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Richard Nichols. You were the lighthouse. Rest in peace.

















… well Tariq?




“I don’t talk about the past.”


—Prince

















ONE







So what’s this gonna be, Ahmir?







A memoir.











The fuck does that mean?







You don’t know what memoir means?? A life story, told by the person who lived it.











I know what the word memoir means. But what about the idea? What does it mean to you?







Well, that depends. This book should be different. I don’t want it to be your average book.











What does that mean?







I don’t know yet. Maybe it’s just an ongoing process of questions leading to more questions. I’ll say this: as a reader of music memoirs, I never begin where I’m told to start. As a rule I find myself starting at chapter 3 or 4, because before that, every music memoir has the same shape. It starts off with a simple statement about childhood: “I was born in this city, in this year. My dad did this.” But I don’t want to start that way. I can’t start that way. I won’t.


Then, after that, there’s a predictable move. The main character discovers music. Dude’s walking past a window and hears a symphony that turns his head, or he’s at a favorite uncle’s house and someone puts Louis Armstrong’s Hot Fives and Sevens on the record player and, just like that, bam, it’s like he’s been struck by lightning. His life is changed forever. That’s an exciting moment, but it’s also predictable and oversimplified, for sure.











So those first chapters aren’t important?







How can you say what’s important in a life, really? Could you sum up a whole life in twenty chapters? Or would it take twenty-one? And why is the person who lived the life the only one talking? Could you pass the mic, let someone else talk, and just shut the hell up for a minute and let them call you on your inevitable bullshit? I don’t know exactly what would work, but experimenting is more interesting than just telling the story straight through from A to Z.











I’m just glad that you don’t want to do a whole fucking book about obscure soul tracks. How many times can you talk about Clyde Stubblefield or Gene McDaniels and make lists for Pitchfork or Rolling Stone?







But sometimes I only remember things through records. They’re a trigger for me, they’re Pavlov’s bell. Without thinking about the music, I can’t remember the experience. But if I think long enough about a specific album, something else always bubbles up.











Well then maybe you should do a book that just goes through your life, year by year, using only records.







I could try to pick one record for every year of my life, but I’d have to stop in the mid-nineties, ’cause it’s not the same picking records as a fan after I start as a recording artist. Would that work? It might. Think of all the different ways that stories get told. I’m working with the James Brown people on a movie that will end up being the closest thing to a biopic that can possibly exist for a man like that, who was actively working for fifty years. The story is too big to tell straight on through, so they decided to deal with it by breaking it into five different episodes, five representative short stories. Or take that Hendrix movie that André 3000 is starring in. It has nothing to do with the legend of Jimi Hendrix, really. It’s about twenty-four hours in the life of a working musician, and all the stresses that come along with that—the girls, the drugs, the managers, the need to find time to breathe creatively. Or maybe there’s a book that tells a story somewhat straightforwardly, but with a growing awareness that it’s only telling part of the story. How can a man in his early forties hope to really talk about his life as a whole? It’s like reviewing the first half of a song.











Don’t people want to hear about the groupies in the hotel? Don’t they want to hear about the time you got into a limo with a certain female head of state, who shall remain nameless?







Look, man, I’ve read plenty of hip-hop memoirs, and most of them have only one story to tell: rise, bling, fall, and lots of debauchery along the way. That’s not my story. I haven’t lived an interesting life in that sense. I won’t pretend otherwise. I haven’t had many Motley Crüe evenings… though I know those guys and I hung out with them one night and I saw things.











What kinds of things?







That’s another issue. Do I keep certain stories to myself? Do I betray confidences? Does no other musician writing a book struggle with this shit? I don’t get it. If I was with someone and I saw something crazy, is it really my job to tell that story and expose that person just to make other people more interested in my book? Let’s say I know a juicy story about Singer X. Do I tell it? Do I keep him or her anonymous? Create a composite? Fudge the details? It seems like most of these books are content to be Jell-O from the same mold. So maybe the answer is in some unholy hybrid: some straightforward memoir, some fodder for the recordheads, some tricks and treats, some protecting the innocent, some protecting the not-so-innocent.











You really think you need a special form to tell it? Come on, dawg. At the root, why does your story require that?







Is that a joke?











Why would it be?







Because of the Roots.











You mean because of that simple pun? You think I’d stoop to something like that? What the fuck? Tell me why your story matters.







Because we’re the last hip-hop band, absolutely the last of a dying breed. Twenty-five years ago, rap acts were mostly groups. You had Run DMC and the Beastie Boys and Public Enemy, and you even had bands of bands, like the Native Tongues collective, which was three loosely affiliated groups: De La Soul, A Tribe Called Quest, and the Jungle Brothers. I grew up looking at that model, at the sense of community and of a larger purpose. Even the negative things that came out of that arrangement, like competition and tension and sibling rivalry, were productive—that’s what you get when you group. But today it’s all solo acts. Maybe it’s just simple economics. Everyone thinks, “I’m Michael Jordan and I can do this on my own and pick up the big check.” And maybe you can’t blame people for that. The system isn’t set up to think about it, not at all. New acts worship the star system because they see the highlight films, and that’s all they can see, because that’s how the experience is packaged. Solo acts are also easier for labels to deal with: they’re easier to control, and you don’t need to do any dividing to conquering. Even if I think of this as my book, it’s never only my story. It’s the story of other musicians, of other hip-hop groups, of other minds. The Roots is literally the last band on the caboose of that train. But maybe I should save that for the book.











We’re in the book.







We are?











We’re always already in the book. We’ve always already been in the book.





















TWO





From: Ben Greenman [cowriter]


To: Ben Greenberg [editor]


Re: Meetings


Nah, I wouldn’t say that Ahmir’s been scarce, just busy. He has the Jimmy Fallon show most days and he DJs most nights, and when the show is on vacation, that’s when they schedule Roots events like the summer picnic. But when he isn’t otherwise spoken for, he’s been great about clearing out space for the book. He’s really into the process. He talks for hours.
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While we wait for his schedule to level off, though, I’ve been talking with Richard Nichols, the group’s comanager since day one, and that’s been an experience, to say the least. For starters, Rich has got this great look; here’s a picture I got from Ginny Suss at Okayplayer. Ahmir describes him as “Nipsey Russell with dreadlocks.” When you start talking to him, though, he isn’t like Nipsey Russell at all. (I’m guessing here: I never met Nipsey Russell.) Rich is supremely analytical, extremely verbal, and entirely determined to digest, process, present, and represent the Roots’ whole experience. He has been central to the growth of the enterprise—in helping to strategize the moments when they grabbed for the brass ring as well as the moments where they sat back and thought about what the brass ring meant. He conducts an ongoing interrogation about what it all means. What’s black culture? What’s hip-hop? What are the responsibilities of a society and the people in it? And his inquiry isn’t bloodlessly academic, either; there’s something very consequential about his approach. You know how in comic books there’s sometimes a supervillain who’s a giant brain in a jar, and there are underground tubes leading out of that jar to the airport and the power plant and the bank to show you how he’s in control of everything? Rich is like a non-evil version of that.


So Ahmir and I were talking about Rich and Ahmir had an idea. “I think Rich should have a say in the book,” he said. I agreed, and outlined some of the options: an intro, an afterword. “No,” he said. “I mean that he could literally speak out over the course of the book.” Do you think that would work? Ahmir could be in one font and Rich could be in another, and they can be in dialogue, trying to work out their ideas. What kind of book could that be? Would it illuminate? Complicate? Clot? Whatever. Think about it. Let me know.


















THREE



Where do I start?


I was born in West Philadelphia in January 1971. My father, Lee Andrews, had been a pioneering doo-wop singer with his group, the Hearts. They had a handful of hits—“Long Lonely Nights,” “Tear Drops,” “Try the Impossible”—that went Top 40, or close to it. My mother, Jacqueline, had been a model and a dancer, and she and my father opened up a store called Klothes Kloset on 52nd Street. When they started their business, in the mid-sixties, Philadelphia was a colorful, peaceful place that got steadily bleaker as the turbulence of the later part of the decade intensified. Martin Luther King, Jr. was murdered in Memphis. Gangs moved into the neighborhood, and drugs came in with the gangs. My parents’ store closed when their wealthy customers fled the city. At the same time, radical black political groups were taking hold. MOVE, a black liberation organization whose members all wore their hair in dreadlocks and all took “Africa” as their last name, started in Philly in 1972, and their headquarters was just a few blocks away from our house on Osage Avenue in West Philadelphia.


I say “our house” because by that time I’d arrived, joining my mother, my father, and my older sister, Donn. We had a comfortable life—our little two-story house, our close-knit family, and our music. Even though the doo-wop music my father had grown up with was long gone, music was central to our family in almost every way. We had more records than I knew what to do with, and either the radio or the TV was always on, playing music. It was soul and it was rock, and I guess some of it was proto-disco (from the Greek protos, meaning first, signifying the earliest or most primitive form—so it wasn’t disco yet but it was getting there).


Wait, wait, stop. Let me back it up.


First there was African music. The heavy rhythmic bed. You know how Public Enemy says, in “Can’t Truss It,” that they came from “the base motherland, the place of the drums”? Africa, that’s the place they’re talking about. That was first, the world of proto-breaks, an intimate connection between rhythm and movement, between time and life. Drums, heartbeats, human clocks, dancing with your knees bent. Then those Africans were taken out of Africa, turned from people into slaves. It’s a ticket you don’t have to pay for, an anti-lottery. They ended up in the so-called New World, and it had new ways of hearing and new ways of being (or not being) heard. On the plantations the slave owners would take their slaves’ drums away because they didn’t want them communicating with other slaves. They were afraid that the drum was some kind of magic signal system, a primal, coded language, which it was. And is. When the drums were taken away, other instruments were taken up—fifes and fiddles and the rest, and they were used for celebration and lamentation both, and a new kind of song sprung up, a work song, to document the labor in the fields, to pass the time, to pass on the content of the time, so that people would know what had happened.


Slavery was abolished eventually, but enslavement wasn’t, and the music they’d made kept documenting the life that was lived. And then there was money in the songs, or the want of it, and love in the songs, or the want of it, and pain in the songs, or the want of it. There was humanity in the songs, and multivocal humanity, a call and then a response, a way for the speaker to know that his speech was being heard, that he wasn’t alone in the world, not in his love or his pain or his humanity. The same happened in gospel music, too, where religion was held out either as a sop to the people or a way of temporarily finding a light at the end of a tunnel of tribulation.


Someone once said that blues and gospel were fraternal twins, close in spirit, neither one wanting to admit how similar they looked. In blues the notes were flat—that’s what blues notes are, flatter notes designed to get closer to the music made by voices in work songs—but the stories they told were round. And then there were records and records were round, too, and they went around, and jazz records came along to help people dance. There was swinging at the Savoy Ballroom and elsewhere. Shorty George Snowden brought in the Lindy Hop. Music made more music. History made more history. Voice warred with instruments, and instruments warred with voice, but it was a virtuous war, and a war with several cease-fires: jazz grew out of a peace between black music in the New World and white music in the Old World. And then there was electricity, and then there was swing time, and then there were the Mills Brothers and the Ink Spots singing in four-part harmony in and around Cincinnati, refining the fifties progression, and then there was my father’s group putting out singles in Philly. I think I may have missed a beat or two in there, but that more or less brings us up to the present, right?
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I was about two when I started playing the drums, but people sensed that I was headed in that direction even before that. My mom and dad said that I had a natural sense of rhythm from six months or so, and by eight months if you tapped out a pattern, I could tap it right back.


One of my earliest memories of drums came a little later than that, on Christmas Eve 1973. It’s probably my earliest memory in general, and it’s blurry around the edges, but I remember the center of it: waking up in bed that night and going downstairs to find a toy drum kit, a xylophone, a keyboard, and a toy guitar by the tree. Nothing was wrapped yet. Donny Hathaway’s second album was playing in the background, the self-titled one with the covers of “A Song For You” and “Magnificent Sanctuary Band.” My parents were sitting on the couch. They didn’t chastise me for getting out of bed early. They must have gestured toward the presents, and I made my way over there. Of the four instruments, I gravitated toward the drums.


That was the epiphany, the mountain coming to Mohammed—or in this case, Ahmir. Drums and I found each other just like that—BOOM!—it was like I’d been struck by lightning. If you’ve ever had a kid in the house or a neighbor learning drums, you know that it’s not exactly a peaceful experience. But my parents never put any restrictions on my drumming—never told me that I had to stop at eight o’clock, or keep it down below a certain level. It wasn’t until much later that I thought about how surprising and lenient this was; the neighbors must have heard me pounding away at all hours of the night.


[image: image]


Even though I went for the drums on Christmas, I was interested in all music. I have only a handful of memories from 1973, but all of them have a vivid soundtrack. I worry that it’ll be harder for the present generation to process memory, because they have so many options to choose from, and most aren’t shared in a physical space. I had two kinds of experiences that I mapped to memories: records that were played in the house or on the radio, and Soul Train. Every memory of mine is paired with one of those two things.


For example, my father had two ashtrays made to look like guitars. One afternoon, someone in the house was playing Bill Withers’s Still Bill. It got to the last song of side 2, “Take It All In and Check It All Out,” which starts with a great keyboard part but then goes to this lean guitar line, and I started playing along on the ashtray. I was strumming like I was Bill Withers or Benorce Blackmon or whoever was playing. Except that I was playing on an ashtray, and the ashtray had a jagged bit where a chip had been taken out of the glass. It cut my hand pretty bad and I cried like crazy—like a little kid, which I was.


It’s the same with my first Soul Train memory, which is from earlier in 1973, sometime in the winter. I was in the bathtub and didn’t want to stay there. What kid does? I came running out of the bathroom into the living room and I fell toward the radiator, which branded me. For the next sixteen years of my life, there was a train-track-like burn from the radiator right up the outside of my leg. Anyway, at that very moment, Curtis Mayfield was doing “Freddie’s Dead” on the TV. And not just “Freddie’s Dead,” but one specific part of the song, the modulated bridge where the horns come in. Even now, when I hear it, it traumatizes me. There’s nothing technically scary about it, but it’s forever welded to the memory of falling into the radiator. I’m not the only one with that kind of association. D’Angelo told me that to this day, he cannot listen to Marvin Gaye’s “I Heard It Through the Grapevine” without feeling terror. That’s strange to me, because when I hear that song I think of yuppies singing it in The Big Chill, reliving their youthful optimism. It’s a light song for me, a party song, frothy. But for him, it’s a dark place, and I’m not sure he even knows why. It’s related to something in his childhood, something buried deep. I even tested him during the Voodoo tour. We were backstage, with people milling around, and I put it on the radio. He immediately stiffened, turned around, and said “Take that thing off.”


What’s funny about that Soul Train memory—or tragic, depending on your sense of humor—is that small memories like that can permanently distort your perspective. After the “Freddie’s Dead” incident, I was really afraid of Curtis Mayfield in general. Back then, I judged records based on how the logo looked rotating on the turntable, and the Curtom logo—psychedelic lettering with a sun drawn behind the middle of the word—was a little too intense for me. And when I decided to give Curtis a second chance about a year later, I picked “(Don’t Worry) If There’s a Hell Below, We’re All Going to Go,” which was the lead track from his album Curtis. It was an unfortunate choice. All those echo effects and screams: that’s not a sound any three-year-old wants to hear.
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I wasn’t a normal kid.


My father used to say half-jokingly that there was a little concern over whether or not I was okay. Maybe it wasn’t a joke at all. The concern was about my personality, which seemed too eccentric. I don’t think “autistic” was a common term back then, but I later found out that they had taken me to a doctor to see if something was really wrong.


It wasn’t that I was violent or temperamental. In fact, my mom said it was a blessing because I never gave her trouble. It was the opposite—they knew exactly how to sedate me, which was to sit me in front of something that held my interest and then just leave. I’d develop a deep relationship with that thing, whether it was Soul Train or a record on a turntable. But that led to a secondary worry, which was that I was falling inward into some kind of trance. Once, when I was very young, my dad installed a light with a rotating shade around a lightbulb, one of those lamps that works like a kind of carousel. He pressed the switch that caused the shade to turn and, according to him, I just disappeared inside myself. Five minutes passed, then ten, then fifteen, and I didn’t seem any less interested in the rotating lamp. Then my parents started noticing a broader pattern of me trying to spin stuff. I would take my sister’s bike and watch the wheel go around and around. I would take my father’s records and twirl them on my finger. They had a moment where they thought I might be interested in cars, because I was driving the records like a steering wheel. That was my whole entertainment for a while there, but to my parents, it was almost like a bad habit that they wanted me to drop. But I haven’t dropped it, not at all. To this day, my life revolves around circles. My drums are circles. Turntables are circles. My logo or autograph, which I developed over the years through doodling, is composed of six circles. My life revolves around that shape.
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Even without the circles, I knew straight off the bat that I wasn’t like other kids, not the ones in my neighborhood in West Philly. My parents wanted me to survive, to thrive, and so they sacrificed everything so that I could have the better things in life—private schools, music lessons. You always hear stories of parents who put themselves out so that their son didn’t end up in jail in general population. I’m not sure that’s where I was headed. I had a different set of issues. I never went outside and played. I rarely interacted with other kids. It wasn’t until a little later, when I started staying at my grandmother’s house, that I had a brother figure in my younger cousin Mark. That was how I learned about normal kid stuff: bikes, basketball, catch-a-girl-freak-a-girl. What kind of nine-year-old takes advice about how to get a girl from a five-year-old?


“You just go up and give her a note that says ‘Do I have a chance?’ and then three lines under it, Yes, No, and Maybe,” he told me.


I was that nine-year-old.
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Our house was rich with records, maybe five thousand vinyl LPs. My father took everything that interested him, from rock to soul to folk to country. If he liked it, he liked it. He was broad in his tastes in that way, although if he was left to his own devices, he went for vocals. He was a singer, and he came from the school of Nat King Cole, so his tastes veered into tasteful soft rock with clear melodies: the yacht rock of its day, decades before anyone called it that. He liked Tapestry, 10cc, Bread. He loved singing along to the radio, tuned to Magic 103, putting out that dentist’s-office music.


The rest of the family helped to complete the picture. My sister went to all-white schools, so to blend in, she listened to mainstream rock music. She brought it all home: Ziggy Stardust, Queen, The Eagles. I was a very small child at that point, but all my rock vocabulary can be traced back to her and her need to be socially accepted by her circle. Later on, in fact, when I heard records like the Beastie Boys’s Paul’s Boutique, it all came back to me. And then there was my mom. If anyone in my family is what you’d think of as a crate digger, it would be her. I don’t mean that she went looking for specific records, more that her judgment in music was based on the way things looked at that moment, a kind of indescribable cool. If she saw a funky album cover by psychedelic artist Mati Klarwein, she’d snap it up, so that’s how the house started to fill up with all those early seventies jazz-funk records like Bitches Brew and Herbie Hancock and Santana. She got drawn into the package, and if the package looked cool, that was enough for her. As it turns out, many of those records would be used as break beats in the future, so in a way it was an early education for my career in hip-hop.


Even though my father worked in the music industry through the seventies and beyond, he believed that music died as a result of two crucial punches, one in 1973 and the other in 1979. The first punch came when James Brown put out The Payback. My father felt ripped off: it was like $17.99 for eight songs, three of which were longer than ten minutes, the longest of which, ironically, is “Time Is Running Out Fast,” which is almost thirteen minutes. It wasn’t running out fast enough for my father. “Where are the hits?” he wondered. “This is like one endless song.” I don’t mean that he wondered internally in some kind of interior monologue. I mean that he asked that question out loud, repeatedly. “Where are the hits?”


The second album that punched him in the gut was Stevie Wonder’s Journey Through the Secret Life of Plants. It was too abstract, too spacey, too private, and not enough of anything else. All at once he just stopped buying records.


Those LPs, disappointments for him, were birthright moments for me. He just said to me, “Here. You take these.” They had wounded him and he wanted to move them away from him so that he could feel right again. So I started to study them: how they did what they did, how they stretched beyond what the artists had done before. Journey Through The Secret Life of Plants became my Dark Side of the Moon, my psychedelic masterpiece. I didn’t have that experience with Pink Floyd and I didn’t have it with Jimi Hendrix either, but I got it with Stevie Wonder, headphones on, tranced out, moving through space in my mind.


I loved the way that music was the center of our house, though I think I knew even at the time that it wasn’t normal. Something strange was happening at 5212 Osage; I was getting a Harvard-style music education in a Joe Clark, Lean On Me environment. If you take an inner city ghetto where there’s crime and violence and drugs—and there was all that around us all the time—the last thing you think you’re going to find is a family that’s teaching its afro’d four-year-old son the difference between Carole King’s original “It’s Too Late” and the Isley Brothers’ version, which is this ten-and-a-half-minute blues-rock epic that opens up side two of their 1972 album Brother, Brother, Brother.


And it wasn’t just about listening to other people’s music. My early adventures with the Christmas Eve drum set turned into something more substantial, and by the time I was five, I was taking drum lessons. Right away, I learned something interesting about drum lessons: they don’t let you touch the drums. Instead, they make you take tap-dancing lessons, because tap is a good way to coordinate your hands and feet. I was a latter-day Sammy Davis, Jr., a real Philly hoofer. In fact, my very first TV interview—which was also the first time I garnered complaints from other kids’ parents because their daughters were hidden behind my afro—was for a dance performance. I was interviewed by Jack Jones, a local television legend who was working for KYW-TV, the local Channel 3. (Interestingly, KYW-TV is one of the oldest TV stations in the world: it started in the thirties as W3XE, when it was an experimental station used by the Philco Corporation, which was manufacturing some of the first television sets. Anyway, maybe that interview is in their archive, along with other significant moments in Philadelphia’s cultural history: Ahmir Thompson, five-year-old tap dancer.
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I say I grew up in West Philly, but the truth is that I grew up on the road. Doo-wop had gone away at some point, like many forms of music. The market dried up, popular tastes moved on. Motown and Stax came on, and then psychedelic soul, then funk and disco. But once doo-wop was good and gone, it started to come back a little bit, and my dad had the idea to rejuvenate his music career by taking advantage of this nostalgia cycle, which was going full-blast in the mid-seventies with bands like Sha Na Na, movies like Grease and American Graffiti, and television shows like Happy Days and Laverne and Shirley. The fifties were a going concern in the seventies, and on the back of that renewed interest, my dad had a good run bringing back his group, Lee Andrews and the Hearts, along with my mom and my aunt Karen. All of them sang; all of them entertained. They were the act. In that oldies revival circuit, each group did a twenty-minute set with its five hits and other songs from that period, and then either Dick Clark or Wolfman Jack or the like comes out and announces the next group, whether it’s Reparata and the Delrons or Johnny Maestro and the Brooklyn Bridge.


Even during those package-tour revivals, my dad knew it would be a limited thing. They were big in Connecticut and in the Catskills but it wasn’t penetrating the rest of the country, and he wanted to prolong it. So after three years or so, he jumped off the revival tour and decided to become a nightclub act. These days, it’s all DJing: I can go do a four-hour DJ gig at Brooklyn Bowl or somewhere, and there are similar clubs in every city in the country. Back then, there was a moment in history where everyone had a band, and every singer was a working karaoke machine. My father milked that circuit. It was a pretty predictable program that required him and his band to do a number of different sets over the course of the night. First was the dinner set, which went from cocktail hour until seven thirty, and that was softer music, the kind of thing you would hear on soap operas or in the movie theater before the Coming Attractions started: George Benson’s “This Masquerade” or “The Girl from Ipanema” by Astrud Gilberto and Stan Getz. Then came set two, which was the Lee Andrews and the Hearts revue. My dad would sing his four songs, but my mom was the real the star of the show. She had a look and an entertainment background, and she knew how to connect with audiences. So she would do Peggy Lee’s “Fever,” Shirley and Company’s “Shame, Shame, Shame” on If You Can’t Dance Too, or Kiki Dee’s “I’ve Got the Music in Me,” always with a little bit of audience participation or a little bit of comedy. It’s the kind of thing that June Carter did for Johnny Cash: a beautiful woman to keep the crowd happy. That lasted an hour and then the band went back to a dance set where they played whatever was in the Top 40 at the time, from “Love Rollercoaster” to “Play That Funky Music.”


Finally, for the late show, my dad would do a completely different set, maybe some old soul covers, maybe some contemporary ballads. That final show was when he played the ace in the hole, which was to point at my mom. “By the way,” he would say, “this beautiful woman is my wife.” Then he’d point at my sister and say, “Give it up for Donn, my lovely daughter.” This was a huge hit with audiences. My mother and my sister defied time. They looked like sisters. Other groups with bigger hits, like the Coasters, used to get angry because we had this added dimension. There was a period when my sister and I stayed in Philadelphia to attend school, and my parents went back out on the road to support us. Then a little later on, the family was reunited on the road, and there was another wrinkle in my father’s last-set speech: “Give it up for my son, Ahmir, on the drums.”


The result of all of this was that I ended up with what you might call a distorted worldview. I thought that living in a Howard Johnson’s was normal. I thought everyone had ice machines in the hall and a swimming pool in the middle of a courtyard. One afternoon back in Philadelphia, I was out in the street with some kids, talking about first-class airplane meals or room service or something. And one of the kids on the block looked at me like I was an alien.


“What the hell are you talking about?” he said.


I started to explain: you know, when you get on the plane, and you see the tray of food, and you know that it’s for coach instead of first class because it has the paper salt and pepper instead of the little glass shakers. At that moment, my mom appeared and told me to go in the house. Seven-year-old me wasn’t registering that she was trying to protect me from a beatdown or trying to limit my involvement with kids who were headed down more dangerous paths. I didn’t know, at the time, that she was trying to prevent it from turning into a game of catch-the-snob. Later on, she explained to me that I had been given access to certain experiences that granted me a different perspective than other kids in Philly had.


“Most people never leave this neighborhood,” she said. “You’re lucky you get to be out there seeing the whole country. But you can’t talk about Muncie, Indiana, or Jacksonville, Florida, like they’re neighborhoods right next to West Philly. They’re not.”


[image: image]


These days, when celebrities travel, they stay at the Four Seasons or some other high-end hotel. Back then, we stayed at airport Sheratons, and not just for a night. We camped out there while my father entertained. During our stay, we would see other acts come through, and not just musical acts—football teams like the Pittsburgh Steelers, the Kansas City Chiefs. Boston, the arena-rock band, was there, and of course, KISS.


Have I mentioned that I was a KISS fanatic? My obsession with the band was damn near legendary. Any trip to Sears or K-Mart started with me making a beeline for the KISS records. I was both obsessed and frightened at the same time. I never heard a note of theirs for years, but I compulsively studied all the record covers. They had such a weird set of records early in their career, so many in such a short time span. In 1977 I remember seeing Dressed to Kill and Destroyer and Love Gun in record-store bins, all at more or less the same time. I learned everything I could, all the nuances and details: what Gene’s makeup looked like, what kind of shoes Peter was wearing. For a while there I had “Christine Sixteen” on heavy rotation. That became my favorite song.


One night in the hotel in Buffalo, I was watching live music performances on TV as usual. There was a guy named Dan Hartman who had written “Free Ride” for Edgar Winter; later on he had a big solo hit called “I Can Dream About You.” In the late seventies he recorded a disco song called “Instant Replay.” He followed that up with a single called “This Is It.” I remember being freaked out by that video specifically. It was the last song on Midnight Special that night, and something about it kept me up. It was one in the morning and I was thirsty, so I said to my sister, “I can’t sleep. I’m thirsty.”


She said, “Get the money off the dresser and go get yourself a drink.”


I went into the hallway, which was a circular corridor that ran all the way around the hotel. I got a soda and walked back to the room. Just as I passed the elevator, the doors opened. Bing. Eight years old. And what I saw there was my worst nightmare come to life. It was Ace, Paul, Gene, and Peter, all in the elevator, with bodyguards. I don’t think they were in full costume and makeup, but maybe they weren’t totally cleaned up yet, either. At any rate, I knew it was KISS. Who else could it have been? I was excited and terrified and generally overloaded, so I let out the most high-pitched, bloodcurdling scream you can imagine. I dropped the soda and ran so fast that I went past the elevator three times. The neighbors woke up. I was the little boy who cried KISS. I got to my room breathless.


My dad took me down. It was one forty-five in the morning. Much of my life has been like that: go to sleep strictly at nine, but wake back up at midnight. I put my clothes on and went down to this lair, a kind of green room. The ratio of women to men was like eight to one. The room had two pool tables and a sit-down pinball machine that Paul Stanley was playing. It was a “Mean” Joe Greene moment.


My dad said, “Excuse me, I’m Lee Andrews.” He pointed at the poster. I couldn’t stop staring, and I’m betting my mouth was wide open.


Peter Criss looked at me and said, “Oh, yeah. Little screamer guy.”


The whole band gave me autographs. They couldn’t have been nicer. No one could believe it when I got back to school. KISS was at the apex of their power, and I was at the apex of mine because of them.
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When time for elementary school came, I was terrified. Up to this point I had lived most of my life out on the road, with my family, and the idea of staying in Philadelphia seemed almost like a punishment. In reality, it was about the softest landing I could have hoped for: a private school for the performing arts. It was a large campus in City Center that contained all of the grades, not just elementary school, but also a junior high, a high school, and even a college. I was interacting with older kids and adults from the very start. Even though they weren’t about to let me play first chair in chamber—during orchestra time, I think I got the triangle—I got to see it all up close. That first year, I was the only male in my grade: the rest of them were Hungarian or Russian girls whose parents had them marked for ballerina fame or violin fame or piano fame. They weren’t so big on acting or contemporary music.


From the beginning, I did well at the music part of school. I was technically mature. Socially, though, it was a different story. The only people I had interacted with at that point were my parents, my sister, and my father’s band. To go from that world, the only world I knew, into this dark brown building was like entering some kind of house of horrors. Not to mention that the first person I ever met was a girl named Jill, who is still a great friend of mine today. She has a neurological condition, and I had never met or seen anyone like that in my life. My first words to her were “Do you bite?” She spoke to answer me, probably to try to kindly correct me, but I heard her voice and freaked out. It was all every kind of overload. I went running for cover and ended up in the art teacher’s basement, which was filled with all these Bill Plympton–inspired drawings of distorted faces and frightening gnomes.


It was a horrible, surreal experience, and as soon as I got home I told my parents that I was never going back. I cried, I protested. But they knew the way to my heart. They promised me that if I went back they would take me record shopping.


[image: image]


Ah, records. I was there when they premiered the Sugarhill Gang’s “Rapper’s Delight” on WDAS, 105.3 on your FM dial. I was at home with my sister, and the two of us stared at the radio the whole time it was happening; it was our equivalent of the old radio drama War of the Worlds. All the black kids in Philadelphia who were listening to the radio that day have the same story. It stopped us in our tracks. I was paralyzed. It was like we had all been struck by lightning. I remember thinking about whether I had time to go downstairs to get the tape recorder, or should I just let the song run? I ran calculations in my head. It sounded like it might go on for another five or six minutes. I went for the tape. I got it into the machine just as Wonder Mike starts his story about his dinner: “Have you ever went over to a friend’s house to eat and the food just ain’t no good? / I mean the macaroni’s soggy, the peas are mushed, and the chicken tastes like wood.” I must have listened to that tape thirty times that night. The next day in school I was a hero. I could do the whole thing. Three kids had heard the song, and they couldn’t believe what I was doing. Within a week everyone had heard “Rapper’s Delight,” and the world was different forever.


It’s hard to overstate what a change it was. The day before the song premiered on the radio, our hero was Michael Jackson. The single “Don’t Stop ’til You Get Enough” had come out in July, and then the Off the Wall album in August, and that had hit us in a very big way. Everyone knew Michael’s vocals and Michael’s lyrics and Michael’s dance moves. Then one day in November, we turn on the radio and there’s this new thing. It was like magic. Years later, I talked to Jimmy Fallon about this and he said that he remembers doing the same thing with comedy albums—replaying them at home until he had them committed to memory, and then the next day go and performing them at school. If it was a new birth for music, it was also a new birth for me. I found my identity through hip-hop. It made me popular, and immediately I started buying it.


The first order of business was to get my hands on the “Rapper’s Delight” LP, and I had a foolproof strategy. I knowingly used Steven Savitz’s obsession with my sister. Steven was a handsome guy, maybe a jock, maybe an actor, a twelfth-grader with an immense crush on Donn. American society was decades away from The Game, but Steven Savitz had an idea of how he was going to get close to her, and it involved being cool with me. My first manipulative move was to ask him to buy me the record. He agreed immediately so we walked to Listening Booth on Chestnut Street after school, where he purchased my very first twelve-inch. It cost only $2.99 plus tax, $3.17 total. It was the first pressing, and amazingly, I still have it. All that was left was to figure out how to keep that gravy train going, but the Steven Savitz Method of Record Purchasing dried up pretty quickly. Every Monday there was a new rap single, so my goal was to find thirty-two dimes within a seven-day period so I could buy the next twelve-inch. If I saw a dime on the floor, it went into my pocket, and I was one tick closer. If my mother asked me if I had put the dimes in the collection plate at church, I said “Yes, ma’am,” but they were in fact going to another higher power: a fund to help me buy records. And just like that, my record-buying obsession began.
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Quest Loves Records, Part I


“When you live your life through records, the records are a record of your life.”™





1971: Stevie Wonder, Music of My Mind



I know this record was played right around the time of my birth, and for years after that. I encountered it very early, at a point when I was still judging records not by how they sounded but by how they looked, and I didn’t like what I saw. Motown wouldn’t commit to one factory plant—they used twenty plants regionally—and that was very troubling for me as a kid, because it resulted in inconsistent ink quality. Some of the records were printed too dark and some of them were printed too light. There was a man my mother brought into the family as a kind of grandfatherly figure, Mr. Lewis, and he was very dark, of Cuban background. He laughed like Geoffrey Holder, which scared me a little bit: “Ha, ha, ha, how are ya, man?” To me, his teeth always looked like the Tamla logo, which was on all the Stevie Wonder records. I wasn’t a fan of photo collages either, and that cover is a photo collage. Records whose covers scared me would be buried in the bottom of the pile—the opposite of crate digging. There are also records from that period that my father thought I liked for the profanity. “Sweet Little Girl,” from Music of My Mind, is one of them. Stevie’s talking smack to his girl for not giving him some, and as the song is fading out, he says, in this puffed-up, aggressive voice: “Get mad and act like a nigga!!” I thought that was the craziest, most hilarious thing.



Extended Playlist


There were other songs that year, but I was too young to remember them. When I add songs, I don’t want to fake it—I want to make sure they’re really songs that were important to me.





1972: Sly and the Family Stone, There’s a Riot Goin’ On



Though it came out in 1971, I remember hearing this record in 1972 and embracing it for the wrong reasons. My sister was giving me a bath, and when she was washing my afro, soap got in my eyes. I went running downstairs, screaming uncontrollably, and it just so happened that “Just Like a Baby” was playing in the background. It’s not the most inviting or jovial song to start with, and there I was as my mother, my sister, and my aunt Karen held me down so they could flush out my eyes. Anytime I hear it now I wish I had Johnson’s No More Tears. That’s another record with photo-collage art, which made the eerie experience of the record even scarier. I was creeped out by Rose Stone’s singing in “Family Affair.” It sounded strange to me. But I used to love emulating Sly on “(You Caught Me) Smilin’.” I’d use any excuse to make my voice raspy.



Extended Playlist:


I heard these on the radio, which my father controlled.


… Aretha Franklin, “Daydreamin”; Melanie, “Brand New Key”; O’Jays, “Backstabbers”; America, “Horse with No Name”; Johnny Nash, “I Can See Clearly Now”; Three Dog Night, “Black and White”; Billy Preston, “Outa-Space”; Carly Simon, “Anticipation”…





1973: Rufus, Rags to Rufus / Sly and the Family Stone, Fresh



I have an obsession with the song “Sideways” on Rags to Rufus, which was almost just an interlude. It’s like a jam session where you’re hearing the band from outside the club, the sound all muffled. Then all of a sudden the song opens up, clears up, and Chaka Khan is singing some jazzy stuff. Evidently it went on too long and no one stopped the tape, because then you hear her say, “The food is here?” There’s also a great tremolo effect on the cymbals—I went through a phase where I loved to make that noise on my drums, that high hissing. And I loved Fresh, but I especially loved side 1. I treated it like a full song-suite, the way other people talk about Marvin Gaye’s What’s Going On. I never really played side 2 until I was an adult. “Frisky” is especially great. There are vocals and arrangements on there that you can’t even imagine. Ironically, the song I gravitated to the least was its hit a single, “If You Want Me to Stay.” I was always an album-cuts person, even back then.



Extended Playlist


My father had a warehouse where his band rehearsed, and there was an area in the corner with a stack of 45s and a mono RadioShack portable record player. It was my playpen.


… Tony Orlando and Dawn, “Tie a Yellow Ribbon (’Round the Old Oak Tree)”; Roberta Flack, “Killing Me Sofly”; Paul McCartney, “My Love”; Stories, “Brother Louie”; Cher, “Half Breed”; War, “The Cisco Kid”; The Temptations, “Masterpiece”; Edgar Winter Group, “Free Ride”…






1974: Bill Withers, +’Justments



Sly and the Family Stone’s Small Talk came out that year, and the title song features a baby crying. By that time I was going to the studio with my parents. I thought the baby was me. This is a tough one, but I have to go with Bill Withers. He was my idol. I embraced all his records. But +’Justments is especially vivid. Sundays were a sad day in my house. When my parents were going away on tour, they would wait until Sunday afternoon to tell me and my sister. “No!” I’d cry. “When are you coming back?” +’Justments was playing during one of those Sundays in 1974. Later I learned that the record was kind of Bill Withers’s version of Here, My Dear, Marvin Gaye’s 1978 divorce record for Anna Gordy for his own wife, actress Denise Nicholas. “Railroad Man” is the happiest song on +’Justments, and it’s about a train that decapitates a swindler.



Extended Playlist


A majority of these were when I discovered music on television, especially by watching variety shows. Everyone had a variety show.


… Barry White, “Love’s Theme”; Gordon Lightfoot, “Sundown”; The Spinners, “Then Came You”; Joni Mitchell, “Help Me”; Tom T. Hall, “I Love”; Average White Band, “There’s Always Someone Waiting”; Curtis Mayfield, “Mother’s Son”; 10cc, “I’m Not in Love”…





1975: The Ohio Players, Honey



This record, like many Ohio Players records, is famous because of the cover, which shows a naked woman holding a spoon up to her mouth, glowing honey dripping from it. It’s famous to me because I got it for my fifth birthday, along with Moving Violation by the Jackson 5. There was a note, “Happy 5th Birthday from Mommy and Daddy—we love you very much,” taped right on the honey jar. Later on I asked my mother: “Come on! How did you approve of that cover?” She explained to me that their eyes weren’t open to the evils of the world until years later, when Prince came along. In a way, she was right. I didn’t see it as salacious or sexual at the time. After all, at that age most kids are playing dress-up or house. Me? I played record store. There were three mom-and-pop music stores on 52nd Street in West Philly, and the most notable was King James. It had these incredibly curated displays in the front, with Caught in the Tracks by the Commodores suspended high in the window and Up for the Down Stroke by Parliament hanging on a thread. I memorized the layout of the window and went right home and set up my own record store. I put Lou Rawls’s All Things in Time out in front, which meant that Bert’s Blockbusters from Sesame Street had to go a little further away: children’s section. I thought I would do the corner displays just like they were done at King James. I put Honey up there. But at the record store the edges of the covers were curled. What I didn’t know is that King James wasn’t using actual album covers—they were posters from the record company. You can curl and bend posters from the record company. You can’t bend record covers with discs in them. So, yeah: I cracked Honey. There’s no tragedy like your first broken record. And it wasn’t like broken records got replaced. I know the entire Ohio Players catalog like the back of my hand. Except Honey.



Extended Playlist


My father had a Granada with both a cassette player and an eight track. It was very rare to have both of those things. He made mix tapes.


… Bee Gees, “Nights on Broadway”; The Eagles, “One of These Nights”; David Bowie, “Fame”; Donna Summer, “Pandora’s Box”; Carole King, “Chicken Soup with Rice”; Earth, Wind & Fire, “New World Symphony”; Funkadelic, “Be My Beach”; The Isley Brothers, “The Heat Is On”; The Ohio Players, “Fopp”…





1976: Stevie Wonder, Songs in the Key of Life



I’m a person who loathes everyone who name-checks Stevie Wonder like there was nothing else to listen to in the seventies, and yet he turns up on my lists over and over again. Songs in the Key of Life is especially inescapable. It came out at the beginning of my first-grade school year, which I know because on the first day of school our music teacher told us to have our “mommies and daddies” buy us the record. To ask your parents for that record in 1976, that was a major event. We went to the record store to get it. I was thrilled, although I didn’t like the cover art. I thought he was drowning in donuts. In school, we studied the liner notes. It was the first time I read liner notes obsessively. And then the teacher started us on side 4, on “If It’s Magic,” so we could hear Dorothy Ashby playing the harp. Then we went to side 2, to “Pastime Paradise,” to learn about eastern finger cymbals, and to “Love’s in Need of Love Today” to learn about harmony. That record was my textbook.



Extended Playlist


My father upgraded to a van. This is when I started to take charge of what people listened to. My sister was also an influence—she loved yacht rock.


… Average White Band, “Pick Up the Pieces (live)”; Phoebe Snow, “Cash In”; Al Jarreau, “Letter Perfect”; Paul McCartney and Wings, “Silly Love Songs”; Fleetwood Mac, “Rhiannon”; Elton John and Kiki Dee, “Don’t Go Breaking My Heart”; The Miracles, “Poor Charlotte”; Starbuck, “Moonlight Feels Right”…






1977: Rufus, Ask Rufus



I’ll put this album in Questo’s Top Ten of All Time every time. By 1977, we had four record collectors in the house, and I wasn’t even officially one of them: Mama on funk, my aunt Karen on funk and jazz, Donn on eclectic rock, and my dad on easy vocals. One day my aunt went out to the record store without me and came home with a number of records, including this one. I loved it. It wasn’t a jazz record, but it wasn’t a soul record, either. Chaka Khan undersang everything. She wasn’t up to her usual wailing tricks. The most notable presence on Ask Rufus was Clare Fischer, the uncle of the drummer, André Fischer, and a legendary string arranger in his own right. Orchestral work in black music is nothing new—Philadelphia created an entire genre based on adding orchestral arrangements to songs. But there’s something about the beauty of darkness that Clare Fischer adds to these records that’s just haunting. This was also a Sunday record in my house. My parents were going to do an extended trip to Louisiana and Miami, gone five weeks. When they told me how long they’d be away, the string breakdown of “Egyptian Song” came on. It’s a soundtrack moment, a perfect illustration of childhood sadness, lush and spare and at the same time, creepy. And then the story got sadder, at least for me. In Louisiana, Aunt Karen met a man at a restaurant. It blossomed into romance and they decided to get married. When the grown-ups came back from that trip, my parents gave us another talk: We’re not going back out on the road again, no, but Karen’s leaving. She took the record with her.



Extended Playlist


This was definitely the punishment period. I would get records, and get in trouble, and lose them for months. Many of these I heard on my clock radio, with the volume turned down.


… Bill Withers, “Lovely Day”; Bootsy’s Rubber Band, “What’s a Telephone Bill?”; Brothers Johnson, “Q”; Commodores, “Fancy Dancer (live)”; Heatwave, “Put the Word Out”; The Isley Brothers, “Climbin’ Up The Ladder”; Kraftwerk, “Trans-Europe Express”; Bob Welch, “Sentimental Lady”…





1978: Average White Band, Warmer Communications / The Jacksons, Destiny



This was the first year I had a major punishment. I wasn’t misbehaving in school, not talking back or fighting or anything, just not exactly paying attention. Like I said, I was an indoor kid with a tendency to fall inward. To lay down the law, my father banned me from getting any new records. That was terrible for me. But he had his own music, including the Average White Band album, which he played in the car when we drove. Still, there were new rules: I wasn’t allowed to look at the cover art and I wasn’t allowed to sing along. Eventually, maybe after a month, I was off punishment and the first record I bought was the Jacksons’ Destiny. That’s another scary cover: the group is sitting on top of the album title, which is like a seawall, and there’s a tsunami beating on the letters, threatening the D and the S and the Y. There’s also incoming fire or meteors or something. That album was the first time the Jacksons took control of their own music, and it was a huge success, with “Blame It on the Boogie” and “Shake Your Body (Down to the Ground).” “Blame It on the Boogie” is confusing, because it’s a cover of a song by Mick Jackson, an English singer whose real name was also Michael Jackson. He had a version of the song out at the same time, and British newspapers and radio stations took sides: some of them liked the Jackson version, while others liked the Jacksons’ version. They called it “The Battle of the Boogie.”




Extended Playlist


My parents went away on Mondays, so Sundays were sad days at my grandmom’s. And my uncle’s tastes came into play, too—he had more avant-garde records.


… Angela Bofill, “Under the Moon and Over the Sky”; The Bar-Kays, “Holy Ghost”; Commodores, “Fire Girl”; Nina Simone, “Baltimore”; Raydio, “Jack & Jill”; Sun Ra, “Twin Stars of Thence”; Switch, “We Like to Party… Come On”; Gerry Rafferty, “Baker Street”…





1979: Stevie Wonder, Journey Through the Secret Life of Plants



I know, I know… another Stevie. But every time I hear “Seasons” / “Power Flower” I’m right there, all over again, walking home with Donn from Broad Street, passing through the urine-soaked subway that leads to the trolley that eventually takes us to 49th Street, to my grandmother’s house. There is snow on the ground, maybe even in the air, and posters for the Steve Martin film The Jerk, which is coming out at Christmas. And it’s late, too, on into evening: at the performing-arts school I go to, the bell rings for the end of the school day but that’s just a signal to hang out with my friends, to go to the band room and watch the older kids practicing their ensemble version of Eric Clapton’s “Cocaine” ad nauseum, to see the dancers out in the hall tightening up their choreography. I wait for Donn, and then we go out into the winter.



Extended Playlist


This has to do with watching Soul Train, which by this point had shifted from noon until 1 a.m. My sister would wake me up after Saturday Night Live.


… Chic, “Le Freak”; The Jacksons, “Shake Your Body (Down to the Ground)”; Michael Jackson, “Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough”; The Doobie Brothers, “Open Your Eyes”; Cheryl Lynn, “Star Love”; GQ, “Disco Nights”; The Sugarhill Gang, “Rapper’s Delight”…
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