shows at the last minute. We never really knew where we were going next.

No matter where we were, Michael’s performances never disappointed. His moments on stage and his interactions with his fans were highlights of his life when he was fully absorbed. He gave everything he had for two and a half highly energetic, unbelievable hours. Whenever I hear a song from that era, I visualize Michael on stage for two concise beats, then suddenly his dancers shoot out of the ground — driving the fans into ecstasy. 

Michael was a perfectionist who left nothing to chance because he wanted every show to be the best. Hours before the concert, Michael would examine every inch of the stage and practice the critical movement sequences until they became second nature. He’d also check with the technicians to ensure the sound and light effects were perfectly timed. Michael had a team that helped implement the perfectly crafted choreography and special effects, including the choreographer Kenny Ortega and the stage technicians, special-effects engineers, craftsmen, and pyrotechnists. 

Michael would often stand in the middle of the stage in the empty stadium to get a feel for the atmosphere of each venue. He’d stretch out his arms, close his eyes, and lean his head back, spending a few moments mentally preparing by visualizing the upcoming show. His visualization and meditation practice were an essential calm before the storm. It was part of his preparation ritual, used to ensure optimum performance in each stadium.

The operational logistics for a tour of that size were intricate and insane. After each show, trucks would load up at the venue and head directly to the airport. Piece by piece, the roadies would load the stage, acoustic and technical equipment, lighting systems, and effect machines, along with the wardrobe and all the instruments. A wide ramp extended from the plane so the trucks could pull right up to the aircraft. 

The air transportation for the HIStory tour, two enormous Ukrainian Antonov ASTC airplanes, was extraordinary. Antonov airplanes were the world’s largest propeller-driven cargo planes. While Antonov 2 was being loaded at one location, Antonov 1 was already en route to the next tour location – fully loaded. 

We learned through experience that the Antonov had a notorious safety record, which helped explain some of the problems we had in getting permission to land. At first, I thought the size of the Antonov or the runway’s capacity was the problem. Later, I learned about the aircraft’s dubious reputation. What a logistical nightmare! All the equipment then had to be transported by trucks from an alternative airport, much farther away, to the concert venue. 

The obsolete Antonovs had been chartered by a Russian provider who chose those aircraft over safer, newer planes to cut costs and increase his profits. Michael also learned that the pilots sometimes slept on the plane overnight to save on hotel expenses.

Michael and his team followed Antonov 1 in a specially chartered, luxurious Boeing 737. Whenever possible, even when there wasn’t much time, he would try to do a little shopping or sightseeing. He enjoyed visiting museums or meeting dignitaries when there was enough time. We experienced a few instances when we were not cleared for takeoff with the Boeing 737 because the plane was overloaded with luggage. We all – especially Michael – bought a lot of interesting souvenirs, accessories, folk art, and clothes when we visited all the fantastic places throughout the tour. In those cases, the relics had to be transported separately as air freight.
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