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Aretha Franklin at the Chicago Theater in Chicago, Illinois, January 1986.
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Aretha Franklin, c. 1965.























INTRODUCTION


“A FORCE THAT CAN LIGHT A ROOM”


As an artist, Aretha Franklin is loved and revered, though many fans don’t grasp the full scope of her musical genius. Her voice is evident, an octave-leaping mezzo soprano capable of dizzying, melismatic runs. Mostly self-taught, Aretha played by ear with the kind of perfect pitch that allowed her to re-create anything she heard, note for note, before she reached grade school. She didn’t really read music and didn’t need it to record songs; the breadth of her musical knowledge was astonishing. So brilliant were her piano skills that pianists like Elton John proclaimed her to be a favorite. She was a master of phrasing and improvisation, toying with rhythm, vamping with spontaneous lyrics and scatting, taking songs where no one else could, her vocal pyrotechnics never obscuring her soulful delivery. Everything she sang—and she pretty much sang everything, including gospel, blues, R&B, jazz, pop, hip-hop, opera, country, folk—resonated with that elusive quality. “It’s like electricity—we don’t really know what it is. But it’s a force that can light a room,” Ray Charles said, attempting to define the word soul. There’s a reason she was called the Queen of Soul and will never be dethroned.


For music royalty, however, Aretha was distinctly “down-home,” as Smokey Robinson and many others who knew her observed. She rarely gave interviews, and sometimes didn’t appear at all. When she did, she was often covered in sequins, jewels, and furs, yet she was “of the people.” She loved to cook and did so for friends, family, collaborators, and writers visiting her at home; on television shows like Live with Kelly and Michael and Oprah; and with the domestic diva herself, Martha Stewart. Though a reserved conversationalist, she spoke in vernacular that made it clear she had an ear to the street. The album title Who’s Zoomin’ Who? was something she casually said while talking on the phone with producer Narada Michael Walden about checking out guys (and vice versa) in a nightclub. She was hip. She had a sense of what the public wanted to hear that enabled her nearly six decades of artistic reinvention and influence.


And she was funny, a trait she rarely exhibited but that was evident at sporadic moments, when she’d joke with her band onstage, or during informal chats, or in her film and television cameos. “The Queen had a wry, skeptical eye on the world, but once you got her laughing you were in,” Dan Aykroyd, her costar in the Blues Brothers movies, said. A skilled impressionist, she reserved her best for close friends and family offstage but occasionally included a “diva medley” in her act, nailing the vocal styles and facial expressions of her contemporaries like Mavis Staples and Gladys Knight, even donning an electric pink marabou coat to mimic the frequently feathered Diana Ross.


Aretha was also habitually and quietly generous. From her 1960s tour with Harry Belafonte to help fund Martin Luther King Jr. and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, to the numerous benefit concerts she played and donations she made throughout the decades, to offering hotel rooms and food to Flint families during their water crisis, she retained the notion of charity from her religious upbringing.


The church shaped her life early on, and it remained a fundamental part of who she was. Her family followed the preaching career of its patriarch, Reverend C. L. Franklin, moving from Memphis, Tennessee, where Aretha was born in 1942, to Buffalo, New York, and then to Detroit, Michigan. Her father’s philandering led her mother, Barbara Siggers (herself a gifted singer), back to Buffalo when Aretha was six, leaving C. L. Franklin a single dad. Siggers’s 1952 death had a devastating effect on the four kids, especially Aretha. “After her mama died, the whole family wanted for love,” Mahalia Jackson said.


Music, however, was Aretha’s salvation and doctrine, and it put her on the road from the time she was twelve, singing in churches and arenas around the country to warm up the crowd for her famous father’s impassioned sermons. Throughout the 1950s, she experienced the impact of segregation and Jim Crow—the restaurants and hotels that wouldn’t accept black patrons or allow them restroom access, and the information network by which they found places where they’d be welcomed, such as Gulf service stations (“We didn’t buy gas where we could not use the restrooms,” she explained). She perceived the power of her father’s magnetism, along with the freewheeling lifestyle of touring musicians, its paradoxical relationship to religion, and how to inhabit both worlds. In every way, there was only one outcome for Aretha—gifted with preternatural talent, scarred by loss, deeply moved by a sense of social justice, growing up around her country’s most active civil rights leaders and some of its greatest musicians—she was going to be a legend.
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Aretha Franklin in a promotional still, c. 1967.
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During a recording session at the Atlantic Records studio in New York, January 1969.





PART ONE


Detroit
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A portrait, c. 1964.























DETROIT’S NUMBER ONE DAUGHTER


Before the world knew her by her first name, she was Ree Ree, peering from the second-floor bedroom window of her family’s Detroit home to catch a glimpse of whoever was walking up the path to visit her father, Reverend C. L. Franklin. While he entertained, she’d sit at the top of the staircase, sometimes with sisters Erma and Carolyn or brother Cecil, listening to the adults converse and music being played. If it was very late and she’d already fallen asleep, her dad might wake her and bring her downstairs to sing for company.


“Company” often meant luminaries. Civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr., jazz-piano great Art Tatum, gospel icon Mahalia Jackson, Soul Stirrer–
turned–secular singer Sam Cooke, and countless more were friends and cohorts of the Reverend, whose fame had transcended the ecumenical world. Charismatic and progressive, Franklin was already making a name for himself when he was brought to Detroit to lead the New Bethel Baptist Church in 1946. His sermons were enthralling, providing African American congregants much-needed inspiration during the Great Migration and the long struggle for equality. During his years as a preacher in Memphis and Buffalo, he’d used radio as a medium, reaching out to a broader audience via his own show. In his newly adopted city, he became a recording artist.




“She was first Detroit’s, then America’s, then the world’s.”


—DR. E. L. BRANCH, THIRD NEW HOPE CHURCH





When local indie record pioneer Joe Von Battle began pressing Franklin’s sermons on vinyl for his J.V.B. label, the Reverend’s star rose further. Von Battle’s record store and studio were on Hastings Street in the part of town known as Black Bottom (named for its fertile topsoil when it was mostly farms), a flourishing African American business and entertainment district. He recorded numerous locals, including John Lee Hooker, after the influential bluesman had relocated to Detroit to work at the Ford Motor Company (Hooker is standing in front of the Hastings Street store on the cover of his 1993 album The Legendary Modern Recordings 1948–1954). The Reverend’s albums sold well, sometimes outpacing the blues artists, and demand grew to other cities. Within the decade, Von Battle would be recording Aretha as well.


The Franklin family first landed in Detroit’s North End on Boston Boulevard, a stately stretch of road with a grassy, tree-lined median, at the corner of Oakland. Compared to most of the area, it was a mansion. The Reverend couldn’t have chosen a better neighborhood in which to settle with his musically inclined kids; a six-year-old Smokey Robinson lived around the corner on Belmont Street, down the road from him was Diana Ross, and a block or two beyond were the Four Tops, all of them young and eager to perform.


Even among these future Motown stars, though, Aretha stood out. Robinson, “a sandbox friend” who became a lifelong friend, as she later mused, was amazed by the grandeur of the Franklin home and its contents, the likes of which he hadn’t seen—“oil paintings, velvet tapestries, silk curtains, mahogany cabinets filled with ornate objects of silver and gold . . . an elaborate Emerson TV,” he’d recount of his first visit. But he was more stunned by the family wunderkind. “We go into the house and we’re walking around, and I hear a piano being played and somebody singing,” he says. “I open this door and here’s little Aretha Franklin . . . playing piano and singing damn near like she sings now.”


That voice. Even a nonbeliever could hear something divine in a voice that came out of her almost fully realized, but it was her father’s church where she started singing, and where she made her first recordings for J.V.B. Aretha was fourteen when she recorded the nine tracks that would later be released as Songs of Faith, but her voice is uncannily mature. By then, she’d already lived an adult life, having lost her mother, giving birth to two sons (she’d have two more in her twenties), dropping out of Northern High, and traveling the country as an opening act for her dad.
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Aretha Franklin with her first husband and manager, Ted White, c. 1961.





Touring had a profound impact on Aretha, but she was still shaped by Detroit. She attended its public schools, skated in its historic roller rinks, and was influenced by its music scene. When the Franklins moved from North End to an even more spectacular, nearly six-thousand-square-foot home on LaSalle Street in walking distance of Motown’s Studio A, Aretha would stop by the small white house emblazoned with the HITSVILLE U.S.A. sign, crossing what is now Rosa Parks Boulevard (Parks moved to the area after fleeing the south in the late 1950s). “I would just go over to the studio to see who was recording, just to say hello, maybe to Smokey or Mary Wells, or someone who I was friends with,” she said. The up-and-coming Motown Records wanted Aretha, but she signed with New York–based Columbia, the prestige label that was home to Bessie Smith, Billie Holiday, and family friends Mahalia Jackson and Dinah Washington (she’d later record an album of Washington’s songs for Columbia after the singer’s death at thirty-nine).
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A “preaching and singing” concert poster from 1960 features the Reverend C. L. Franklin and his daughter Aretha.





Though she never recorded for Motown, Aretha remains Detroit’s number one daughter, because she never really left. Even during stretches in New York and Los Angeles, she often traveled home. She bought and held on to properties in and around the city for decades—including the Colonial she shared with her first husband, Ted White, on Sorrento Avenue between Seven and Eight Mile Roads, and the family home on LaSalle, which she finally sold in 2013 (at the time of her death, she still owned at least five properties in the region). As a Columbia recording artist, she returned home for a ten-night stint at the Flame Show Bar in the city’s Paradise Valley neighborhood beginning on May 3, 1963. It was billed as her hometown nightclub debut, on the same stage that hosted Holiday, Washington, T-Bone Walker, Moms Mabley, Louis Jordan, LaVern Baker, and many more.


Detroit showed even more respect for Aretha after her late 1960s commercial breakthrough. At Cobo Hall, in front of an ecstatic hometown crowd of twelve thousand, including her father and Martin Luther King Jr., Detroit mayor Jerome Cavanaugh declared February 16, 1968, to be “Aretha Franklin Day.” Five years earlier, King had test-driven his “I Have a Dream” speech at Cobo a few weeks before he delivered the historic version in Washington, DC. He and Reverend Franklin had just led 125,000 people down Woodward Avenue in the Detroit Walk to Freedom, the city’s largest civil rights demonstration.
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Aretha Franklin with Ted White in Rome, 1968.





In 1968, though, the city was still reeling from the previous summer’s 12th Street Riot, one of the worst in American history. Michigan governor George Romney called in the state’s Army National Guard; President Lyndon Johnson called in two Army Airborne divisions. Up until then, Mayor Cavanaugh had been considered a Democratic presidential hopeful, but his political loss paled in comparison to the death and destruction left in the riot’s wake. Even Joe Von Battle’s record shop, which he’d moved to 12th Street after his original location was gutted to make room for the Chrysler Freeway, was destroyed, along with priceless unreleased recordings. It never reopened, and he died five years later. So many of Detroit’s thriving black neighborhoods, including North End, Paradise Valley, and Black Bottom, were essentially paved over by the building of the interstate system and so-called urban renewal projects. Riots ended much of what was left. Aretha’s music in that era spoke to a nation grappling with social change, but for Detroit, their hometown artist was as important as her message.
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