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FOREWORD


Michael Jackson was born on 29 August 1958. He was only five years old when he made his first appearance onstage with his family’s musical group, alongside his four brothers. The Jackson Five soon became a musical phenomenon, largely thanks to Motown Records, the famous soul label created by Berry Gordy Jr. Although the youngest member of the group, Michael soon became the leader. He established himself as a fully-formed star and within a blink of an eye he was tasting the fruits of success as a solo artist.


Just after turning 21 years old, Michael broke from the group and set out on his own, building a solo career, hit song by hit song. He created his own universe: his music, dancing, and fashion fascinated a growing number of the public. He had only just turned 25 when Thriller became the bestselling album of all time and established the music video as an artistic medium that would be available to the public at large via MTV.


Despite all this, few books are dedicated entirely to Michael Jackson’s music, or his art more generally. Throughout his lifetime, Michael managed his career by showcasing the end results of his labor, which he painstakingly curated while hiding the work he did behind the scenes. It wasn’t until after his death that the artistic heritage of the man known as the King of Pop was finally reassessed.


This book establishes itself alongside other volumes of his grand total collection by endeavoring—for the first time ever—to delve into Michael Jackson’s musical career, song by song. The oeuvre of the creator of Billie Jean is more complex than it seems and unfolds here in four parts:





-   Michael Jackson began with The Jackson Five (Motown) and The Jacksons (Epic). For the purposes of this book we sorted through the discographies of these two groups and selected the pieces that best represent Michael’s contributions.


-   At thirteen years old, Michael Jackson recorded his first solo albums with Motown. His adult solo career, which was entirely under his control, launched with the 1979 release of Off the Wall. We delved into these two eras, illustrating how some of Michael’s Motown colleagues would remain by his side throughout his career.


-   In addition to the albums and singles Michael released in a group or as a solo artist, we made sure to include the numerous collaborations that allowed him to rub shoulders with certain artists, who would often join him on his personal adventures in music.


-   Lastly, Michael hid a treasure trove of songs that have never been released. We discussed all the ones we were able to document as completely as possible, even though some of them remain unavailable through official channels.


While Michael Jackson is known across the world for a long list of hits, most of which he composed himself, he is also known for his decisive contribution to the evolution of music videos, known in the Jackson universe as “short films.” As such, and for the first time in a collection of his work, we analyze in detail the videography of this artist.


We searched for the names of all the musicians and contributors involved in Michael Jackson’s artistic projects. When we didn’t have all of the information, or the information could not be verified, we marked it with the word “unknown,” opening the door to further research and findings.


Now as we launch into this extraordinary journey and history, we begin with the early 1960s in the very humble city of Gary, Indiana, and five young siblings tirelessly practicing songs and dances under the watchful eye of their father, Joe Jackson. The story of The Jackson Five has begun. Little Michael can scarcely imagine that he will one day become the King of Pop.




FROM THE JACKSON FIVE TO THE JACKSONS: THE CHILDHOOD OF THE KING OF POP


Gary, Indiana


In 1950, in northern United States, a region still dominated by the steel industry, Joseph (known as Joe) and Katherine Jackson set up home in the city of Gary, Indiana, not far from Chicago. The little house at 2300 Jackson Street had just three rooms, and soon got too small for the young couple and their growing number of children: Rebbie (born 1950), Jackie (1951), Tito (1953), Jermaine (1954), La Toya (1956), Marlon (1957) and his twin, Brandon, who died prematurely, Michael (1958), Randy (1961), and Janet (1966).


Joseph was employed in a steelworks; his job was hard and dreary. With wages of just over $60 a week, meals were often frugal. To earn some extra money, Joseph turned to music, specifically, rhythm and blues. He played guitar in a band called The Falcons, who performed in clubs in Indiana. Sadly, success was not forthcoming, and the group split up.


As for Katherine, she was a young, loving, and caring stay-at-home mom, whose prime concern was her children’s well-being. She had contracted polio in her youth and still suffered some of its aftereffects, which caused her difficulties in accomplishing her daily household chores. However, she could count on the unswerving support of her eldest daughter, La Toya, who helped bring up her siblings.


One day in 1955, the family TV set broke down. To kill time, Katherine, who was a great country music lover, gathered her children together in the living room, and they had fun singing together. She accompanied them on the guitar that Joseph had stored away in the cupboard after the breakup of his band; he had forbidden his children to go near his pride and joy.


The Jackson Five are born


It wasn’t long before Tito began to accompany these musical get-togethers using his father’s guitar. His mother thought he was talented. Needless to say, the young boy ended up breaking a string—something that happens often enough. The whole family was dreading Joseph’s anger on making this unwelcome discovery, but Joe nevertheless agreed to listen to his son explain himself. His wife flew to her kid’s defense: “You should listen to him play,” she told her husband. “He’s pretty good, you know…” Tito had no choice but to perform. As his eyes filled with tears, he strummed a few chords and sketched out a tune. Joseph Jackson saw that his son had potential, embryonic, for sure, but it cried out for encouragement. Accordingly, he agreed to motivate his sons and to share his passion for music. Jackie, Tito, and Jermaine initially made up a trio of singers; Marlon and Michael joined them a little later. The Jackson brothers began to perform on stage, chiefly in shopping malls. It was at this time that a neighbor, Evelyn Leahy, suggested to Katherine that she name the group The Jackson Five.


Joseph’s hopes grew alongside the increasing workload he assigned to his offspring. An extremely harsh taskmaster, his sometimes brutal methods left a permanent scar on the Jackson family. According to his mother, Michael was not a child like the rest: faced with his father’s harshness, he was one of the few who stood up to him. Nevertheless, his father’s punishments left him traumatized. It wasn’t until he reached adulthood that he felt able to speak in public about these physical and psychological wounds.


In the face of this assertion of authority, Katherine tried to maintain a calm, spiritual atmosphere. Ever since her earliest youth, she had belonged to the Jehovah’s Witnesses community. Kindly by nature, she was now even more concerned about her children’s future. In the early 1960s the streets of Gary had the reputation of being unsafe, so the Jackson children were confined to the house, and rehearsals became more onerous, lasting up to three hours every day after school.


Michael becomes the leader


In 1965, during a performance at Garnett Elementary School, Michael revealed his talent as a singer. Just six years old, he performed the song Climb Every Mountain (from the movie The Sound of Music), unaccompanied, before an audience consisting of his teacher, schoolmates, and his parents, who were moved to tears. His gift for singing, already so well developed for someone of his age, earned him the position of leader of the family group, much to the annoyance of Jermaine.


The young musical group won first prize for singing at Roosevelt High School in Gary. This success inaugurated a series of performances in various auditoriums in the city and as far afield as Chicago. The Jackson family’s life thus reached a turning point, despite questions—and sometimes mockery— from the neighborhood. Weekends were no longer a time of rest, but were instead devoted to appearances all over the state. The children tirelessly traveled the region’s roads, while at the same time complying as far as possible with the school calendar.


Joe increasingly nursed the hope that his sons might sign a a record label contract. He tried his luck with local companies, first One-derful! Records, then Steeltown Records. The latter took them on to record their first single: Big Boy.


Motown in their sights


The 1950s and 1960s saw the emergence of labels whose mission it was to promote African-American music. Atlantic, Stax, and Buddah Records brought together the greatest artists of the time. These functioned as a voice for the black community, at a moment in history when young Americans were acquiring a social and political awareness that was prepared to break free of an outmoded system.


In Detroit, Michigan, one record label pulled off the feat of promoting African-American artists by releasing recordings that were listened to by both black and white people. Founded by Berry Gordy Jr. in 1958, first under the name Tamla Records, the Motown Record Corporation attempted to act as an interracial bridge, describing itself as “the sound of young America.” Its young boss aimed to promote his vision of “crossover” by breaking through the social and racial barriers that were still very much in place. He sought out and signed up a large number of talented artists, who would go on to write the finest chapters in the history of black American music. Very soon Motown (the name comes from Motor Town, the nickname for Detroit, center of the US automobile industry) was running at full speed, like a brand-new racing car. The label became a star factory, running singing, dancing, and deportment classes, and laying down an official line to follow during media interviews. Motown was the public face of a black America that was proud of its success, open to the world, and bent on achieving the goal of reaching a wide audience.


The record label was like one big family. From the late 1950s, its success stories were brought to the attention of an ever wider public. Diana Ross delivered glamour, the young Stevie Wonder was an innovator, with his musical genius and creativity, while Marvin Gaye wrote and recorded music that was as sensual as it was climactic.


Joe Jackson secretly hoped to sign up his five sons to the Motown family. As a result of their performances all over the state, the reputation of the group from Gary became established. They surprised and charmed their audiences, and also Motown artists such as Gladys Knight, on whom they made an impression.


But the decisive meeting was with musician and producer Bobby Taylor, who set up an audition for the group at Motown headquarters on 23 July 1968. The audition was filmed and revealed a Michael Jackson fired up with an animal agility worthy of James Brown, channeled through the body of a ten-year-old boy. Behind him his four brothers, acting as his solid backers and teammates, sang the choruses.


Berry Gordy was reluctant at first to sign up a group of children; he had an unhappy memory of taking on the young Stevie Wonder. Also, he no longer wanted to put minors to work, with all the constraints involving working conditions. However, his assistant, Suzanne de Passe, managed to persuade him, and The Jackson Five signed their contract on 25 July 1968. Gordy decided that he would crown the golden decade of the 1960s with one last super-group, the culmination of his record label’s expertise. The Jackson Five were to be the last stars Motown created according to the precise instructions of its founder. During the 1970s, the business strategy was to abandon the recording studio in favor of promoting Motown in the movies.


Like a preacher, Gordy promised the five kids that their first singles would reach the top of the prestigious Billboard charts. His prophecy came true and for the first time in the history of recorded music, a group’s first four singles all got to No.1.


History’s first boy band


Hits and albums came thick and fast. Motown moved its headquarters permanently to Los Angeles and, under the Californian sun, the Jackson brothers learned their craft. Although they had cut their teeth on the famous “chitlin’ circuit,” the network of performance venues and clubs that were frequented and run by African-Americans, it was in Hollywood that they came of age. With studio sessions, TV appearances, concerts, and endless tours, The Jackson Five machine was going full pedal to the metal, and gave birth to a hitherto unseen phenomenon: the boy band.


When the group was playing live, the shrieks of the audience would drown their music. The Beatles had gone through the same experience and The Jackson Five were soon dubbed the black counterpart of the Fab Four—with the difference being that they did not write their own songs. At the time, they embodied a vision of the American Dream that appealed to the public at large: with their carefree pop music, devoid of any political message, they set an example for American youth. In a way, they were the ideal representatives of the now famous “sound of young America.”


On stage, on television, and in photographs, one star dominated and eclipsed his brothers: Michael, the new leader, whose high-pitched voice and dance steps mesmerized audiences. Berry Gordy and Motown fully understood the young man’s potential and decided to get him to record solo albums.


The early 1970s saw The Jackson Five turn out albums at a relentless rate, and the sales of these records financed the group’s incessant touring. After the tidal wave of popularity generated by the release of the singles I Want You Back, ABC, The Love You Save, and I’ll Be There, the group experienced its first minor crisis in 1971, when the song Maybe Tomorrow struggled to reach 20th place in the Billboard charts.


But it was only normal that five boys on the threshold of adolescence should hit a rough patch. The group’s innocent, childlike image was threatened, as each brother began to follow his own path. Subsequently, Michael’s elder brothers married, and Randy, the youngest, was brought in to try to rejuvenate the group’s image. But Michael Jackson realized that the charmed life of those early years was now coming to an end.


One step back to take a great leap forward


A potential musical and family crisis received a temporary reprieve thanks to the song Dancing Machine, on the album Get It Together (1973). The lightweight pop of I Want You Back gave way to a classy, psychedelic funk, thanks to the masterly hands of producer Hal Davis.


Dancing Machine nailed it, and reached No. 2 on the Billboard charts. Euphoric at this unexpected success, Motown decided to repeat the formula for the next album: in 1975 the album Moving Violation explored other moods and ranges that flirted openly with the disco genre. But the concerns of The Jackson Five lay elsewhere: by now young adults, they felt they had served their apprenticeship, and they sought greater artistic freedom. Their father supported them in this endeavor. Unbeknown to Berry Gordy, Joe secured a short residency for the group in Las Vegas. Slowly but surely, the Jackson clan was shaking off the Gordy yoke.


The unavoidable parting of the ways came on 28 May 1975: The Jackson Five left Motown for CBS. Although only 17, Michael Jackson helped his father in negotiations with the new label. He also managed the crisis, facing up to Berry Gordy and telling him about the group’s grievances. All the group’s members accepted the contract with CBS except Jermaine; now married to Hazel, Gordy’s daughter, he remained loyal to his father-in-law.


This musical divorce went to court. Motown accused The Jackson Five of breach of contract. In the battle, Joe and his sons lost their magic name. The contract drawn up by Berry Gordy’s team in 1968 stipulated that the group’s name should remain the exclusive property of Motown, and so Jackie, Tito, Marlon, Michael, and Randy arrived at CBS with a new name: simply The Jacksons.


The Jacksons


On 5 November 1976, the group’s first, eponymous album produced a reasonably successful single, Enjoy Yourself, and two songs: Blues Away, which Michael wrote himself, and Style of Life, cowritten with Tito. CBS allowed them this relative artistic freedom while at the same time assigning two chaperones to them: the famous duo Gamble and Huff.


In 1971, Kenny Gamble and Leon Huff had founded the Philadelphia International label as an alternative to Motown. They championed a more committed, sensual brand of soul music, territory into which Berry Gordy preferred not to venture. Initially, they contacted Atlantic Records with a request that it distribute their first records, which included names such as Billy Paul and The O’Jays, who were beginning to be talked about. Atlantic turned them down. At the same time, talks were under way with CBS, and came to fruition thanks to its CEO, Clive Davis.


And so, in 1976, Gamble and Huff were given the job of chaperoning The Jacksons on their arrival at CBS. Although their names shone on paper, the duo struggled to achieve lasting chemistry with the group. The second album recorded with the two producers, Goin’ Places, was a commercial and critical failure, and plunged The Jacksons into a new artistic crisis. The group broke up, accepting a juicy contract with the CBS network, which offered a weekly TV show. This televisual overexposure blurred the group’s image so much that record sales plummeted and deprived them of any respectable rating in the charts.


The collaboration with Gamble and Huff ended on a somewhat bitter note, and The Jacksons were on the point of being forgotten by the public altogether. Talks began with CBS’s new boss, Walter Yetnikoff, who was impressed by Michael Jackson’s determination. The young man gave a realistic assessment of the failure of Goin’ Places, and was candid about the family’s grievances. Michael had already faced up to Berry Gordy, to inform him of The Jackson Five’s unhappiness at Motown. Supported by his father, who was well aware of his son’s charisma, Michael attempted to reinvent himself in the eyes of his new boss.


Destiny


In truth, Yetnikoff was already thinking of ridding himself of The Jacksons. But a guardian angel, in the shape of Bobby Colomby, head of A&R at Epic Records, appeared to save them. He supported Michael and Joe Jackson’s request, and managed to persuade CBS to give the group one last chance. Yetnikoff allowed himself to be convinced, but made a demand of his own: The Jacksons had carte blanche, but Colomby was to remain in the background, ready to take over and bring work to an end if things got out of control in the studio.


Destiny was a double or nothing album. The Jacksons could not afford to make mistakes. They recorded seven of their own compositions, three of them performed by the duo of Michael and Randy: Shake Your Body (Down to the Ground), All Night Dancin’, and That’s What You Get (For Being Polite).


Shake Your Body (Down to the Ground) is a timeless dance-floor hymn, a benchmark in the funk canon. The song reached No. 7 in the US Billboard charts and earned The Jacksons a Platinum single (more than two million copies sold). The approach was to woo both hardcore fans and a new generation who didn’t necessarily know The Jackson Five’s early hits. It worked.


With All Night Dancin’, lasting eight minutes, The Jacksons were back in the groove, and Dancing Machine came back into play. On stage, they tried out timid routines and dreamed of improvising, quite a feat for young performers brought up on the precise, psychologically rigid, “made in Motown” techniques.


That’s What You Get (For Being Polite) brought the album to a close, endowing it with both contrast and depth. As a conclusion, and as if to foreshadow his future solo years, Michael sang of loneliness, lack of love, and eternal dissatisfaction.


To bring their songs to life, the brothers treated themselves to the luxury of bringing together some Californian tenors: Michael Sembello, Greg Phillinganes, Nathan Watts, and Paul Jackson Jr. These old studio hands, accustomed to recording alongside artists such as Stevie Wonder and Steely Dan’s Donald Fagen, enabled Destiny to find its musical identity, which was well rounded and solid.


Thanks to the album, which was a real critical and commercial success, The Jacksons once again became America’s beloved group. On 21 June 1979, Tom Bradley, mayor of Los Angeles, inaugurated “Jackson Day”: The Jacksons and 300 guests gathered in the basement of the City National Bank in Beverly Hills to celebrate the family group’s ten-year career, and its latest achievements in the recording studio (Destiny had become a Platinum album) and on stage.


From 1967, the year of their first recording session for their modest single Big Boy, to the life-saving success of Shake Your Body in 1979, Michael Jackson had known the highs and lows of fame, which was as dazzling as it was precocious. And to think that those 12 years were just the prelude to the story and the career of Michael Jackson!






[THE JACKSON 5]



BIG BOY


Eddie Silvers / 2’55


Original title: I’m a Big Boy Now


Musicians


Version recorded 13 July 1967:


Michael Jackson: lead vocals


Jermaine, Tito, Jackie, and Marlon Jackson: backing vocals


Jermaine Jackson: bass guitar


Tito Jackson: guitar


Larry Blasingaine: guitar


Version recorded November 1967:


Michael Jackson: lead vocals


Jermaine Jackson: bass guitar


Tito Jackson: guitar


Johnny Jackson: drums


Richard Brown: backing rhythm guitar


Freddie Young: backing lead guitar


Ray Grimes: backing bass guitar


Lamont King: bongos


Recording


George and Ernie Leaner Studio, Chicago: version recorded 13 July 1967


Sunny Sawyer Studio, Chicago: version recorded November 1967


Technical team


Producer: Gordon Keith


Version recorded Thursday 13 July 1967:


Recording engineer: Steve Puntolillo (mixed 2014)


Version recorded November 1967:


Recording engineers: Vaughn Morrison and Gordon Keith (mixing)
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A-side: Big Boy / 2’30


B-side: You’ve Changed / 2’30


Released by Steeltown Records: USA, 31 January 1968 (ref. 681)


Various accounts of the beginnings of The Jackson Five have circulated over the years, sowing ever more confusion in the minds of fans. Versions sometimes even differ as to where the group’s first songs were recorded. There are many who claim to have made “discoveries.” However, thanks to work by the journalist Jake Austen in 2009, the story of The Jackson Five’s first recording has finally been documented with great precision.


Genesis


For a long time the only known version was the one that dates from late 1967, when the song was recorded for the Steeltown label, however, Jake Austen has demonstrated that, as early as the summer of 1967, Big Boy may have been released by the One-derful! Records label. The journalist began digging when he noticed a vital piece of information in an interview Larry Blasingaine gave to Bob Abrahamian of the WHPK radio station (Chicago). In the mid-1960s, the guitarist and his band, The Four Dukes, were working as young session musicians at the recording studio of George and Ernie Leaner, of Onederful! Records, in Chicago. Larry spoke with conviction about a recording session with The Jackson Five during the summer of 1967. The songwriter, Eddie Silvers, assisted by the producer Otis Hayes, had apparently asked him, as he happened to be passing by, to show Jermaine Jackson how to prevent his bass guitar rumbling. He also asked him to play a guitar riff in the intro that was far too difficult for Tito. So the theory took shape that the group visited the George and Ernie Leaner Studio, 1827 South Michigan Avenue, and with it the idea that perhaps there existed an earlier version of the song than the one recorded at the Sunny Sawyer Studio.


The singer Billy McGregor also remembered that in 1966 Joseph Jackson had visited the Leaner studio with Michael, who passed an audition on his own. “He was a little boy, he sang a cappella Tobacco Road for George Leaner, who said he had talent but it would take a lot to put him out there because of his age, he’d have to have someone with him all the time.”1 Perhaps this is why George Leaner stepped back from the idea of bringing out a record with The Jackson Five on the One-derful! label. However, that assertion did not back up the theory that a recording session had taken place in July 1967.


Jake Austen then contacted the Leaners’ heirs. He learned that after One-derful! Records closed down in 1969, and until the death of George Leaner in 1983, the tapes had not been stored properly. An attempt was made at sorting through them starting in 1990, the year Ernie Leaner died. Finally, in August 2009, Austen was informed that a tape dated 13 July 1967 had been unearthed, and that it seemed to be in excellent condition. It was labeled “Jackson Five—I’m a Big Boy Now.”


In 2014, five years after the discovery of this mysterious tape, a call for subscriptions was launched on the website www.secretstashrecords.com to fund the release of the One-derful! catalog on vinyl and on CD. Starting 28 October 2014, 12 LPs and six CDs were released, one by one, to a rapturous reception from the global Jackson community. The project’s web page featured audio of Big Boy and its instrumental version, as recorded in the summer of 1967 in Chicago. That tape sure contained a fabulous treasure! For the first 500 orders, each double LP came with an exclusive single featuring, of course, the coveted Big Boy. For subscribers who preferred the CD format, a compilation of exclusive tracks was sent out after the release of the last volume. Thanks to this work by dedicated enthusiasts, we can now state with certainty that Michael Jackson was not yet nine years old when he recorded his very first song.


Production


The song was written by Eddie Silvers. A native of St. Louis, he had worked for a long time with Fats Domino and Ike and Tina Turner. He moved to Chicago in 1965 and joined Onederful! Records as a songwriter and arranger, later becoming musical director.


The song is simple but energetic. The bass line, well rounded and insistent, is repetitive and underpins the piece. The guitar overlays it skillfully, enriching the listening experience and creating a warm, soothing, groovy ambiance. The chorus repeats the long notes. These elements admirably support Michael Jackson’s young voice, whose sound develops with ease and confidence. The underlying talent of this astonishing child is clearly audible in this very first song. The relentless, strict rehearsals imposed by Joseph Jackson make themselves heard here, too, and Michael demonstrates a still-fragile but burgeoning maturity.


Big Boy suits Michael’s vocal range to perfection. It is tempting to think that he is imitating the greatest black stars of the time when he drops down to the lowest notes to suggest a certain sadness. This sung version of the track is full of charm and almost spellbinding. Big Boy is the solid bedrock and the undeniable model for the group’s future Motown output.


In his autobiography, Moonwalk, Michael recalls: “It was a nice song about a kid who wanted to fall in love with some girl. Of course, in order to get the full picture, you have to imagine a skinny nine-year-old singing this song. The words said I didn’t want to hear fairy tales any more, but in truth I was far too young to grasp the real meanings of most of the words in these songs. I just sang what they gave me. When that record with its killer bass line began to get radio play in Gary, we became a big deal in our neighborhood. No one could believe we had our own record. We had a hard time believing it.”2


The Steeltown Records version


Four months after this long-forgotten session at One-derful! Records, the group recorded Big Boy once again for the Steeltown label, with a view to releasing it as a single.


In 1988, Michael Jackson briefly revisited this time of his career. He remembers arriving at a studio that he says belonged to Gordon Keith, producer of Big Boy and cofounder of Steeltown Records. He entered a cubicle and they put some headphones over his ears. He also remembers singing with a group of singers and a chorus. It was a Sunday morning, just before he would watch his favorite cartoon, The Road Runner Show. According to Gordon Keith, there is confusion over the recollection Michael gives in his autobiography: it was in fact for post-production of their songs that the boys would have gone to Bud Pressner’s studio in Gary that Sunday morning. On the insistence of the producer, the recording itself would have been made in the influential city of Chicago rather than in small-town Gary. So it was indeed, if we believe Gordon Keith’s account, in the Sunny Sawyer Studio in Chicago that Big Boy and three other tracks were recorded in November 1967.


The recording


Musician Jerry Mundo talked of the studio as if it were a room that was alive, with a rounded ceiling specially designed to diffuse sound and fitted with extremely high-quality equipment: Austrian microphones and a four-track Ampex MR-70 tape recorder—though only three of the tracks worked properly, which meant more mixing was needed.


As well as the five brothers and their friend Johnny Jackson on drums, a whole team had been assembled. Gordon Keith had hired session musicians to support the performance of the young Jermaine on bass guitar and Tito on guitar: Ray Grimes (bass guitar), Richard Brown (rhythm guitar), Freddie Young (lead guitar), and Lamont King (bongos). Keith and Ludie Washington, as well as Delroy Bridgeman, supplied the backing vocals.


The large number of takes tired out the brothers, who also recorded three other songs: You’ve Changed, on the B-side of the single and later rerecorded with Motown, You Don’t Have to Be Over 21 (To Fall in Love), and Some Girls Want Me for Their Lover.


Gordon Keith sent the master tape to Summit at Willow Springs, Illinois, for the record pressing. Big Boy was officially released as a single on 31 January 1968 and, according to Keith, sold more than 60,000 copies. The Atlantic Records label, attracted by the record’s success, contacted Steeltown to sign a contract for wider distribution through its subsidiary ATCO. On 5 March 1968 a new edition of Big Boy was pressed.


Betrayal, response, and claim


Gordon Keith spoke of the double betrayal of Joseph Jackson and Berry Gordy, who signed The Jackson Five to Motown. The famous record label claimed it had discovered the group and tried to ensure that the early recordings would be forgotten. Atlantic Records, which was then the group’s record distributor, took legal action against Berry Gordy. The drawn-out lawsuit did not involve Keith, who was not invited to the negotiating table. The legal dispute was resolved without the previous arrangements fully being known, and The Jackson Five’s first album on the Motown label was finally released only in the fall of 1969.


The response to The Jackson Five’s huge success at Motown came in several phases, sometimes supported by Gordon Keith himself.


In December 1970 a second Jackson Five single was released by Steeltown: We Don’t Have to Be Over 21 (To Fall in Love) / Jam Session (this appeared to be an improvisation, and the sound was rather poor).


In March 1971, Steeltown brought out another single on the New York label Dynamo Records: We Don’t Have to Be Over 21 (To Fall in Love) but renamed You Don’t Have to Be Over Twenty One to Fall in Love / Some Girls Want Me for Their Lover.


Finally, in 1972, both songs, You Don’t Have to Be Over Twenty One to Fall in Love and Some Girls Want Me for Their Lover, were issued once more as part of the Musico Records compilation Getting Together with the Jackson 5.



Big Boy in the 1990s


In 1989, the Steeltown songs appeared on the CD The Jackson 5 and Johnny—Beginning Years 1967–1968. In order to make the compilations more substantial, some rather dubious tracks, with poor sound quality, were added. They had probably been recorded on a private or home tape recorder. These arrangements aimed to be faithful to the sound of the late 1980s, but they rendered the group almost inaudible. In 1993 a CD was released, initially in Japan and then worldwide, containing 24 tracks, including some equally dubious original recording sessions. In 1995, as the album HIStory was about to hit the shelves, Ben Brown (cofounder and CEO of Steeltown Records) released the single Big Boy / You’ve Changed on CD for the first time; it was distributed internationally. In 1996, at the same time as the album HIStory was being promoted, the compilation Pre-History—The Lost Steeltown Recordings revisited some hideously overdubbed tracks. The lack of a contractual framework and poor management of rights led to the proliferation of releases containing the early recordings of The Jackson Five. The public lost interest in the band at this period almost completely, even though certain releases featured some interesting variants. The internet finally made available to the most devoted fans the Steeltown versions, without added musical gimmicks and in their purest form, though these were still of mediocre quality.





PORTRAIT



BOBBY TAYLOR
THE JACKSON FIVE’S GUARDIAN ANGEL



Born 18 February 1934 in Washington DC, Bobby Taylor was one of those brave artists who, in the 1960s, frequented the “chitlin’ circuit.” After starting out as a doo-wop singer in the New York area, he joined the group The Four Pharaohs, which enjoyed critical acclaim in and around Columbus, Ohio. In San Francisco, Bobby met the members of the group Little Daddy and The Bachelors: Tommie Melton (vocals), Tommy Chong (guitar), Wes Henderson (bass guitar), Bernie Sneed (piano), and Floyd Sneed (drums). For a few months the group styled themselves “Four Niggers and a Chink,” referencing their ethnic diversity (Tommy Chong’s background was East Asian).


Bobby arrives at Motown


In 1965, at the instigation of Mary Wilson and Florence Ballard of The Supremes, the group caught the eye of Berry Gordy, and performed many concerts featuring numbers from the Motown catalog. Bobby Taylor and The Vancouvers (as they were known from 1963) thus landed a contract with the Gordy label, a subsidiary of Motown. Their lineup changed: from now on the group comprised Bobby Taylor, Wes Henderson, and Tommy Chong, plus Eddie Patterson (guitar), Robbie King (keyboards), and Duris Maxwell (drums). Bobby Taylor and The Vancouvers recorded the song Does Your Mama Know About Me?, which tells the story of a mixed-race couple, still a taboo subject in racially divided America. This mini-hit reached a very respectable No. 29 in the Billboard charts.


Meeting with The Jackson Five


In 1967, Gladys Knight, who with her group The Pips also belonged to the Motown stable, noticed The Jackson Five during a concert and told Berry Gordy about them. Her enthusiasm failed to arouse his interest. The week of 12 July 1968, the five brothers were the warm-up act for Bobby Taylor and The Vancouvers at Chicago’s Regal Theater. During a concert a few days earlier at the High Chaparral club, also in Chicago, Weldon McDougal, whose job it was to promote Motown to disc jockeys, noticed the young group’s ability and mentioned it to Bobby Taylor. According to some accounts, it was McDougal who bent Taylor’s ear. But the latter, for his part, asserted that he had focused attention on the group after advice from Marshall Thompson, one of the Regal Theater managers, who apparently took him aside and quietly told him that The Jackson Five were a talent to watch. Impressed by the group’s performance, Bobby Taylor promised to secure them an audition at Motown. This took place on 23 July 1968 at the record label’s offices, in the absence of Berry Gordy. The brothers’ performance was filmed. After viewing it, Gordy, who had initially been reluctant to sign a children’s group, decided to take them on.


A dose of the blues


The arrival of The Jackson Five at Motown marked the start of a new era in the label’s history: Berry Gordy moved all its activities to California, determined to make his mark in the movies, which were still an unattainable Eldorado for the African-American community. Bobby Taylor remained in the Hitsville offices to supervise the young group and The Jackson Five began to record the tracks for their first album under his direction. He endowed the five brothers with a soul sound tinged with blues, though this gave way in subsequent years to arrangements that were more pop in character.


As so often in the world of Motown, the autocratic Berry Gordy consigned Bobby Taylor to oblivion, crushed by a flawless marketing strategy: in order to highlight the group’s arrival in the record industry, Gordy decided to appoint Diana Ross as the Jackson boys’ official godmother. He used this anointing of Ross as a springboard to announce The Supremes’ leader’s solo career, while at the same time co-opting The Jackson Five into the public eye. Gordy assured Taylor, who was still attached to his protégés, that the brothers wouldn’t remember him on their climb to fame. But history has shown many times that The Jackson Five never forgot the person who first introduced them to the legendary Motown offices. Years later, both in interviews and on television, the Jackson family made numerous references that bore witness to the importance of this obscure footsoldier.






BERRY GORDY JR.
THE MENTOR



Berry Gordy was born on 28 November 1929 in the industrial city of Detroit, Michigan, into a close-knit family that had fled the oppression of the American South. His upbringing extolled hard work and family values, noble codes of conduct that progressively shaped his character. He was passionate about boxing and music. His role model, the great champion Joe Louis, inspired his whole generation, however, it was not his destiny to join the exalted line of black boxers. Instead, it was as a composer, and later as the founder of the Tamla Motown record label, that he would promote America’s greatest black stars, starting in the 1960s.


A beginning out of step with the times


In 1953, Berry Gordy gained his first experience in the music industry, selling jazz records. But he soon realized that the public was chiefly interested in R&B and, before long, the rock ’n’ roll of Elvis Presley. These styles were much closer to the tastes and expectations of the working classes and, consequently, of the general public. He shut up shop, got a job in an automobile factory, and devoted himself to composition in his spare time, without ever losing hope of having his music recorded.


A decisive meeting with Jackie Wilson


The summer of 1957 marked a real turning point in Berry Gordy’s life. He met Jackie Wilson, who agreed to record Reet Petite, a song Gordy had cowritten, mostly with his family. It was Wilson’s first solo recording—he had just left his band, Billy Ward and The Dominoes—and Reet Petite is still his best-known song today.


Encouraged by this initial success, which reached a respectable place in the Billboard Pop 100 chart at the time, Berry Gordy continued working with the singer, and in 1958 recorded To Be Loved, followed by We Have Love and the famous Lonely Teardrops, which reached No. 1 in the Billboard R&B chart. This song would come to symbolize the completion of a stage in Gordy’s early career, and he made sure to get Michael Jackson to record it a few years later. In 1959, Berry Gordy cowrote two songs for Wilson, That’s Why (I Love You So) and I’ll Be Satisfied, which further strengthened this wonderful partnership.


Berry Gordy forges his destiny


On a quest for recognition in the music industry, Berry Gordy applied the logical, well-founded principles of a factory to realizing his ambitions—“Create, make, sell”3 —and applied himself to learning the ropes. After divorcing Thelma Coleman, whom he had married in 1953, he found help, advice, and musical assistance in the shape of Raynoma Singleton, with whom he would lay the foundations for the Motown label.


At the end of 1957, Gordy met Smokey Robinson, leader of The Miracles, and the two became firm friends. At the same time, the talents of the composer Eddie Holland began to make waves, and he and his brother Brian joined Motown as soon as the label was founded.


In January 1959, Smokey Robinson persuaded Gordy to stop passing on his songs to Fortune Records or Rayber, and encouraged him instead to start up his own record label. Very soon the Tamla label and the music publishing company Jobete were founded. History had begun to be made.


Tamla needed to appeal to the widest possible public, both black and white. The label’s first record was Come to Me by Marv Johnson, which made a big impact locally and landed Johnson a gig at the Apollo Theater, a famous venue in Harlem, New York, and one of the symbols of African-American music. Local radio stations welcomed the next record, Merry-Go-Round by Eddie Holland. Gordy wanted to release only music by solo artists on the Tamla label. So he founded Motown (the name is a contraction of Motor Town, the nickname for Detroit) and released Bad Girl by The Miracles. Smokey Robinson and his band thus ushered in the meteoric rise of the new label.


Hitsville, USA


In July 1959, Raynoma found an old photographer’s studio at 2648 West Grand Boulevard, which would become the premises of both Tamla and Motown. The wooden house bore on its façade the evocative name “Hitsville, USA.” Gordy, who wanted total control, occupied the first (ground) floor. The studio, which was a welcoming space, was set up in the former darkroom. Raynoma was responsible for organizing the configuration of the premises. Until 1968, Berry Gordy had the label’s greatest artists record there: The Contours, Mary Wells, The Miracles, The Marvelettes, Martha and The Vandellas, Stevie Wonder, The Isley Brothers, The Four Tops, Diana Ross and The Supremes, The Temptations, Marvin Gaye, Gladys Knight and The Pips, and many more.


Gordy owed the high quality of the songs to producers and composers who have since become legendary: the Holland brothers, Lamont Dozier, Norman Whitfield, and Smokey Robinson.


The Jackson Five, symbols of the new Motown


In summer 1968, the singer Bobby Taylor met Suzanne de Passe, Gordy’s new assistant, with the aim of setting up an audition for The Jackson Five. The group was asked to come to Motown’s new building on Woodward Avenue on 23 July. Berry Gordy recalled how Suzanne called out to him:




“There’s a kid booked you’ve got to see—they’re auditioning in the next room,” she said. “And we just love him, and you’re going to love him.” And I said, “I don’t have time. In fact, I don’t like a kids’ group. I don’t want a kids’ group.” I’ve got Stevie Wonder [18 years old at the time] who had a major entourage…So she dragged me into this audition room, and I saw this kid who was doing all this stuff, this James Brown thing and he did a twirl and a split. Then she asked me, “So, you still don’t like this kids’ group?,” and I answered “No I don’t,” but I immediately asked someone to bring me the movie camera.


I noticed…on stage he was one kind of person, like a master of what he was doing…and then when he got through he was very quiet, almost shy…I was concerned because here was a kid who was about seven or eight years old singing a Smokey song like he had been living it for 30 years. It was like he was an old man in a kid’s body because he sung Who’s Loving You better than Smokey!


Then we thought about a song for this kid that a kid would sing…and then came the hits The Love You Save and I’ll Be There that made history, because no group had ever seen its first four records go straight to No. 1 [the others were I Want You Back and ABC]. And they became a major thing.


Michael would complain to me about his childhood, and I would say: “You don’t have such a bad childhood, Michael, I mean, you’re doing what you want to do. If people could have that passion at the age of eight or nine and do it for the rest of their life—my goodness.”4





Bobby Taylor worked on, directed, and recorded The Jackson Five’s early songs in the Hitsville, USA, studio. They were soon snatched from his grasp and taken, at Berry Gordy’s request, to Hollywood, where Motown’s activities were progressively being moved. There, in his mansion on Boston Boulevard, Gordy asked them to perform in front of a hundred people, including the label’s artists. That was when Diana Ross met them.


On 11 March 1969, the group’s final contract was signed. The Jackson family stayed at Gordy’s home, with the exception of Michael, who mostly stayed with Diana Ross, who lived close by. She became the confidante and role model for the talented youngster. Work began, with rehearsals, recording sessions, choreography sessions, one after the other and organized to perfection by Suzanne de Passe. It all went very quickly. On 11 August 1969 the group was presented to the media. Five days later, The Jackson Five were the warm-up act at a concert by Diana Ross and The Supremes in Los Angeles. On 7 October, I Want You Back was in the stores.


The Motown “school” and the flight to pastures new


Berry Gordy admitted: “It would seem that the Motown machine was only waiting for the arrival of The Jackson Five.”1 During this apprenticeship, Michael wandered around the studios and corridors. He observed, analyzed, and dissected the whole process of making and producing music. In 1971, Got to Be There, his first solo recording, was released, and new horizons opened up for him. One hit followed another, even though there was sometimes a lack of coherence between one album and the next, whether group or solo. Jackie, and especially Jermaine, were also granted the privilege of solo recordings. Jermaine married Berry Gordy’s daughter Hazel. But Joseph Jackson, who was becoming jealous of the influence of Gordy and Diana Ross over his children, especially Michael, started to cause trouble. With the arrival of disco, The Jackson Five wanted to innovate. At the instigation of their father, they left the label (with the exception of Jermaine) and formed The Jacksons, under the direction of the Epic group (see here).


A still unbreakable tie


In May 1983, Berry Gordy asked Michael to take part in the Motown 25 show. Michael hesitated, but eventually accepted. He was the only artist permitted to sing a song not in the Motown catalog. What happened next is well known: his performance of Billie Jean left a permanent mark on the character and history of television, music, and dance. Gordy had given Michael the springboard that was to catapult him to the position of the greatest entertainer of his generation.


Berry Gordy was never far away. He accompanied his former protégé, whom he spoke about, nonchalantly, as being like one of his sons. Throughout Michael’s career, the two would meet spontaneously, or out of need, as if they were family, beyond the world of contracts and business.






[THE JACKSON 5]



I WANT YOU BACK


The Corporation / 2’59


Taken from the album: Diana Ross Presents The Jackson 5


Released by Motown Records: USA, 18 December 1969 (ref. MS700) / UK, March 1970 (ref. STML 11142)


Chart position: USA R&B No. 1, Pop No. 5 / UK No. 16


Musicians


Michael, Jermaine, and Jackie Jackson: vocals and backing vocals


Marlon Jackson: backing vocals


Keith and Ludie Washington, Delroy Bridgeman: backing vocals


David T. Walker: rhythm guitar


Don Peake: lead guitar 2


Louie Shelton: lead guitar 1


Clarence McDonald: keyboards


Gene Pello: drums


Joe Sample: piano


Wilton Felder: bass guitar


Sandra Crouch: percussion


Freddie Perren: piano


Recording


Sound Factory Studio, Los Angeles: July to September 1969


Technical team


Producer: The Corporation


Arrangements: The Corporation


String Arrangements: Freddie Perren
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A-side: I Want You Back (mono single version) / 2’59


B-side: Who’s Lovin’ You (mono single version) / 4’20


Released by Motown Records: USA, 7 October 1969 (ref. M 1157) / UK, January 1970 (ref. TMG 724)


Chart position: USA R&B No. 1, Pop No. 1 / UK No. 2


Genesis


I Want You Back was written at a key point in the history of Motown. The record label was in the process of making a pivotal move, leaving the industrial north of Detroit for the sunny West Coast and the palm trees of Los Angeles. Berry Gordy gave one of his best artists, the guitarist Deke Richards, the task of supervising the teams in the new premises. His role consisted, above all, in seeking out new composers. Richards quickly understood that it would be a masterstroke if he combined these new talents with the youth and freshness of The Jackson Five, whose arrival at the label had been announced as a major event. He came across two young keyboard players: Freddie Perren and Fonce Mizell. Richards, one of the few white individuals in the Motown stable, recruited these two young black musicians who had recently graduated from Howard University, and in doing so set yet another example of Motown’s “crossover” approach to create the “sound of young America.”


In the early 1960s, Gordy and Richards had created a collective of composers, known as The Clan, which was responsible for, among other things, The Supremes’ hit Love Child. This system made it possible to get around any ego issues that might arise between the label’s various teams. Indeed, Gordy believed in healthy competition between his staff and would not hesitate to have the same song recorded by different artists to see which version came up to his expectations. Over the years, however, this approach reached its limits, and many musicians and composers condemned the often autocratic way in which Motown’s founder managed his artists. Motown created a new team of super-composers, in the mold of The Clan and the Holland-Dozier-Holland trio, known simply as The Corporation. Its four members were Berry Gordy, Deke Richards, Freddie Perren, and Fonce Mizell; from 1969 they set about writing hits tailored for The Jackson Five.


Perren, Mizell, and Richards got together and worked on a song entitled I Want to Be Free. Richards reserved it for Gladys Knight and The Pips, to whom he had allocated his first compositions when he arrived at Motown. His aim was to relaunch the career of this group, which had gone off the boil somewhat since its last famous hit, I Heard It Through the Grapevine, which had reached No. 2 in the Billboard chart in November 1967. Richards recalled: “The chord structure was complete and so was the melody. The lyrics were still sketchy, and I didn’t have a middle or a breakdown, but I decided to go ahead and cut the track anyway.”5 Gordy listened to a demo of this syrupy soul piece and declared that it needed a “Frankie Lymon-style” treatment. With his high voice, Lymon had been the child star of the second half of the 1950s, notably with the hit Why Do Fools Fall in Love. Motown’s boss thought that I Want to Be Free gave off a childlike innocence that did not fit with Gladys Knight’s suave voice. On 11 August 1969 he invited Richards to a concert that The Jackson Five were giving at the Daisy in Los Angeles, and suggested he adapt the song for the group. Richards agreed. Gordy then got involved in reworking the title, and gave his ideas, which resulted in the finished song I Want You Back. The Motown boss, with his critical eye, had made sure that the song found its musical identity. The combination of the talents of the Richards-Perren-Mizell trio and Gordy enabled the polishing of the showcase song, like a bowling ball being readied for an infallible strike, that would reveal The Jackson Five to the general public.


And so I Want You Back and The Corporation came into being at the same time. It was at Motown’s new headquarters in Los Angeles that The Jackson Five’s first hit—and, in a sense, the whole philosophy behind Michael’s musical career (an incredible fusion of commercial ambition and a desire to create songs that stood the test of time)—materialized for the first time.


Production


“We were particularly impressed with the I Want You Back session then because that one song took more time (and tape) than all the other songs on the record combined,” recalls Michael Jackson in his autobiography, Moonwalk.2 For this song, recorded in Motown’s studios in California, Michael, Jackie, Marlon, and Jermaine shared the solos, whereas Tito was content to stay in the background, singing the backing vocals. He was forbidden to play the guitar, just as Jermaine was not allowed to plug in his bass guitar. Berry Gordy preferred to use his faithful session musicians, which incidentally meant he avoided having to pay the Jackson brothers extra royalties as instrumentalists. The musicians he brought together were among the best that frequented the recording studios of the day. There was the now much-missed Wilton Felder of The Crusaders on bass guitar, and Sandra Crouch on percussion. She was the sister of Andraé Crouch, who was to work with Michael Jackson later on several occasions while he was developing his solo career in the 1980s and 1990s. In July 1998, when Motown celebrated its 40th anniversary, Felder related: “The bass part, which essentially mirrors and counters the melody, was mostly written out. I added just a bit of myself to it. As a sax player, I related to the line’s hip chromatic movement, but being self-taught, I found the fingerings a bit intimidating.”6


Although the instrumental track was recorded in a few days by Deke Richards and his team, with the almost military approach that was peculiar to Motown, it was a different story for the vocal takes. Richards was aware of the group’s vocal maturity, especially Michael’s. Once they were at the microphone, the Jackson brothers sang in a spontaneous fashion, giving an effect that was unpolished compared to Motown’s other output. On hearing the early mixes of the song, Berry Gordy listed all the points that needed improving, notably the punctuation and stress of certain words. The Motown boss was, as ever, a visionary who knew how to make a song resound to the point that it became a hit that was played endlessly on the radio.




FOR JACKSON ADDICTS


Motown reissued I Want You Back several times to get it into the charts in the 1980s and 1990s. The best-known remixes were released in 1988 by the PWL Studio (ruled by British producers Stock, Aitken, and Waterman) and in 1998 by producer Puff Daddy. During the 2000s, Motown approved new remixes by artists such as Dimitri from Paris, in compilations.





It took a fortnight to finalize the recording of the lead and backing vocals. The guitarist Louie Shelton recalled of these sessions:




He blew me away. For the Motown sessions the artists generally weren’t there, it was just the writers and the producers. So we’d put the tracks together without even hearing how the song went. But I was fortunate because they had called me down to do a guitar overdub and Michael was there doing the vocal on I Want You Back. So, other than the producer, I was probably one of the only people who got to see him sing that live in the studio.


And I was absolutely blown away by what I was seeing. He was out there on the mic and I think he was 11 years old at the time, and he was singing so great, with such energy, conviction, feel, pitch—everything, and doing it with every ounce of his little body.7





Pleased with and proud of the results of the first day’s recording, Michael quickly became disillusioned when Berry Gordy briefed the whole team to correct details that he alone could see, and which he said would make all the difference. Take followed take, relentlessly. The Jackson Five’s young leader described this first big session on the BBC in 1972: “God, we spent so much time on that song. He was really patient with me, all of us. Over and over and over, I think I must have recorded that thing two dozen times. That was hard work. I remember falling asleep at the mike. I wondered if it would ever be finished. Just when I thought we were through, we’d have to go back and do it again.”8


But with hard work and perseverance, the definitive version of I Want You Back was finally mixed and ready for pressing on 2 October 1969. A few days later Deke Richards played one of the single’s test pressings to Stevie Wonder: “…this was a guy I really respected. We were friends. Everyone else was too influenced by Berry to give me an objective opinion. He listened to it carefully, and he said, ‘Naw, man. I don’t like the drums.’ I had to laugh.”8 On the song’s right-hand channel (that was how stereo was highlighted in the late 1960s), the famous drumming sounded like the beating of a heart so young and ardent that it verged on syncopation. Katherine Jackson, the Jacksons’ mother, did not have a pleasant memory of her first hearing either: “I thought that the tracks were too crowded, and that the producers hadn’t brought out the boys’ best vocal qualities.”9 For their first Motown recording, the Jackson brothers’ backing vocals were mixed on the right-hand channel, the same one used for the drums. In the final version, Michael’s voice and the rhythm guitars were in the foreground.


Despite the reservations of two individuals who were influential in the group’s life, the firm stance of Berry Gordy, who wanted a mix as robust, energetic, and invigorating as it could be, was a resounding success: I Want You Back brought a new sound and a breath of fresh air to Motown. With this song, and the album on which it appeared (Diana Ross Presents The Jackson 5), the five Jackson brothers marvelously embodied that courageous transition that Motown underwent at the end of the 1960s. Out went the blues of Bobby Taylor’s recordings, made on the label’s home patch, Detroit, and in came the pop avant-garde dreamed up by The Corporation, engraved forever in the somewhat acid grooves of I Want You Back.


Berry Gordy, introducing this young group with a song that had been fine-tuned to a hair’s breadth, was inaugurating a new style: bubble-gum soul. This musical genre, which was light but produced thanks to ultra-sophisticated production secrets, served as a template for the countless teen groups that sprang up from the early 1970s. This first attempt by Motown hit the nail on the head: I Want You Back sold more than six million copies in the United States alone, thus becoming a Platinum record. In 1999, the song entered the prestigious Grammy Hall of Fame.





DIANA ROSS
GODMOTHER AND MUSE



As rags-to-riches stories go, that of Diana Ross has no equal: despite her humble beginnings, she was destined to become a global star. Born Diane Ernestine Earle Ross on 26 March 1944 (her birth certificate erroneously gave her first name as Diana), she grew up in a family of modest means, living in one of the tallest housing projects in Detroit. As a little girl she dreamed of fashion and glamour. Diana experienced a difficult period early in her life when her mother contracted tuberculosis. In order to help her recovery, Diana’s father decided to move the family to Alabama. When the mother’s health improved, the Ross family returned to the gray skies of Detroit. As a young teenager Diana did a series of odd jobs. At that time, all the city’s young kids dreamed of becoming singers. Hits began to pour out of the Motown factory founded by Berry Gordy, and the Hitsville building became a kingdom to be conquered.


In 1960, Florence Ballard formed a group with Mary Wilson, Betty McGlown, and Diana Ross: The Primettes. Diana, one of whose neighbors was Smokey Robinson, leader of The Miracles, managed to land an audition with Motown. Decked out like veritable up-and-coming starlets, the Primettes began their performance. Diana ended the set with an unaccompanied rendition of There Goes My Baby by The Drifters. At that point, Berry Gordy pricked up his ears and saw a possible future for the group. Diana Ross sang with a high, nasal voice, very different from the deep, soul timbre of Florence Ballard. Despite this handicap, she succeeded in asserting herself as the group’s leader. Berry Gordy saw in her the potential to become a goddess of black music, an icon that could bring to Motown that touch of glamour and crossover that would enable the company to appeal to a wide audience. However, when he discovered the girls’ ages, he advised them to come back a year later.


Queen of Motown


At this point, Diana showed her will of iron and smashed Gordy’s summary refusal to pieces. She persuaded her colleagues to go to the Hitsville Studio every day until something would happen. By hanging around there, Diana, Florence, and Mary (Betty had left the group to get married) managed to sing some backing vocals for Mabel John. The session enabled the trio to prove that theirs was a talent not to be ignored. Young Diana set about charming Berry Gordy. A person of vision, he understood that he was dealing with a solid group that included a rough diamond who, as well as being their leader, had the potential to acquit herself well as a soloist.


The Primettes, now renamed The Supremes, signed their contract with Motown in 1960. Their first single, I Want a Guy, came out in March 1961. After a number of their songs failed to make it into the US Top 40, their first success came in July 1964, when Where Did Our Love Go went to No. 1 in the Billboard charts. The Supremes followed this with more No. 1 hits, becoming the first group to have five songs in a row in the top spot. Berry Gordy had succeeded in bringing three young black women into the record collections of America’s households. Acting as true ambassadors for the Motown label, The Supremes appeared multiple times on the top-rated television shows of the time: Ed Sullivan regularly had them as guests on his Sunday evening show.


A true working girl who managed to stay in control of her activities in what was still a very male-dominated industry, Diana Ross also crossed swords with other women who entered her sphere and might have constituted a threat. The first major fight was the one she started with Florence Ballard, a founder member of The Supremes. These two strong characters were constantly in conflict; disagreements and jealousy erupted very soon after signing. Diana remained in favor with Berry Gordy, whereas Florence, whose alcohol dependence was becoming an unmanageable problem, felt pushed to one side. In 1967, Gordy decided to rename his biggest groups by adding the name of each group’s leader in front. Thus The Supremes became Diana Ross and The Supremes. Eventually Florence Ballard’s behavior led to her being excluded altogether, and from April 1967 Cindy Birdsong replaced her. This enabled the group to hang on to a certain amount of success, despite the departure of the Holland-Dozier-Holland trio of composers—notably with the singles Reflections and Love Child, which remained at No. 1 in the Billboard charts for two weeks in a row.


Diana Ross Presents The Jackson 5


By the close of the 1960s the popularity of Motown’s super-groups was waning. Times were changing, and solo artists such as Stevie Wonder and Marvin Gaye embodied the label’s renewal. The end of the groups’ reign nevertheless proved to be fertile territory, where Berry Gordy planted five last green shoots, which were to burst into bloom like fireworks—a masterly product of the expertise Motown had deployed since its foundation. When The Jackson Five signed their contract with Motown in 1968, Berry Gordy was already looking to California as the next place to conquer. He planned to take Diana Ross with him and develop her solo career, both as a singer and as an actress. To perfect this coup, which would ensure the death of The Supremes, he decided to promote his favorite to the position of godmother of The Jackson Five. Thus Ross, the label’s latest star and the queen of Motown, passed the baton to these five young black boys from Gary, Indiana. There was a wonderful rapport between Diana and young Michael. Although his idols included James Brown and Jackie Wilson, whose every dance step he had learned from watching them on television or on stage, he experienced a veritable emotional earthquake when he came into contact with the goddess of soul.


The young artist had only just arrived in Los Angeles to finish off The Jackson Five’s first album when he went to stay with Diana Ross. He was to remain there for 18 months. Ross acted as chaperone, and took charge of his education while waiting for his mother, Katherine, to move to LA as well. The Motown star took an active role in the artistic awakening of her protégé, introducing him to old masters and encouraging him to draw. Judging by Michael Jackson’s own account in his autobiography, Moonwalk, their meeting had something of the fairy tale about it. “You wouldn’t think a big star like Diana Ross would take the time to teach a kid to paint, to give him an education in art, but she did it and I loved her for it. I still do,”2 he comments, recalling his early months in Los Angeles.


Their relationship became one of mutual admiration. Michael found in Diana Ross not just a godmother, but a muse and a model whom he would love and admire throughout his life. The back of the cover of The Jackson Five’s first album, entitled Diana Ross Presents The Jackson 5 (1969), reflected Berry Gordy’s desire to seal, in vinyl, this unique godmother role. Diana Ross’s name appeared at the bottom of a note that followed the laws of marketing, obliging her to state that she was responsible for having discovered the group. The note ended with Diana Ross’s signature, with an “R” sporting a loop that appeared a few years later in Michael Jackson’s own signature (he used the “L” of Michael to produce the same motif).


Diana the solo artist


In the 1970s Diana Ross embarked on her solo career; her second single, Ain’t No Mountain High Enough, topped the Billboard 200 chart. While Florence Ballard had been her rival in The Supremes, Cher was now the woman to beat. The two women traded blows by way of killer singles, which very often became Gold or Platinum records. When she made her debut on the big screen in 1972 with Lady Sings the Blues, a movie loosely based on the life of Billie Holiday, Diana dreamed of outshining the hottest actress of the time, Barbra Streisand. When Motown moved permanently to Los Angeles, Gordy and Ross enjoyed Hollywood life to the full, giving free rein to their fantasies and desire to conquer this new world of showbiz. This paid off in the recording studio, and Diana Ross chalked up hit after hit, until she ran out of steam with the arrival of disco.


Probably because she was too thinly spread performing in rather forgettable movie projects, Diana Ross struggled to cope with new trends. In 1977, Motown started up The Wiz, a project that was an African-American adaptation of The Wizard of Oz. Ross co-opted Michael Jackson, who landed the role of the scarecrow. The young man and his family were by now involved in a legal battle with Motown over a breach of contract (the Jackson brothers left Motown in 1975 and were signed up by Epic Records). However, thanks to Diana Ross, hard feelings were quickly put aside. Michael fitted in with the casting, and met the producer who was going to change his destiny: Quincy Jones.


In 1979 the release of the album The Boss heralded a renaissance, gradually asserting Diana Ross’s position as an icon of the dance floor and of the gay community. She cut her last album for Motown, Diana, produced by the Chic team, which yielded the hit Upside Down, a Platinum single that topped the Billboard chart for four consecutive weeks. The 1979 to 1980 season saw both Ross and Jackson reach a crossroads in their lives. Tired of lacking total control over her work, and reassured by the success of the album Diana (which she successfully remixed with Russ Terrana, Motown’s official mixer, unbeknown to the project’s original producers, Nile Rodgers and Bernard Edwards of Chic), Ross negotiated a historic contract with RCA, which offered her $20 million to join its stable.


Friends for life


Meanwhile, Michael Jackson was enjoying success as a solo artist with Off The Wall, his first album as an adult, made with Quincy Jones. The two friends and Motown survivors celebrated their new departure on CBS’s TV special, Diana, produced by Ross in February 1981 to celebrate the success of the eponymous album. On it, she recalled tenderly how, ten years earlier, she had had the opportunity of supporting her friend when he was starting out, and how he had since become the best-selling black American artist. This was the moment when Diana in effect handed the baton to Michael: from then on, he embodied the future toward which she had worked for many long years. Two years later, with the album Thriller, Michael Jackson fulfilled the vision Gordy had for Diana Ross—he became a global artist and an icon for a generation. As Quincy Jones explains in the bonus audio interview on the reissued Thriller that came out in 2001: “For the first time, all kids the world over had a young black man as their idol. That had never happened before.”


Michael Jackson’s undisputed success did nothing to damage the admiration he felt for his godmother and longtime friend. In 1982 he composed and produced Muscles, the star track of her album Silk Electric, which went proudly to No. 10 in the Top 40. During the Thriller years, Diana had been a reassuring presence on whom Michael could rely, especially in his rare public appearances. In 1985, when he cowrote the song We Are the World with Lionel Richie for the super-group USA for Africa, Diana was by his side and they sang the first refrain together. The same year, Michael cowrote for her, with the brothers Gibb, Eaten Alive, whose modest success nevertheless offered the advantage that it drew him out of a planned (and much-needed) period of retirement to create the successor to Thriller. This idyllic relationship hit a rough patch in 1986, when Diana married Arne Næss, a wealthy Norwegian businessman. At that point, the two Motown soulmates grew apart. Michael found refuge in Neverland, an extravagant private kingdom that he had built for himself. Nevertheless, they continued to meet on tour and also at the inauguration of Bill Clinton in 1993.


Michael Jackson’s life took a different turn in the 1990s. His entourage was constantly changing, and he ended up navigating the world of showbiz alone, a world where the rules were always being rewritten. On 8 May 1996, by which time he had been elevated to the status of royalty, especially in Europe and Asia, he again met his eternal godmother, on the occasion of the World Music Awards in Monte Carlo. The scene was revealing, and their sincere affection was mesmerizing to behold. Diana Ross began a medley of her greatest hits. Michael Jackson, like a real Motowner, could not take his eyes off her, and giggled when she sat on his knee while singing Ain’t No Mountain High Enough. The pupil and the teacher, the godson and the godmother, were now on equal terms: Diana showing her pride at seeing her showbiz protégé become a superstar, while his candid gaze clearly showed fascination, love, and humility.


Although Michael Jackson also formed a strong and unique friendship with Elizabeth Taylor, Diana Ross remained a faithful friend to the end. On 24 April 2002, at his final live performance at a gala organized by Bill Clinton for the Democratic Party, Michael Jackson performed several songs from his album Dangerous. He concluded his performance with Heal the World, sharing the stage with Diana Ross. They had come full circle, and reached a conclusion: the two Motown stars appearing on stage together for the last time, singing the notes of a humanitarian hymn that chimed perfectly with the generosity that had held them together, and which they had shared with the public, for all these years.






[THE JACKSON 5]




WHO’S LOVIN’ YOU



William “Smokey” Robinson / 3’57


From the album: Diana Ross Presents The Jackson 5


Released by Motown Records: USA, 18 December 1969 (ref. MS 700) / UK, March 1970 (ref. STML 11142)


Chart position: USA R&B No. 1, Pop No. 1 / UK No. 2


Musicians


Michael Jackson: lead vocals


Michael, Jermaine, Tito, Jackie, and Marlon Jackson: backing vocals


The Funk Brothers:


James Jamerson: bass guitar


Earl Van Dyke: piano


Joe Messina: guitar


William “Benny” Benjamin: drums


Recording


Motown’s Hitsville Studio, Detroit: instrumental tracks: 19 July 1969;


backing vocals and demo: 20 July 1969;


lead vocals: 25 and 29 July 1969


Technical team


Producer: Bobby Taylor


Arrangements: David Van De Pitte


Genesis


In early 1960, Smokey Robinson wrote Who’s Lovin’ You and recorded it with his group The Miracles. The song was the first track on their first album, Hi…We’re The Miracles, and also on the B-side of Shop Around, their first real hit. By coincidence the same song, recorded almost a decade later by The Jackson Five, was also chosen to be on the B-side of their first hit single, I Want You Back.


The Motown philosophy was based on an overriding principle: the label’s songs were recorded by several artists, in different arrangements, until they became hits. Once this goal had been attained, the songs were given to new artists to prolong their life even further and promote the Motown sound. Smokey Robinson saw his hit snatched away by Michael Jackson, the top star at the time. This song, which he would transform and elevate to another dimension, was to be the catalyst for a breathtaking start to the group’s career.


Who’s Lovin’ You was one of the first songs Michael sang for Berry Gordy. His adaptation was so captivating, heartfelt, and personal, that it totally demolished the Motown founder’s position that he would not sign up children’s groups (see here). However, even in the face of the obvious talent the auditions revealed, and impressed by so much potential, Gordy admitted that he hesitated for a long time before signing The Jackson Five. Michael was barely ten years old when Gordy heard him perform this song for the very first time, though Gordy shaved a few years off Michael’s age in his telling of the story. Berry Gordy would often describe his first meeting with Michael, and how he sensed in him a thirst for learning and a natural curiosity that would enable him to become the best, especially as he was prepared to work as hard and long as necessary.


At first Smokey Robinson was doubtful that someone so young could breathe so much feeling and soul into a performance. However, when he recalled the day when Berry Gordy asked him to come and hear the group, he admitted he experienced an emotion he had never felt before. Even today, he always praises Michael Jackson’s version of the song and reaffirms that the young prodigy made his dream as a songwriter become reality.


Who’s Lovin’ You brought young Michael’s immense talent to the ears of the widest possible audience when it featured on the Ed Sullivan Show. That evening he gave a performance that, even today, is considered the finest ever given for that song.




FOR JACKSON ADDICTS


The mono single version (4’21) is 20 seconds longer than the album version. It is included in the compilation Michael Jackson—Love Songs (2002) and the box set The Complete Motown Singles, Vol. 9: 1969 (2007). The live version released in 1992 features as a bonus on the reissue Two Classic Albums on One CD—Goin’ Back to Indiana / Lookin’ through the Windows (2001).





The presenter, Ed Sullivan, played a major role in establishing a television presence for Motown’s artists. He quickly agreed with Berry Gordy to welcome The Jackson Five on his show on 14 December 1969, just two months after a discreet appearance on the show Motown at Hollywood Palace. As he introduced them, Sullivan promised his audience they were about to see a sensational group. Michael, a little guy in a pink broad-brimmed hat and blue frock coat, began his performance with Stand! by Sly and The Family Stone: a clear, fresh rendition that was both dynamic and precise. It was a well-executed introduction, with perfect choreography that enabled the audience to easily focus on each of the group’s five members. Already, Michael was captivating the camera, darting around, lighting up the stage, surprising considering his young age and apparent fragility.


Next, with blues-like notes and in an astonishingly deep tone, Michael continued with a spoken introduction that created an intimate atmosphere, totally at odds with his previous rendition. This kid, barely ten years old, completely devoid of any constraint, shyness, or reserve, dared almost shamelessly to tackle the highly mature blues idiom. He let himself go wholeheartedly before millions of TV viewers:




I met a girl at school one day


During in the sandbox


Older Brothers: sandbox?!


We toasted our love during milk break


Older Brothers: aw man


I gave her my cookies!


Marlon: Come on Mike!


We fell out during finger paints


So one day, I stepped up to her and I said...Wheeeeeeennnn


I had you...





His strong self-belief and precise interpretation combined to produce an incredibly convincing performance. This was the exact moment when Michael Jackson embarked on his immense and talented career.


As Weldon McDougal said: that evening the career of The Jackson Five was truly launched. Requests for their records from radio stations and disc jockeys skyrocketed.


Production


Berry Gordy soon entrusted The Jackson Five’s musical direction to Bobby Taylor, giving him carte blanche. He expected rapid results, and the young musicians’ talents showcased to the full, but soon criticized his employee for having them record songs that were out of fashion. Taylor argued that these classics would gradually nourish Michael Jackson’s soul and personality.


The Jackson Five’s first album was recorded at a point when the label was going through a change, gradually transferring its operations to the West Coast. At the same time as Bobby Taylor was working with the group, the hit factory known as The Corporation got going and the era of “bubble-gum soul” was quietly starting its revolution.


Bobby Taylor retained essential control of the first album, Diana Ross Presents The Jackson 5, which he chose to record at Motown’s Hitsville Studio in Detroit. The instrumental tracks were entrusted to The Funk Brothers, much to the regret of Tito and Jermaine who had yet to master their instruments. The Funk Brothers had created the sound of Motown’s biggest hits. Their main members included James Jamerson (bass guitar), Earl Van Dyke (piano), Joe Messina (guitar), and William Benny Benjamin (drums). Their interaction and musicality were vital to the label’s output but, oddly, were not highlighted very much. It wasn’t until the extraordinary success of What’s Going On and Marvin Gaye’s I Heard It Through the Grapevine that anyone showed interest in session musicians and their work, which had been in the shadows since the early 1960s.


Taylor chose soul classics of the 1960s, and was keen to include them on the album. As a result, Can You Remember by The Delfonics, Standing in the Shadows of Love by The Four Tops, You’ve Changed (from the Steeltown period), My Cherie Amour by Stevie Wonder, Chained by Paul Petersen, (I Know) I’m Losing You and Born to Love You by The Temptations, and finally Stand! by Sly and The Family Stone all joined Who’s Lovin’ You and the new songs written by The Corporation, as well as the Disney song Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah.


Although the instrumental sections of Who’s Lovin’ You were recorded separately from the vocal takes, this had the advantage of giving completely free rein to the masterly, warm, melancholy, and almost suave interpretations of the young Michael Jackson. His uplifting of the soul and his vocal variations, doubtless inspired by David Ruffin’s version on the album The Temptations Sing Smokey (1965), came through like in no other song on the album.


The single I Want You Back / Who’s Lovin’ You was released Tuesday 7 October 1969, and sold more than two million copies in six weeks. It was a Gold disc, but not certified by the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) because Motown was not a member.


In 1992, Who’s Lovin’ You was reissued as a single worldwide to coincide with the promotion of the television series The Jacksons: An American Dream. It was a hitherto unseen live recording of a concert on 29 May 1971 in Gary, Indiana. This version, which was even more impressive than the studio one, had the advantage that the instrumentals were recorded at the same time as the vocals, which added to the interpretation by Michael Jackson, who was galvanized more than ever. A short video clip accompanied the promotional single; it showed Jason Weaver, the actor who played Michael Jackson as a child in the series.






DICK CLARK
FATHER OF THE AMERICAN MUSIC AWARDS



Dick Clark (1929–2012) is the embodiment of the evergreen American pop presenter and TV host. With his finger forever on the pulse of America’s youth, he won fame as the charismatic, iconic presenter of the show American Bandstand. From 1956 to 1989 he welcomed on his show those who made headlines in American and international music. An interviewer whose jokes were unoriginal but nonetheless effective, he also produced a series of radio shows for local stations, entitled Dick Clark’s Rock, Roll & Remember.


Dick Clark and Michael Jackson forged a showbiz friendship that defied the passage of time. From The Jackson Five’s earliest days at Motown, Michael and his brothers appeared regularly on American Bandstand. Michael made his solo debut on it with Rockin’ Robin and I Wanna Be Where You Are, songs from his first album, Got to Be There. Clark interviewed the group several times from the 1970s to the beginning of the Thriller period. When the presenter launched his own awards ceremony, the American Music Awards (AMAs), in 1973, Michael Jackson was among the first stars invited to present prizes to the winners. Unlike the Grammy Awards, where professionals receive prizes from their peers, the AMAs are based on votes by the public. And there lies the crucial difference: throughout his career, Clark placed the stars and the public at the center of the debate. The voice of the people prevailed. And this inescapable truth was regularly proved when he and Michael Jackson came together. During the American Bandstand show on 10 February 1979, Dick Clark welcomed the Jackson brothers as they were starting the promotion of their new album, Destiny. They sang three songs: Shake Your Body (Down to the Ground), Things I Do for You, and Push Me Away.


Rock-solid loyalty


Michael Jackson turned to the legendary presenter at various key moments in his career: he reserved the first TV screening of the short film The Triumph—Can You Feel It for American Bandstand, where it was shown on 19 September 1981. On 16 January 1984, to celebrate the global success of the album Thriller, Clark regaled Jackson with a dream panel of personalities to present him with the 11 awards that the public had bestowed on him; Diana Ross and Lionel Richie, but also Paul McCartney via a video message, paid tribute to his talent and success.


On 25 January 1993, when the album Dangerous received a series of well-deserved awards, Clark suggested to Jackson that he open the 20th edition of the American Music Awards with an exclusive performance of the eponymous song. Michael Jackson took advantage of this to add new elements to his performance—a maneuver that has since been widely adopted by pop artists. During this ceremony, Dick Clark re-titled the International Artist Award the Michael Jackson International Artist Award. It was given to artists whose achievements go beyond simply hit albums or songs—in other words, major artists.


On 20 April 2002 Dick Clark and Michael Jackson met for the last time on a television set. Clark was celebrating the 50th anniversary of American Bandstand and Michael Jackson gave his last performance specifically for television, again, from Dangerous. The two men represented, in their respective fields, a modern, people-based, and unifying vision of the world of entertainment. The work of Dick Clark has lived on since his death in 2012: the American Music Awards have continued to be a flagship ceremony of the music industry. And some of this event’s finest moments came about courtesy of Michael Jackson.
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ABC


The Corporation / 2’55


From the album: ABC


Released by Motown Records: USA and UK, 8 May 1970 (ref. MS 709 and ref. STML 11156)


Chart position: USA R&B No. 1, Pop No. 4 / UK No. 22


Musicians


Michael, Jermaine, Tito, and Jackie Jackson: vocals and backing vocals


Marlon Jackson: backing vocals


Wilton Felder: bass guitar


Gene Pello: drums


David T Walker, Louie Shelton, and Don Peake: guitar


Freddie Perren: keyboards


Recording Sound Factory Studio, Los Angeles: December 1969


Technical team


Producer: The Corporation


Arrangements: The Corporation


[image: Illustration]


A-side: ABC (mono single version) / 2’56


B-side: The Young Folks (mono single version) / 3’10


Released by Motown Records: USA, 24 February 1970 (ref. M 1163) / UK, May 1970 (ref. TMG 738)


Chart position: USA R&B No. 1, Pop No. 1 / UK No. 8


Genesis


With I Want You Back, Berry Gordy had perfected a devastatingly effective formula: a team of inspired composers writing for young, enthusiastic, talented individuals. Like the first song the Jackson brothers recorded for Motown, ABC and The Love You Save were also written by The Corporation. The aim was to repeat the winning formula but tweak it so it would continue to appeal to the general public and establish The Jackson Five sound, a carefree blend of soul and pop. ABC uses many chords that feature in I Want You Back, such as C major, D major, and G major. The Love You Save also uses some of the same chords as ABC, with a few variations. ABC was put together by Deke Richards, who reused the melody and chords of I Want You Back, simplifying the rhythm and giving a childlike feeling by repeating the first three letters of the alphabet.


Production


Recording of ABC began immediately after the sessions for the first album, Diana Ross Presents The Jackson 5, had wrapped up. Berry Gordy decided to put his faith in the group with-out waiting to see how the first single would fare. The sessions took place in Motown’s California studios. Various versions of ABC were recorded. Two are officially known today: the one that appears on the album, which was also released as a single, and an alternative version, lasting 3’24, which was revealed for the first time in the compilation I Want You Back—Unreleased Masters, released by Motown in 2009. This mix contains a slower melody and progression to the refrain. The result, which was also more mature, enabled Tito to perform one of the phrases of the first couplet. These variants give the song a more conventional feel that is maybe too close to I Want You Back. Gordy decided to polish the shorter version, which was tighter and with a decidedly more pop-like feel.
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THE LOVE YOU SAVE


The Corporation / 2’59


From the album: ABC


Released by Motown Records: USA and UK, 8 May 1970 (ref. MS 709 and ref. STML 11156)


Chart position: USA No. 4 / UK No. 22


Musicians


Michael and Jermaine Jackson: vocals and backing vocals


Marlon Jackson: backing vocals


Jermaine, Tito, and Marlon Jackson: additional vocals


Marlon, Tito, and Jackie Jackson: additional backing vocals


Wilton Felder: bass guitar


Gene Pello: drums


David T. Walker, Louie Shelton, and Don Peake: guitars


Freddie Perren: keyboards


Recording


Sound Factory Studio, Los Angeles: March 1970


Technical team


Producer: The Corporation


Arrangements: The Corporation


[image: Illustration]


A-side: The Love You Save (mono single version) / 3’02


B-side: I Found That Girl (mono single version) / 3’09


Released by Motown Records: USA, 13 May 1970 (ref. M 1166) / UK, July 1970 (ref. TMG 746)


Chart position: USA R&B No. 1, Pop No. 1 / UK No. 7


Genesis


For The Love You Save, Deke Richards was aware that the song’s structure needed to be innovative and differ from the group’s first two singles. “The only difference was we just had to come up with a new punch and groove for the beginning, and a new, different structure for the verse.”13 He kept the same chord progression as can be heard in ABC.


The Corporation took advantage of these two songs to strengthen the teamwork between the brothers at the microphone—an important element for appearing on stage when on tour in the future. So it was that the first exchanges between Jermaine and Michael on I Want You Back became routine and regularly featured in other songs on later albums.


Production


In The Love You Save, the formula created by Berry Gordy and The Corporation was established, but had undergone some modifications. The recording produced a template that was to be reused in other hits, such as Sugar Daddy and Mama’s Pearl.


ABC and The Love You Save were included in the Jackson brothers’ second album, ABC. It was released on 8 May 1970, preceded by the title track’s release as a single in February 1970. The Love You Save was released as a single in May 1970.




In less than six months, The Jackson Five had three singles at No. 1 in the US Top 40, beating The Beatles twice: ABC and The Love You Save knocked Let It Be and The Long and Winding Road respectively off the top spot.








SUZANNE DE PASSE
AN ESSENTIAL SUPPORT



Suzanne de Passe was born in 1946 in Harlem, New York City. She was barely 20 years old when Berry Gordy noticed her initiative and dedication in her job as program coordinator at the Cheetah Disco Club in New York. She became his personal assistant and very soon the Motown label’s trusted lieutenant.


It was Suzanne de Passe who interceded with her boss to persuade him to listen to The Jackson Five’s audition. Fate saw to it that he granted her wish. Apart from her high degree of competence as a manager, she was the female presence and surrogate mother for the group when they were on the road in America. She acted as choreographer, dresser, and prop-woman, but was also responsible for making sure the children received an education. She liked to relate how the choreography of I Want You Back had been developed and rehearsed at her house in Los Angeles. She also recalled with emotion and amusement the first time The Jackson Five appeared on the Ed Sullivan Show in 1969. That day, Suzanne had scoured the shops of Greenwich Village in search of costumes for the program. She brought Michael a brown shirt, complemented by a blue tunic and a pink, broad-brimmed hat. An outfit he would never wear again, but which was to become iconic. According to Jermaine Jackson, when Michael saw himself in the mirror dressed in those strange garments, he exclaimed: “I love it!”


Once they had become famous, the brothers avoided contact with the public, and spent hours playing in hotel rooms. Suzanne nicknamed Michael “Casper, the little ghost,” because he was a mischievous prankster and enjoyed eavesdropping.


Suzanne de Passe was an enthusiastic, committed, and especially creative woman. In 1973 she became the first African-American to receive an Academy Award nomination for cowriting the screenplay of the movie Lady Sings the Blues, starring Diana Ross as Billie Holiday. She also helped to get Motown artists exposure on TV. One of the things she was most proud of as president of Motown Productions (from 1972) was the show Motown 25: Yesterday, Today, Forever, which was broadcast on 25 March 1983. It left an indelible mark on the history of American television, bringing The Jackson Five back together for an evening and showcasing the first ever appearance of the moonwalk on Billie Jean. Suzanne de Passe could take pride in having been the instigator of this event: once again, she had managed to persuade Berry Gordy to organize it. Later she took on the challenge of putting together a project highlighting the extraordinary rise of the Jackson brothers. In 1992 she produced the TV series The Jacksons: An American Dream, for which she won an Emmy award. She continued this line of work as co-president of De Passe Jones Entertainment, the successor to Motown Productions, which Berry Gordy passed to her in the early 1990s.


She was a veritable point of reference in Michael Jackson’s career. In 2005, when he was interviewed by Jesse Jackson, the singer recalled his years with her: “Remember Suzanne de Passe, she was so wonderful, you know. She was pretty much our manager...She was very helpful and instrumental in the early days of our careers that she remains a friend. And I do, I do…I miss her.”10





WELDON ARTHUR MCDOUGAL III
AN OFTEN-FORGOTTEN LINK



Weldon Arthur McDougal was born on 28 October 1936 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. He cofounded the Harthon label during the 1960s and was one of the pioneers of “Philly soul.” From 1969 to 1980 he was the East Coast head of record promotion for Motown. This discreet man’s involvement in The Jackson Five’s route to Motown was recognized only late. It appears that he was the link between Joseph Jackson and Bobby Taylor. While he was preparing a VIP suite for the arrival of Bobby Taylor and The Vancouvers at the High Chaparral club in Chicago in 1968, McDougal heard some shouting. The Jackson Five appeared on stage, he saw them, and was impressed. In the documentary Michael Jackson: The Life of an Icon, he related how Joseph Jackson, who was introduced to him that evening by the venue’s manager, told him: “Hey man, we wanna be on Motown.”11 Weldon McDougal explained to him that he had no way of signing up anyone to the label. Joseph insisted: “Could you introduce me to someone at Motown?”12 That same day, Weldon did indeed tell Bobby Taylor about the conversation.


McDougal would tell anyone who would listen that Bobby Taylor worked very hard to gain recognition for The Jackson Five—even harder than for his own group. One day, when he was rehearsing at the Apollo Theater in Harlem, New York, Bobby Taylor asked Weldon McDougal to come because he had a surprise for him. When McDougal arrived outside the venue, he saw, to his delight, that the Jackson brothers were on the bill. He admitted that he had never known this happen so quickly for a group without an album to its name and thus unknown to the general public. But people were constantly crying out: “Jackson Five!”


In 2010, in an interview with Adam Worthy, McDougal returned to the subject of his background in promoting Motown artists to radio stations and disc jockeys. He explained that it was just after the Ed Sullivan Show was broadcast that the group’s popularity skyrocketed and radio stations called him asking for a copy of I Want You Back. From that moment on, everyone was waiting for the next single from the group.


The Michael Jackson Scrapbook


In February 1985, Weldon McDougal published The Michael Jackson Scrapbook, which contained many photographs of Michael and his brothers. Michael and Tito possessed a camera, and regularly asked McDougal to immortalize them. On 26 September 1970, during the World Series in Cincinnati, the young singers performed The Star-Spangled Banner, and Weldon took photographs that made the next day’s headlines. From that day on, he took many shots using his own camera, and brought them together in the book. It was apparently greatly appreciated by Michael Jackson, who reportedly consulted it in the presence of his childhood friend David Gest, producer of the documentary Michael Jackson: The Life of an Icon in 2011; Michael never let David touch it for fear of it being damaged.
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I’LL BE THERE


Berry Gordy, Hal Davis, Willie Hutch, Bob West / 3’57


From the album: Third Album


Released by Motown Records: USA, 8 September 1970 (ref. MS 718) / UK, February 1971 (ref. STML 11174)


Chart positions: USA R&B No. 1, Pop No. 4 / UK No. 4


Musicians


Michael and Jermaine Jackson: lead vocals


Michael, Jermaine, Tito, Jackie, and Marlon Jackson: backing vocals


Arthur Wright, David T. Walker, and Louie Shelton: guitars


Bob West: bass guitar


Joe Sample: keyboard (harpsichord)


Gene Pello: drums


Jackie Jackson: tambourine


Recording


Sound Factory Studio, Los Angeles: instrumental tracks


Record Plant Studio, Los Angeles: vocals and backing vocals


April to September 1970


Technical team


Producer: Hal Davis


Arrangements: Bob West
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A-side: I’ll Be There (mono single version) / 3’42


B-side: One More Chance (mono single version) / 2’59


Released by Motown Records: USA, 28 August 1970 (ref. M 1171) / UK, November 1970 (ref. TMG 758)


Chart position: USA R&B No. 1, Pop No. 1 / UK No. 4


Genesis


In the space of a few months The Jackson Five had already released two albums and had their first three hits at the No. 1 spot in the pop and R&B charts. Between them, the singles I Want You Back, ABC, and The Love You Save had already sold almost ten million. Before the first anniversary of the group’s official launch, it was planned that a third album—entitled, appropriately enough, Third Album—would go on sale. The privilege of such a title was normally reserved for established, widely influential artists; the title therefore promised much and presented even more in the way of a challenge. I’ll Be There was the first ballad by the brothers to have been released as a single; its tone was deliberately more peaceful, serene, and calm. It was therefore a risky enterprise for Motown, which here was shattering the convention for wild songs that had marked the work of The Corporation up until then. Michael Jackson’s performance of Who’s Lovin’ You on the Ed Sullivan Show (see here) had doubtless made an impression on Berry Gordy, who had decided to adopt a new strategy to reinforce his protégés’ stature and position on the market.


This gentle ballad is a romantic lament, in which the voices of Michael and Jermaine are almost completely without instrumental accompaniment. In I’ll Be There, Michael asserts himself: no longer does he dream only of love, but he now also undertakes to become a strong, kindly support, with this promise to “be there.” Moreover, and this is a marked change, he is for the first time the true protagonist in his desire for love. I’ll Be There ushered in a mature phase that the young artist was preparing to champion before his audience.


Special care was taken in the writing of this song. Berry Gordy played his best card in asking Hal Davis, a loyal, talented composer in the Motown stable, to outshine the work produced by The Corporation. It was a challenge he took up with ambition and commitment.


Some accounts of the writing of this song are confused, but all seem to agree that there was a mysterious instrumental track hit upon by Hal Davis and worked on originally by the bassist and arranger Bob West. Davis sensed it had great musical potential and soon came up with the title I’ll Be There. He immediately contacted Willie Hutch, another talented composer and a lyricist who was highly respected within Motown. The two composers then recorded the basics of the song in the space of one night and played them to Berry Gordy, who liked both the tone and the title. Willie Hutch had taken it upon himself to write two variants. The first dealt with a love that was rather brotherly in character, whereas the other was more romantic. Berry Gordy chose the romantic theme, but the brotherly aspect was not, for all that, neglected: “You and I must make a pact / We must bring salvation back.”


The Motown boss later added the famous interjection: “Just look over your shoulder, honey!” which admirably vitalizes and punctuates the song. According to Hal Davis, Berry Gordy was a true creative force when he got involved in the production of songs. However, Gordy admitted that, on hearing the first version of the song, he was not especially impressed. Nevertheless, as work progressed, he became more and more convinced that a ballad was the right way to go. I’ll Be There was to give the group a credibility they had never had before and prove that Who’s Lovin’ You had not been a one-off success. Hitherto associated with bubble-gum soul, The Jackson Five were on the point of becoming a pop phenomenon that was as high profile as it was credible.


Production


Graham Betts states in his encyclopedia, Motown, that the various instrumental tracks were recorded at the Sound Studio Factory under the impeccable direction of Hal Davis himself, and with the involvement of the very best musicians on the West Coast. Although the intro begins with the sound of a harpsichord, that is simply because the composer himself judged it appropriate to use an instrument which he personally associated with love themes in movies.


The vocals were recorded at Record Plant Studio. Jermaine was earmarked as the song’s lead singer. However, the instrumental tracks were so high that only Michael’s voice, pushed to the limit, could hope to record the most complex passages.


Berry Gordy related an amusing story: “At the end of I’II Be There, when he shouted out, ‘Look over your shoulders, honey,’ everyone said: ‘Shoulders should be singular, not plural. He said it wrong.’ But I love spontaneity, so I said, ‘He said it right. Let’s leave it.’”14 The words had been borrowed from the song Reach Out I’ll Be There by The Four Tops, a complete version of which Michael would record, and in which he would repeat exactly the same mistake (this can be heard on the bonus record that came with the 1995 compilation Soulsation!). Berry Gordy admits that, when he heard the final master of I’ll Be There, he thought Hal Davis’s work was, as he had betted, superior to that of The Corporation. Mission accomplished and challenge met.


Michael Jackson recalled:




I’ll Be There was our real breakthrough song; it was the one that said, “We’re here to stay.” It was No. 1 for five weeks, which is very unusual. That’s a long time for a song and the song was one of my favorites of all the songs we’ve ever done...But that song grabbed me from the moment I heard the demo. I didn’t even know what a harpsichord was until that record’s opening notes were played for us. The song was produced thanks to the genius of Hal Davis, assisted by Suzy Ikeda, my other half who stood next to me song after song, making sure I put the right emotion and feeling and heart into the composition. It was a serious song, but we threw in a fun part…2







I’ll Be There was performed on all of Michael Jackson’s tours. Unlike The Jackson Five’s earlier hits, which were brought together in the form of a medley, he sang it in full every time, using marvelous vocal variations, along with an homage to his brothers and their collective rise to stardom.







FOR JACKSON ADDICTS


In 2002 the compilation Michael Jackson—Love Songs included an alternative bonus version. Worth hearing is I’ll Be There—Minus Mix (Michael Jackson—The Stripped Mixes 2009).





Before the TV show Diana! was aired in April 1971, the original soundtrack was released on 29 March 1971. It revealed the lineup of artists who would appear. The medley I’ll Be There / Feelin’ Alright had been studio recorded the previous year, on Saturday 5 December 1970. It became, in a certain sense, the first Ross / Jackson duo to be released (also as a single). The comfort of the studio did not, sadly, enable Michael Jackson to radiate the spontaneity and charisma that he conveyed live on the evening of the TV show. It was aired on Thursday 18 April 1971 at 8 p.m. on the ABC channel. As he had done when performing Who’s Lovin’ You on the Ed Sullivan Show, Michael really got into his groove, and his vocal variations were astonishing.


I’ll Be There was the single that would really establish the group, becoming their fourth song in a row to reach No. 1 in the charts. This was an unheard-of record—and what’s more, it had been achieved in less than a year. The song was from then on considered one of Motown’s greatest, with four million sold. However, according to J. Randy Taraborrelli, in his 1991 book, this figure was heavily rounded up for the purposes of PR and marketing, and in fact sales amounted to exactly 3,178,523. Nevertheless, the song was the biggest success in The Jackson Five’s history, and the most in demand by the public.





STEVIE WONDER
A TRAVELING COMPANION



Were it not for the genius of Stevie Wonder, the world of pop music would never have become what it is today. He was an artist of such vision that his career is one of the few that bear comparison with that of the legend that is Michael Jackson. His music brought innovation, character, modernity, and timelessness, and his songs displayed an unmatched sensitivity and musicality. The sounds of his synthesizers, like his vocoder breaks, resonate in the collective unconscious like nothing else, and are immediately recognizable. Stevie Wonder’s enthusiasm, charisma, warmth, and generosity had the power to move people to tears. He is a giant who, like Michael Jackson (videos and dance steps aside), is one of the cornerstones of pop, rock, soul, and R&B music. Who in the world could have understood and guided the development of the young Michael Jackson better than this other child star? He was a logical and natural link in Michael’s musical education and the motivating force that drove him throughout his career. Theirs was an indestructible friendship. Michael Jackson saw in Stevie Wonder a mentor, a model, and a point of reference that stayed with him in his development as an artist. The two stars had their hits, both together and individually, but there was never any rivalry between them. These two giants were to leave an eternal mark on the history of late 20th-century African-American music.


Stevland Hardaway Judkins


Later rechristened Stevland Morris, Stevland Hardaway Judkins was born on 13 May 1950 in Saginaw, Michigan. He was born prematurely and developed a retinopathy at birth that rendered him blind. In 1954 he moved in with relatives in Detroit. He grew up in a poor but loving family, and he adored sport and music. He played the harmonica, drums, and piano, and his musical talents were the joy of the parishioners of his local church. He was discovered by Ronnie White, the songwriter and vocalist of the group The Miracles, who introduced him to Berry Gordy. Gordy offered him a contract with Tamla when he was just 11 years old.


Little Stevie Wonder


The earliest efforts of Little Stevie Wonder, as Clarence Paul, his first producer and music teacher, named him, were uncertain and did not really allow his talent to emerge. The Jazz Soul of Stevie Wonder and then Tribute to Uncle Ray in 1962 received good reviews. But it was with Fingertips (1963), which appeared on the live album Recorded Live: The 12-Year-Old Genius, that the sensation took off like a rocket, reaching No. 1 in the charts. However, there followed a second period during which hits were not forthcoming. It was not until the years 1966 to 1967 that he enjoyed success with more hits: Up-Tight (Everything’s Alright) and then I Was Made to Love Her, which opened the door to European exposure.


Meeting Michael Jackson and The Jackson Five


Stevie was soon to meet another child star. He told Time magazine: “I first met Michael when I was in Detroit. He came to Motown, and they were talking about this boy from Gary, Indiana, and The Jackson Five, and everyone was excited. He was a little boy then. He would always come into the studio curious about how I worked and what I did. ‘How do you do that?’ ‘Why do you do that?’ I think he understood clearly from seeing various people do the music scene that it definitely took work. He must have been around nine or ten then, and I definitely felt he was going to be someone. You heard the voice, and all he could do was grow. And that’s what he did.”15


The Jackson Five worked indirectly with Stevie Wonder from their first album at Motown. They performed the hit My Cherie Amour, as the label’s policy at the time dictated. It was released as a single by Stevie Wonder in January 1969, reaching No. 4 in the Billboard pop and R&B charts.


A model of artistic freedom


The success of Stevie Wonder’s early hits produced considerable revenue for Motown. But the young artist soon wanted to have more control over his work and see the money transferred to his personal account. He had just turned 21 when he began protracted negotiations with Berry Gordy. Little by little he gained his artistic freedom and succeeded in producing his very first album—the aptly named Signed, Sealed, and Delivered—himself. In 1970 new versions of his songs I Don’t Know Why I Love You and Never Had a Dream Come True featured on the tracklist of The Jackson Five’s album ABC. On the album Ben (1972), Michael performed, solo this time, Shoo-Be-Doo-Be-Doo-Da-Day, another Stevie Wonder hit. Around this time, the older artist began a change of musical direction with Music of My Mind, an album that blended soul with jazz and rock.


His album Innervisions (1973) heralded a host of masterpieces including Higher Ground, Don’t You Worry ‘Bout a Thing, and Living for the City. Stevie Wonder scooped up six Grammy Awards. That same year, he was involved in a car accident that left him in a coma for several weeks, before returning to the stage in Cannes on the invitation of his friend Elton John, where he performed Confusion for the first time.


Also in 1973, during their tour of Japan, The Jackson Five humbly performed his song Superstition, which can be heard on the album Live in Japan. A few months earlier, Stevie Wonder had gone to No. 1 in the US charts with that song. It featured on the exceptional Talking Book, in which he confirmed his electronic aspirations. The second single from the album, You Are the Sunshine of My Life, was also a great success.


Early collaboration


The year 1974 saw concrete collaboration with The Jackson Five. They provided the backing vocals on the song You Haven’t Done Nothin’, which featured on an album that was very intimate and more personal than ever: Fulfillingness’ First Finale. Among the first shots taken by the photographer Todd Gray is an incredible one of Michael Jackson watching his mentor during the session at Record Plant Studio, Hollywood. His gaze is brimming with humility and respect. He is standing back, whereas Stevie Wonder is busy at the console. Of course, this picture of a shared moment did the rounds of the music media, which announced that maybe an album was forthcoming. Fans dreamed of this and talked endlessly about it. Although the song Buttercup (written and produced by Stevie Wonder) was indeed recorded at this time, it was not released until 2009, on the compilation I Want You Back! Unreleased Masters, which celebrated the 40th anniversary of The Jackson Five’s hit single.


After a period of inactivity, in September 1976 Stevie Wonder finally released the long-awaited Songs in the Key of Life, a double album featuring contrasts that were as astonishing as they were wonderful. I Wish, Sir Duke, and Isn’t She Lovely were hits that made the album into a major event and a resounding success. Then, little by little, Stevie Wonder began to reduce his work rate and embark on his “commercial” period.


The 1980s


Stevie Wonder wrote a song specifically for Michael Jackson for the first time in 1979, for the album Off the Wall. The enchanting and deeply humble I Can’t Help It adds to the fresh, dance-like quality of the album. At the same time, Motown assembled a compilation of unreleased songs by The Jackson Five, and released I Was Made to Love Her on the album Boogie. It was a song cowritten by Stevie Wonder and his mother in 1967.


He was back in action in the fall of 1980 with Hotter Than July, an album containing melodies that some found unoriginal, but nevertheless intoxicating and no less brilliant. The song Masterblaster was performed at Madison Square Garden, New York, by Michael Jackson and Stevie Wonder in November 1980. It was a rare moment. The tour that promoted the album was organized with the aim of establishing a national holiday in memory of Martin Luther King Jr., a goal that was attained in November 1983 during the presidency of Ronald Reagan. The famous song Happy Birthday is a touching homage to the minister and civil rights activist who was murdered in 1968. Hotter Than July also contains the song All I Do, in which Michael Jackson makes a discreet but noticeable appearance in the backing vocals.


The early 1980s saw Stevie Wonder undertake numerous collaborations, notably on the evergreen Ebony and Ivory, a duet with the great Paul McCartney. The single was a big sensation; The Girl Is Mine, later that year, less so. The early 1980s, for Stevie Wonder as for Michael Jackson, were a time of duets and guest appearances. There were further collaborations with Elton John and Dionne Warwick. For Donna Summer, under the direction of Quincy Jones, Stevie Wonder provided backing vocals for the song State of Independence, together with several other artists, including his faithful friend Michael Jackson. In 1984, with I Just Called to Say I Love You, he attempted to declare his love for a certain woman in a red dress, who featured in the movie The Woman in Red. A year later, he also took part in the USA for Africa project, on the single We Are the World.


Michael Jackson: “I learned so much from him!”


Michael Jackson piled on the superlatives to pay homage to this genius. In 1983 he said: “I learned so much from him, just by sitting in on his sessions and talking to him and listening. He is phenomenal. I had an interview with George Harrison in England. We did it together. And we were speaking of Stevie and he said that Stevie Wonder makes him want to retire. He said he can’t even explain what Stevie does. He said that Paul [McCartney] feels the same way. He said he’s just incredible. I feel the same about Stevie. I’ll come in the door and he’ll sing: ‘Michael’s here, Michael’s here!’; and he’ll come up with a song just by singing that. I love Stevie. I learn so much from him!”


Michael Jackson added: “He’s a master. I’m not joking. I would put him in the same range as Beethoven or another of the other greats. For now, for today, he is way ahead of us musically, of the world really. His vocals are phenomenal [about Send One Your Love]—so close to perfection.”16


Just Good Friends


The year 1987 saw the two friends once more join forces on album projects. Just Good Friends was recorded as a duet and included on Bad. Spike Lee’s documentary Bad 25 gives a sensitive sneak peek behind the scenes of this recording. The song did not figure on the long list of singles drawn from the album, probably to make way for the single Get It, another duet released the same year on Stevie Wonder’s album Characters.


On 28 November 1987, during the Bad tour in Brisbane, the audience was thrilled at the announcement that Stevie Wonder would appear on stage. He came on to accompany the final passage of the song Bad, making sure he added his fair share of improvisation. To this day, fans fantasize about getting their hands on a video of this moment of togetherness.


During the 1990s Stevie Wonder made himself scarce; only the album Conversation Peace, featuring For Your Love, served as a reminder that the genius was still in action. The two friends quietly collaborated in the minor song Yeah on Eddie Murphy’s album Love’s Alright (1992), thus adding themselves to the long list of artists on the piece. The success of the duet of Steve Wonder and the singer Babyface on How Come, How Long made an impact in 1996; his harmonica resounded, bringing to mind the roots of his music. On 4 August 1998, Michael Jackson and Stevie Wonder visited the Motown Museum in Detroit—a return to roots and a public display of their close bond. It was, in all probability, the last public appearance by the two men side by side.


A Time 2 Love


Fans had to wait until 2005 to hear A Time 2 Love and Stevie Wonder’s collaboration with Prince on So What the Fuss. Since then, Stevie Wonder has not released an album, confining himself to live appearances, alone or as part of a duo, when he electrifies his devoted fan base. The musician who produced 23 albums and 98 singles can afford to rest on his laurels with passion.


He attended the memorial service for his friend at the Staples Center in Los Angeles in 2009, performing his 1971 hit Never Dreamed You’d Leave in Summer, which since then has taken on new meaning. Stevie revealed that he had told Michael he loved him many times and was at peace with that. He strongly urged the media to stop their squalid hunt for sordid news and instead to concentrate on the musical work and humanitarian activities of an exceptional artist. For the most part his message was heard and heeded. More than ever, Stevie was keeping watch over and protecting his illustrious friend’s heritage and message.


At the series of concerts celebrating the 25th anniversary of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 2009, Stevie Wonder and John Legend proudly paid homage to Jackson. The wound was too recent for Stevie to reach the end of his performance. He was overwhelmed by emotion, sobbing, and had difficulty resuming his tribute. More recently, a private recording of the song I Can’t Help It was made public. In it, fans could hear the message of a strong, sincere love for an exceptional person and lifelong friend; the finest gift he could have offered to Jackson.


At the 2014 Grammy Awards, Stevie appeared alongside Nile Rodgers and the new musical generation of Pharrell Williams and Daft Punk—proof of his relevance for future generations.





RUSS TERRANA
MOTOWN’S RECORDING ENGINEER



Born on 6 July 1942 in Detroit, Russ Terrana and his twin brother devoted themselves to music when they were barely ten years old. The group they set up together eventually developed into the band Rare Earth, which was signed up by Motown, and made up entirely of white musicians—an exception for Motown but duly granted to the person who was to be, for 18 years, the chief recording engineer on the label’s greatest hits. At the age of 23, armed with his electronic engineering diploma, he was quickly hired by Berry Gordy.


Russ Terrana’s humility and discretion were apparent whenever he spoke:




When I first started working at Motown I got to know Berry Gordy. He saw that I had certain talents that would benefit him, so he encouraged me to really open up and follow my strengths. For me, that was mixing. I loved to mix. His whole philosophy was to surround himself with strong people. He could recognize good talent, from singers to producers, writers, engineers, salespeople, and promotion people. Once you got his blessing, you could do whatever you wanted; he encouraged that freedom, especially on the creative side.


After I moved to LA...I had a great group of some of the best people in the industry, but it was because of him. [He] trusted my abilities, the producer’s abilities, and the songwriters.17





The Motown genius


From 1966 to the mid-1980s, Russ Terrana mixed the greatest hits by The Supremes, Marvin Gaye, The Four Tops, The Temptations, Stevie Wonder, Jimmy Ruffin, The Miracles, and of course Michael Jackson and The Jackson Five, with whom he rubbed shoulders in the studio when they were starting out. During his career, from eight track to 48 track and right up to the arrival of digital, he witnessed the various developments in recording technology close up. He was helped in his work by Motown’s head of engineering, Mike McLean, whom he respected enormously: “He was a super genius of audio—he would buy a piece of gear, take it apart, and re-do it into what he wanted it to be. They even had this thing called the Motown EQ, which was this eight-band EQ with the faders. The guy had a mind on him that was unbelievable; he was so good at his job.”17


As a highly respected member of Berry Gordy’s entourage, Russ Terrana made an invaluable contribution. This is the recipe he used to produce the Motown sound: “I’d usually start off with the rhythm tracks, then some overdubs, then some vocals, then some backgrounds.”17


A man adaptable to any situation, he was called upon by Diana Ross to remix her album Diana (1980), as she felt that the group Chic, who had produced it, had placed her voice too much in the background. Russ Terrana made a new master of the album, which remains one of the great highlights of the Motown catalog.


With Michael and The Jackson Five


When Motown moved to the West Coast, Russ Terrana remained in Detroit for a time. After The Jackson Five had finished recording their first album, he was summoned by Berry Gordy: “We signed these kids. We finished the album and listened to all the mixes, and I don’t like any of the mixes. I’ll send you the multitracks, and I want you to remix the whole album.”17


Alone in his studio, the recording engineer heard the voice of the young Michael Jackson for the first time:




His pitch was great and he had good emotion. He was like an adult in a kid body. He really impressed me. He wasn’t just singing words—he came from the heart. Once I moved up to LA, I was with him a lot. Michael was a good kid; I really liked Michael. He would sit next to me in the control room and would ask, “What does this do? What does that do? Why does that happen?” He was very into the behind-the-scenes thing, too. He was always fascinated by the equipment...He was very soft-spoken and very polite, until he got behind a microphone, and all of a sudden, bang— “Who is that guy?” I liked him a lot. He was a very nice person. He was genuine.17





For the recording sessions with Michael Jackson, Russ Terrana used a Neumann U87 microphone to which he added slight compression with a Urei LA-3A. This enabled peaks in the singing to be avoided and the recording to be kept even. For Terrana, the near-absence of a compressor allowed a certain purity to be retained in the final mix, and thus to go from a quiet note to a sudden, harsh one. Russ Terrana had 89 No. 1 Billboard hits to his name. No other recording engineer has ever achieved such a feat. His humility was as legendary as the songs that he masterminded in the 1970s and 1980s.






GOT TO BE THERE


1.   AIN’T NO SUNSHINE


2.   I WANNA BE WHERE YOU ARE


3.   GIRL DON’T TAKE YOUR LOVE AWAY FROM ME


4.   IN OUR SMALL WAY


5.   GOT TO BE THERE


6.   ROCKIN’ ROBIN


7.   WINGS OF MY LOVE


8.   MARIA (YOU WERE THE ONLY ONE)


9.   LOVE IS HERE AND NOW YOU’RE GONE


10. YOU’VE GOT A FRIEND











	Got to Be There


	ALBUM











Released by Motown Records: USA, 24 January 1972 (ref. M 747 L) / UK, May 1972 (ref. STML 11205)


Chart position: USA R&B No. 3, Pop No. 14 / UK No. 37


RIAA: certified Gold 2 August 2013








GOT TO BE THERE, THE LITTLE PRINCE OF MOTOWN GOES SOLO


Right from The Jackson Five’s first arrival at Motown, all eyes were instinctively turned to young Michael. On 18 October 1969, Diana Ross introduced the five boys as Michael Jackson and The Jackson Five on the television show Hollywood Palace. Joe, their overprotective father, was furious, reminding Berry Gordy that this was a family group and Michael should not be introduced as the lead singer.


This attempt to protect the brothers, and force people to see the group as an inseparable whole, crumbled in the face of Michael’s talent and instant popularity. Right from his very first television appearances on the Ed Sullivan Show and The Dick Clark Show, he was the charismatic lead singer, way ahead of his four brothers. He stood out from the rest for the sheer agility and speed of his dance steps. His inspired style revealed his talent as a singer who was at ease with a range of registers and themes that would not usually concern a twelve-year-old boy.


A made-to-measure album


As well as being a superb stage performer who could sway his hips like James Brown and Jackie Wilson, Michael proved with this first Jackson Five album that he could put emotion into melancholic ballads like Who’s Lovin’ You or Can You Remember. As an experienced manager and record label executive, Berry Gordy was well aware of the young boy’s huge potential, and decided right from the start to use the same formula that he had applied ten years previously to promote Diana Ross and The Supremes. At the same time as The Jackson Five became the heroes of a Saturday morning cartoon on ABC, first aired on 11 September 1971, Motown released Michael Jackson’s first solo 45 rpm, Got to Be There, on 7 October that same year. This ballad composed by Elliot Willenski gave the young prodigy the opportunity to let his voice soar as the notes reached higher and higher. It was as if he had been set free: this first single gave the impression that the singer was already happy to strike out on his own, away from his family.


As executive producer for the record, Berry Gordy had his very young and very talented singer record some cover songs that would have unnerved artists twice his age. But whether it was with Bill Withers’ Ain’t No Sunshine, Carole King’s You’ve Got a Friend, or Love Is Here and Now You’re Gone by the legendary Holland-Dozier-Holland trio, Michael, driven by sheer energy and a certain candor that overcame any feelings of intimidation, delivered his own first-class renditions.


Got to Be There is Michael Jackson’s most balanced solo album at Motown. The songs follow a logical order. Hal Davis, who produced the record, managed to assemble a patchwork of songs that defined R&B trends at the time, moving the young prodigy away from the bouncy pop numbers that he’d been doing with The Corporation. Hal Davis had already used Clifton Davis’ ballad Never Can Say Goodbye for The Jackson Five where Michael’s voice reached new levels of maturity and confidence.


The little prince of soul


On Got to Be There, Michael became the little prince of soul, or rather the captain. Jim Britt’s photos on the album cover show him proudly posing with a peaked cap, looking quite the leader. On the back cover, he adopts a more melancholic attitude, but still with the same self-confidence. The record was enthusiastically received by the public, and Motown decided to produce three singles from it: the title song, Rockin’ Robin, and I Wanna Be Where You Are. The first reached the Top 5 in the US charts, while I Wanna Be Where You Are achieved a very respectable 16th spot.


The overall results were promising. Michael’s first solo project set sparks flying: the album Got to Be There sold almost 1.6 million copies whereas The Jackson Five album Maybe Tomorrow, released several months earlier, sold only half that number. Berry Gordy realized that he could capitalize on the group by involving its strongest personalities in solo projects. He produced solo albums first with Jermaine, then with Jackie. However, these were less successful than their younger brother’s albums.


Got to Be There was the start of a solo career that would take almost seven years to reach maturity. But the ten songs in this album already included all the ingredients that would define Michael Jackson’s style: dance rhythms and melancholic melodies wrapped in a dreamy romanticism.






AIN’T NO SUNSHINE



Bill Withers / 4’09


Musicians


Michael Jackson: lead vocals


Backing vocals: (unknown)


Musicians: (unknown)


Recording


Motown Recording Studios, Los Angeles: July 1971 to January 1972


Technical team


Producer: The Corporation


Arrangements: The Corporation and Eddy Manson
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A-side: Ain’t No Sunshine (stereo single version) / 4’10


B-side: I Wanna Be Where You Are (stereo single version) / 2’57


Released by Motown Records: UK, July 1972 (ref. TMG 826)


Chart position: UK No. 8


Genesis


The original version of the song was composed and sung by Bill Withers, one of the most respected tenors in 1970s soul music. Like many artists of his time, he was still working in a factory when he recorded the song. Ain’t No Sunshine was one of the tracks on his very first album, Just as I Am (Sussex Records, 1971). It was released as a single in September 1971. The song was well received by both the music industry and the public and did extremely well in both the R&B Top 10 (No. 6) and the pop charts (No. 3). Paradoxically, it had little impact in Europe, failing to crack the UK Top 40. The song was nominated for a Grammy Award in 1971 in the best male vocal performance category. It won the extremely prestigious and coveted best R&B song of the year.


Ain’t No Sunshine is a song about a lover who has gone away, and who might or might not come back. The lyrics are strung out like a plaintive lament and fueled by a forlorn hope. The heavy pounding bass provides a great accompaniment to Bill Withers’ vocals, and brings out all the pain in the song. The guitar and violin accompaniments resonate like touches of optimism and render the sense of waiting even more palpable.


Knowing that they had missed out in Europe with the Bill Withers’ version, Motown had Michael Jackson record the number as part of the plan to pack his first solo album with hit songs.


Production


Michael Jackson’s version is more pop in style, with an electric guitar bringing greater depth. This time around, the violins are more pronounced and, rather than accompanying a fatalistic lament, the song is a desperate call for the lost love to return. The percussion (tambourine and drums) is like a heartbeat that fades away to leave room for an explosive cry from the heart. The Corporation was responsible for the orchestration, which made Michael Jackson’s version a hit in its own right without betraying the original work. The young prodigy’s rendition is mellow but fragile at the same time, and this song marked a turning point in his solo career. The single went to No. 8 in the UK charts, thus doing credit to Bill Wither’s creation. Meanwhile in the US, the singer achieved his first ever No. 1 with the song Ben.




FOR JACKSON ADDICTS


On 27 August 1972, Michael performed this at the San Diego International Sports Center, California, before an emotional audience who were blown away by his poignant, intoxicating performance. The live audio recording appears on the double CD Jackson Five Live at the Forum, released in 2010 (Hip-O Select B0014405-02).









I Wanna Be Where You Are



Arthur Ross, Leon Ware / 3’00


Musicians


Michael Jackson: lead vocals


Musicians: (unknown)


Recording


Motown Recording Studios, Los Angeles: fall 1971


Technical team


Producer: Hal Davis


Arrangements: James Carmichael
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A-side: I Wanna Be Where You Are (stereo single version) / 2’57


B-side: We’ve Got a Good Thing Going (stereo single version) / 3’00


Released by Motown Records: USA, May 1972 (ref. M 1202F)


Chart position: USA R&B No. 2, Pop No. 16 / UK No. 37


Genesis


The album Got to Be There was the first collaboration between two composers who provided Motown with some of the great songs of the 1970s: Arthur Ross, Diana’s younger brother, and Leon Ware. This duo was a great example of how knowledge is passed down through the generations. Ware joined Motown in 1967 as a staff composer. He also worked for the Isley Brothers and Tina Turner. Arthur Ross joined the label as a songwriter with the help of his sister Diana who, once her solo career was officially launched, managed to impose certain conditions on Berry Gordy. This string-pulling by Diana gave young Arthur the opportunity to develop his talent. The Ross-Ware duo achieved huge acclaim in 1974 with I Want You, written for Marvin Gaye, a towering work of incredible sensuality that has never been equaled. Ware was also one of the links in the chain that brought Michael Jackson and Quincy Jones together. In 1974, he helped compose the songs If I Ever Lose This Heaven, One Track Mind, and Body Heat for the Quincy Jones album Body Heat.


Production


The Got to Be There sessions took place in the fall of 1971. The title track was released as a single in October. The concert given the same year by The Jackson Five in their hometown, Gary, Indiana, was broadcast as a special show that was also produced as an album under the Motown label. The group had reached the peak of their commercial success, which encouraged Berry Gordy to further develop the talents of young Michael, on whom media and public attention was focused. The young man therefore found himself back in the studio to get on tape his first solo recordings. His brothers were replaced by Motown’s regular backing singers. The album only included one song composed by The Corporation: Wings of My Love. I Wanna Be Where You Are was produced by Hal Davis, who on a number of occasions in the Jackson brothers’ career at Motown suggested new elements that could be added to their music. This song was the first joint composition by Arthur Ross and Leon Ware to be made into a record. It starts with a harpsichord introduction, an instrument that had already appeared on I’ll Be There. But here it sounds like a theme introducing someone who is dreaming about being back with the person they love. I Wanna Be Where You Are was one of the original compositions that enabled Michael Jackson to develop his own musical style.




I Wanna Be Where You Are spawned many cover versions over the years, from Thelma Houston to Jennifer Holliday, and of course Beyoncé. Michael Jackson’s version was released as a single in the US where it reached No. 16 in the general charts (and No. 2 in the R&B charts). Unlike Ain’t No Sunshine, this song has never been released as a single in the UK.







Like a harbinger of the music video revolution of the 1980s, the song was used as a soundtrack for an episode of The Jackson 5ive cartoon series called “Michael White” that was televised on 16 September 1972.






Girl Don’t Take Your Love Away from Me



Willie Hutch / 3’46


Musicians: (unknown) / Michael Jackson: lead vocals / Backing vocals: (unknown) / Recording: Motown Recording Studios, Los Angeles: July 1971 to January 1972 Technical team: Executive Producer: Berry Gordy / Producer: Gene Page / Arrangements: Gene Page / Recording engineer: Russ Terrana


The intro sets the scene: a winter backdrop for a Christmas tale, as if Bing Crosby or Perry Como were about to launch into one of those songs that people listen to around the fireside, cradling a mug of hot chocolate. Michael Jackson’s voice slides in wonderfully over the melody composed by Willie Hutch. Once again, it is a story of unrequited love. The 13-year-old singer plays the part of a lover who is doing all he can to win back his sweetheart. The chorus rises to a crescendo that peaks on the words “Don’t take your love from me.” At 2’12, Michael launches into a spoken, almost rapped, verse before his voice rises again in a chorus that takes flight on the last note, with the word “love.”



In Our Small Way



Beatrice Verdi, Christine Yarian / 3’34


Musicians: (unknown) / Michael Jackson: lead vocals / Backing vocals: (unknown)


Recording: Motown Recording Studios, Los Angeles: July 1971 to January 1972


Technical team: Executive Producer: Berry Gordy / Producers: The Corporation / Arrangements: The Corporation and Eddy Manson / Recording engineer: Russ Terrana


Composed by Beatrice Verdi (who made her name with the many great songs she wrote for Dusty Springfield) and Christine Yarian, In Our Small Way is a ballad that brings a unique feminine sensitivity to young Michael’s repertoire. The lyrics are particularly striking for their spiritual feel. This time, the young boy is not singing about the sadness of love, but lyrics like those on I’ll Be There that contain a promise: “We will be there to share each lonely road / Because we love, I know / We care enough.” In Our Small Way was a more polished version of a style that had already been tested on several Jackson Five songs, such as I’ll Be There or Never Can Say Goodbye. The ballad was so effective that several months later Motown decided to add it to the tracklist of the album Ben.






Got to Be There



Elliot Willensky / 3’23


Musicians


Michael Jackson: lead vocals


Backing vocals: (unknown)


Musicians: (unknown)


Recording


Motown Recording Studios, Los Angeles: June 1971


Technical team


Producer: Hal Davis


Arrangements: Dave Blumberg


Vocal arrangements: Willie Hutch


[image: Illustration]


A-side: Got to Be There (mono single version) / 3’22


B-side: Maria (You Were the Only One) (mono single version) / 3’40


Released by Motown Records: USA, 7 October 1971 (ref. M 1191F) / UK, January 1972 (ref. TMG 797)


Chart position: USA R&B No. 4, Pop No. 4 / UK No. 5


Genesis


Got to Be There is the title of Michael Jackson’s very first album and his first solo single. According to Graham Betts, the young artist’s solo career was launched as the result of an artistic rivalry. At the same time as The Jackson Five, another family group called The Osmonds reached the top of the charts in 1970 with the smash hit One Bad Apple. Up until that point, it had been a healthy rivalry that fueled a sense of competition and promoted record sales for both groups. The five brothers from Gary, Indiana, had very little to worry about as one hit followed another. The rules of the game changed, however, in summer 1971 when MGM Records decided to propel Donny Osmond, the youngest member of the family, into a solo career. His single Go Away Little Girl immediately shot to the top of the Billboard charts, which Motown executives, Berry Gordy in particular, were not too happy about. Up until then there had been absolutely no plans and no thought at all of a possible solo career for the young Michael Jackson. However, it was glaringly obvious that the Motown prodigy had far greater potential than Donny Osmond. Berry Gordy was not too keen on pushing his young protégé forward and, equally, Joe Jackson made it clear that this was a united, inseparable family group. In the end, though, Gordy gave his approval. He put Hal Davis in charge of the project, and the album was put together very quickly with the usual selection of cover versions and some new numbers, including the wonderful Got to Be There written by Elliot Willensky. It is a song about a fervent desire to love and be loved. Michael gives a sensational performance under the impeccable vocal direction of Willie Hutch. There is a short harpsichord introduction, and Michael Jackson immediately starts hitting the high notes, as if he wanted to demonstrate his vocal capacities. Donny Osmond had better watch out!


Production


Got to Be There was recorded in June 1971 in the Motown Studios in Los Angeles. Berry did not like the initial mix nor the fact it was yet another ballad, because the group had just released and promoted four sentimental love songs, one of which had just missed out on a Top 10 spot in the US charts. The track was reworked and eventually came out as a single, although Motown did not have high hopes for it. Got to Be There never made it to the No. 1 slot, which was occupied by Donny Osmond’s Go Away Little Girl, but it did manage a respectable and comfortable No. 4 spot in the Billboard charts. The album met with an encouraging critical reception, and Michael Jackson’s solo efforts were favorably received. Rolling Stone’s Vince Aletti wrote: “On Got to Be There, Michael’s voice echoes and swirls, whispers and cries out, with this unbelievable purity: ‘Oo-oh what a feeling there’ll be / the moment she says she loves me.’ It’s a weird combination of innocence and utter professionalism, real feeling and careful calculation, that’s fascinating and finally irresistible.”17


Michael Jackson performed the song on television but very rarely live, as was the case on the Hellzapoppin’ variety show on 1 March 1972.


The same year, Smokey Robinson recorded the song with The Miracles for the Flying High Together album, then in 1973, Diana Ross recorded the track for the Touch Me in the Morning project, although in the end the song was not included in the final selection. It reappeared in 2009 on the expanded edition of the album published by Hip-O Select.




FOR JACKSON ADDICTS


Rockin’ Robin was released in the US in February 1972 (M 1197F). It reached no. 2 in the R&B and Pop charts. It was released in the UK in May 1972 (TMG 816), reaching no. 3. A-side: Stereo Single / 2’30; B-side: Mono Single / 2’51






Rockin’ Robin (single)



Jimmie Thomas / 2’30


Musicians: (unknown) / Michael Jackson: lead vocals / Backing vocals: John and Thomas Bähler


Recording: Motown Recording Studios, Los Angeles: July 1971 to January 1972


Technical team: Executive Producer: Berry Gordy / Producers: Mel Larson and Jerry Marcellino / Arrangements: James Carmichael / Recording engineer: Russ Terrana


Leon René used the pseudonym Jimmie Thomas to compose Rockin’ Robin, a song originally recorded by Bobby Day in 1958. Thirteen years later, this rock ’n’ roll number was reborn in the studios of Motown in an electrifying version where country chords accompany each chorus. Michael Jackson met the Bähler brothers, John and Thomas, at these recording sessions. Working as arrangers for Motown at the time, they performed the backing vocals for this number. Michael became friendly with Tom, with whom he would work on many occasions in subsequent years. Rockin’ Robin became one of the songs the young singer regularly performed on TV shows and on tour with The Jackson Five.



Wings of My Love



The Corporation / 3’32


Musicians: (unknown) / Michael Jackson: lead vocals / Backing vocals: (unknown)


Recording: Motown Recording Studios, Los Angeles: July 1971 to January 1972


Technical team: Executive Producer: Berry Gordy / Producers: The Corporation / Arrangements: The Corporation and Gene Page / Recording engineer: Russ Terrana


The Corporation had great fun writing and producing Wings of My Love, a laid-back ballad in which Michael sings of a reassuring love. His melancholic delivery gives the number a Northern Soul feel, mixed with the kind of country tones that featured in Elvis Presley songs in the 1970s. Gene Page, a specialist in string arrangements who had also made his name in the world of film soundtracks, made the composition sublime by inserting notes that sprinkled a pinch of fairy dust here and there.



Maria (You Were the Only One)



George “Horgay” Gordy, Lawrence Brown, Allen Story, Linda Glover / 3’41


Musicians: (unknown) / Michael Jackson: lead vocals / Backing vocals: (unknown)


Recording: Motown Recording Studios, Los Angeles: July 1971 to January 1972


Technical team: Executive Producer: Berry Gordy / Producer: Hal Davis / Arrangements: James Carmichael / Recording engineer: Russ Terrana


Hal Davis produced Maria with the sense of theatricality in which he exceled. This little-known number tucked away in the grooves of the Got to Be There album is nevertheless a special track. The intro resonates like a clap of thunder, smashing open the love story, and echoing the subject’s feelings about a sweetheart who has gone away. The bass drum produces rounded mute notes reminiscent of the raw soul sound of Detroit Motown. This heavy rhythm, although pleasant, seems to carry on forever, before giving way to the beat of a snare drum in pure Motown style. This two-beat pattern later appeared on I Am Love, an ambitious soul-rock number that opens The Jackson Five album, Dancing Machine (1974).



Love Is Here and Now You’re Gone



Brian Holland, Lamont Dozier, Edward Holland Jr. / 2’51


Musicians: (unknown) / Michael Jackson: lead vocals / Backing vocals: (unknown)


Recording: Motown Recording Studios, Los Angeles: July 1971 to January 1972


Technical team: Executive Producer: Berry Gordy / Producer: Hal Davis / Arrangements: James Carmichael / Recording engineer: Russ Terrana


This song is another Hal Davis production, in which the spoken passages are clearly the forerunners of later songs like P.Y.T. or The Girl Is Mine. James Carmichael composed a second melody line for the chorus that responds to the main theme. The Supremes had recorded the song in 1967, which was released as a single and became the group’s ninth No. 1 in the US pop and R&B charts. The cover version of this jazz standard written by the Holland-Dozier-Holland trio was a passing of the baton from Diana Ross to young Michael. Berry Gordy gave his protégé a first-class song on which to cut his teeth as a solo artist.
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