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MEETING THE QUEEN



In the mid-1970s, when I began my career as an author, there were three people I was determined to work with—Ray Charles, Aretha Franklin, and Marvin Gaye. These were the singers about whom I was most passionate. I simply had to meet them. I was certain that their lives were as intriguing as their music.


Ray came first. I pursued him unrelentingly. Blocked at every turn, I succeeded only when Western Union told me I could send him messages in Braille. I poured my heart into those telegrams. He agreed to meet me, we bonded and were off to the races—but not before I gave up my original plan of writing his biography in my voice and decided instead to write the story in Ray’s own voice. That was the moment when I discovered the thrill and beauty of ghostwriting. The book that followed, Brother Ray, was well received and gave me the confidence to pursue my next project—collaborating with Aretha. But when Ray introduced me to her in his dressing room at the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion in Los Angeles, she said she wasn’t interested—at least not then.


After writing a series of novels, I connected with Marvin Gaye, where the process was reversed. In the middle of our collaboration, Marvin was tragically murdered by his father. I had no choice but to turn our unfinished autobiography into a biography rendered in my voice. Writing Divided Soul: The Life of Marvin Gaye was a singular and riveting experience, but one filled with grief. I mourned for Marvin and wished, more than anything, that I could have written the book entirely from his point of view.


From that moment forward, I saw that, given the option, I’d much rather work as a ghostwriter than independent biographer. Not only did I cherish the personal connection with the artist, but I loved channeling the artist’s voice. I felt like an actor playing a choice role. For the next twenty years, I ghosted books for, among others, Smokey Robinson, Etta James, B.B. King, and the Neville Brothers. After the publication of each book, I sent a copy to Aretha with a note expressing my hope that she and I would be collaborating one day soon.


After writing the autobiography of Jerry Wexler, Aretha’s most important producer, I thought that day was imminent. In researching Wexler’s life, I found myself researching a large portion of Aretha’s life. Wexler had a long association with practically every major musician who had worked with Aretha and he put me in touch with all of them, including John Hammond, Aretha’s original producer, whom I interviewed at length.


Working in the field of rhythm and blues for two decades, I had built up an enormous body of research on the life and work of Aretha. I had spent hundreds of hours speaking to her most knowledgeable colleagues—Luther Vandross, the producer of her comeback hit “Jump to It”; Arif Mardin, the orchestrator who had worked with her for over forty years; and Ruth Bowen, Aretha’s booking agent and perhaps her closest business associate, who answered every one of my questions with unflinching candor.


Most significant, it was my relationship with Aretha’s immediate family—her brothers, Cecil and Vaughn, and her sisters, Erma and Carolyn—that gave me access to the inner sanctum of the Franklin world before I began working with Aretha herself. Smokey Robinson, who had grown up in Detroit around the corner from the Franklins and was Cecil’s closest friend, made many of those introductions. Aretha’s siblings became my allies in convincing her to take me on as a collaborator. Over the years they provided me with invaluable and detailed information about their sister.


Every time I went to Detroit, which was often, I sent Aretha a postcard expressing my hope that we could meet. Then in 1994, it happened. On a Wednesday night at approximately eight o’clock, the phone rang in my room in the Atheneum Hotel.


“Mr. Ritz,” she said. “This is Aretha Franklin.”


A lifetime stutterer, I couldn’t get out the first word. For a second I panicked. What if my two-decade pursuit resulted in my inability to utter a single sentence? What if the shock of her call rendered me mute? What if, right then and there, I blew the whole thing?


Perseverance overwhelmed fright, and, with considerable difficulty, I managed to say how happy I was that she called.


“I’m interviewing collaborators for my autobiography,” she said, “and I wanted to speak with you.”


“Thank you… Miss Franklin.”


I wanted to call her Aretha but the formality of her tone—she would call me “Mr. Ritz” for several more weeks—let me know that would be unwise.


“I want to hear how you would go about working with me,” she said.


“I’ll be glad to come see you whenever it’s convenient,” I said.


“I’m not doing personal interviews. Just phone calls.”


“So this is it?”


My question triggered her first laugh. “Yes, Mr. Ritz, this is it. Tell me your approach.”


I explained in the most impassioned terms possible my view of this project—that it was her book I was interested in, not mine; that I was convinced hers was one of the great untold stories in modern American culture; that no one loved her music more than I; that no one listened to her records more obsessively or followed her career as studiously as I did; that no one would work harder to render her authentic voice authentically; that it was my lifetime dream to tell her story and tell it right.


She ended the call without saying when a decision would be made. I couldn’t sleep that night. Until the second call came, a week later, I was a mess.


When I learned that Miss Franklin had selected me, it was one of the happiest moments of my life. The first thing I did was pull out her glorious gospel album Amazing Grace and listen to it from start to finish.


I called my friend Billy Preston, whom I had met through Ray Charles decades earlier, to tell him the good news. Billy and Aretha shared a common mentor—Reverend James Cleveland, the gospel great and one of my most reliable sources of information regarding Aretha. Billy had traveled the same sacred-to-secular path as Aretha. They’d known each other since they were kids. They’d been in the same studios and on the same stages together dozens of times. For years, Billy had given me insights into Aretha’s world.


He congratulated me and added a warning: “Keep your hopes high and your expectations low.”


“Why do you say that, Billy?”


“Because I know her, and girlfriend ain’t giving it up. Ever.”


I didn’t want to believe him. I didn’t want to believe other friends and associates of Aretha who told me that I’d never break through her armor and get the real story. I didn’t want to believe Erma Franklin, who said, “I love my sister dearly and my prayers are with you. Nothing would make me happier than to see her purge all that pain she’s been through. But honestly, I don’t see her doing that. She’s built a wall around herself that no one’s been able to climb over.”


Fueled by an inexhaustible enthusiasm, I saw myself scaling that wall, even if others said that was impossible. Nearly all Aretha’s closest associates echoed Billy Preston and Erma. They said that Aretha had been increasingly difficult to work with—impatient, controlling, and quick to anger. I didn’t care. I’d change all that. I’d be so patient, so uncontrolling, so sweet and mellow, that she’d have to come round. After all, at that point in my career, I knew how to handle stars. I was used to difficult personalities. For all his brilliance, Ray Charles could be cantankerous. I’d had to chase Marvin Gaye from Hawaii to England to Belgium to get him to tell me his story while he dealt with debilitating depression. Etta James described herself as “schizophrenic to the bone” and thanked me in her book for “being able to stay in the lion cage” with her. Bring on Aretha. I’d reach deep down into my reservoir of goodwill and find a way to charm her.


I did, but mostly I didn’t. In spite of my determination to be a compassionate listener, someone whose gentle persistence would allow her to reveal all her sacred secrets, my technique ultimately did not work. In the end, I didn’t make a dent in her armor. I left her the way I found her, untouched by what I considered my deeply sympathetic approach. In almost all other instances—Ray, Marvin, Etta, Smokey, B.B., the Neville Brothers, Jimmy Scott, Leiber and Stoller, Tavis Smiley, Cornel West, Buddy Guy, Bettye LaVette, Joe Perry—I got the book I wanted. In Aretha’s case, I did not. At the same time, she got the book she wanted. To this day, Aretha considers her book an accurate portrait.


“When Aretha looks in the mirror,” her sister Erma had told me years earlier, “she sees an entirely different woman than we do.”


As a collaborator, I always aim for intimacy. I’m a surrogate for the reader, who wants to feel the star speaking directly and intimately to him or her. As I drove to Aretha’s house for our initial interview, my plan was to create a relaxed conversational ambience that would promote intimacy.


I knew the exact location of her house in Bloomfield Hills, a woodsy suburb of Detroit, because the night before I had test-driven the route to make sure that on this, my first day on the job, I wouldn’t get lost. I had no agenda, no list of questions or topics to cover. I thought it best to let Aretha lead the conversation in what I hoped would be an easygoing, let’s-get-to-know-each-other encounter. My only plan was to start off with a prayer, thanking God for this opportunity to create a story that would reflect His love.


Since meeting Marvin Gaye in the late seventies, I had been increasingly drawn to Christianity. Marvin spoke of Jesus in a way that made me want to believe. The process was slow—I wouldn’t be formally baptized until 2004—but as a Jewish intellectual I had begun to see that my anthropological approach to black culture was changing into something else. I realized that at the very heart of that culture was an undying conviction that the God of love is a living spirit.


When Aretha opened the front door and invited me in, God was on my mind. Surely it was only through the grace of God that I was meeting this remarkable woman.


She invited me into the living room. She was still “Miss Franklin” and I was still “Mr. Ritz.”


After we exchanged pleasantries, I asked if I might say a short prayer.


I had presumed that the preacher’s daughter would be open to prayer anytime. But I quickly saw that my invitation to pray was far too intimate an act. I backed off, but I managed to get in a prayer anyway.


I said, “I just wanted to thank God for giving us the chance to work together.”


We spent that day and the next several weeks speaking about music and music alone. When talking about music—especially the gospel world of the fifties from which she emerged—we were always on safe ground. I’d play her a contemporary gospel record she hadn’t heard; she’d play me some traditional gospel record I didn’t know. The give-and-take was great. Our talks in the living room moved to the kitchen, where she started making me lunch and an occasional dinner. I thought I was home free.


I wasn’t. The sensitive questions—Aretha’s mother leaving the family, Aretha having two babies while still in her teens, Aretha’s being beaten by her first husband, Ted White, Aretha’s dad beating his lady friend Clara Ward, the gospel superstar—were off-limits. So was the essential act of introspection. Self-confrontation was something Aretha neither understood nor welcomed. Idealizing her past was her way of hiding pain.


At times that pain, although not heard, could be seen in the tears that fell from her eyes when, in response to a question about some disappointment or loss, she remained silent. I knew that the answer was encased in those tears.


My challenge could not have been clearer. I had to go deeper. Maybe if I broke out the scores of interviews I’d done with her siblings, friends, and associates, their comments might provoke her to do a bit more self-reflection. Bad idea. The book Aretha wanted to write was, plain and simple, her book. I couldn’t argue. And, in fact, the argument for the book that we crafted, From These Roots, is that, in spite of its enormous gaps and oversights, it remains an accurate view of Aretha’s picture of herself. Students of culture and psychology who want to understand this defiantly inscrutable woman cannot afford to ignore her own carefully self-styled testimony.


I count myself among those students. But because my ghostly collaboration resulted in a story I found far-fetched in so many ways, I’m continuing my study. I’m writing the story as I see it.


In my view, my two years of working on From These Roots resulted in my failure to actualize the great potential in Aretha’s narration. I didn’t do what I set out to do. Since the publication of the book, some fifteen years ago, I have not rested easy. It took me a decade to recommit myself to the Aretha story, knowing that this time around, I would have to fly solo.


A few years ago, Aretha herself actually brought up the idea of another book—a follow-up to From These Roots. Although she had excluded me from the final revision process of her autobiography, our postpublication relationship remained cordial. She would call me from time to time. In the late nineties, I spent several pleasant evenings with Aretha and Jerry Wexler in East Hampton. I also visited her during her gospel extravaganzas in Detroit.


When I attended one of the several gospel concerts that she produced in Detroit, she took me aside and said, “I think it’s time to do another book.”


I was surprised and pleased that she wanted to collaborate again.


“I’d like to go back and review some of that earlier material,” I said. “I’d like to do it more in depth.”


“Oh, no,” Aretha was quick to reply. “From These Roots is perfect the way it is. I’m talking about everything that has happened since. Rolling Stone magazine named me the number one singer of all time. And then there are any number of awards I’ve received in the past few years.”


“I’m afraid that a new edition would have to include more than just a listing of new honors.”


“I don’t agree,” she said. “These awards didn’t get the publicity they deserve.”


When I mentioned the possibility of my writing an independent biography, she said, “As long as I can approve it before it’s published.”


“Then it wouldn’t be independent,” I said.


“Why should it be independent?”


“So I can tell the story from my point of view.”


“But it’s not your story, it’s mine.”


“You’re an important historical figure, Aretha. Others will inevitably come along to tell your story. That’s the blessing and burden of being a public figure.”


“More burden than blessing,” she said.


When I renewed my research for this book, I did so without Aretha’s blessing, but I did have the support of three of Aretha’s closest relatives—her first cousin Brenda Corbett (who has also served as her background singer for two decades), her niece Sabrina (daughter of her sister Erma), and her sister-in-law Earline Franklin. They agreed that her story, from a perspective other than her own, needed to be told. They agreed to help me. “We trust you to write the righteous version,” said Brenda.


I like the word version. For all my voluminous research, I do not view my first Aretha Franklin book as anything more than a version. I don’t believe that there is such a thing as the Aretha story. I believe there are many. My Aretha story is not objective. After my years of working with her, I know her personally and I know her well. I have love and compassion for her as a sister and a believer. I stand in awe of her artistry. But I also come to this project—as Aretha came to From These Roots—with a deep bias. I bring the peculiar cultural mix that has informed me. I bring to the text a lifetime of attitudes about psychology and mythology. Because it was black music—not simply gospel, but jazz, blues, and R&B—that brought me to the church where God is worshipped and praised, praise and worship remain essential elements in my approach to art. At the same time, there is no righteousness—at least to my mind—without critical scrutiny. God is to be questioned as well as worshipped; probed as well as praised.


And I bring respect. That’s why the book bears the name of her most famous hit. In the end, Aretha is all about respect—getting it and keeping it. There would be no Respect without From These Roots. I would not have written this book had I not cowritten hers. I see this second book as a companion piece to the first.


I had no choice but to begin it where all serious students of Aretha begin—with her sense of what is true. I honor that sense even as I challenge it. I respect her right to interpret her complex story even as I attempt to reinterpret and expand her interpretation. Most important, though, I thank Aretha for calling me that day at the Atheneum Hotel in Detroit. I thank her for entertaining my endless questions during the years we worked together. I thank her for feeding my spirit and responding to my enthusiasm. I thank her for her vanilla-wafer banana pudding and her lasagna à la Aretha.


Thirty-six years have passed since that fateful evening when Ray Charles introduced me to Aretha Franklin in his dressing room at the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion. Since then, the fact that I have been able to document her life from two radically different points of view—hers and mine—is a privilege for which I am deeply grateful.













Part One



SACRED SOURCES













1. FATHER AND DAUGHTER



Though Nat Cole, Sam Cooke, and Marvin Gaye all had preacher fathers, none of those fathers were famous. None of them had national reputations or recording careers. Aretha’s dad—the Reverend C. L. Franklin—had all that and then some. He was a towering figure in the history of black America, a social activist and progressive theologian who stood beside his close friend Martin Luther King Jr. as a national civil rights leader. His fame, though, came from a remarkable rhetorical talent married to the excitement of hot rhythmic music.


The great blues singer Bobby “Blue” Bland told me about his early memories of seeing C. L. Franklin preach at the New Salem Baptist Church in Memphis.


“Couldn’t have been older than eleven or twelve when Mama and them took me to hear this new preacher man everyone was talking about. This was the early forties. We hadn’t moved to Memphis yet but we’d go there on the weekend, one of the principal reasons being church. I liked church ’cause of the exciting spirit of the music, but when the preachers got to preaching, I’d get bored and fidgety. But here comes this man with a voice like a singer. In fact, he did sing before he started into preaching—and that got my attention right off. Can’t tell you what hymn he sang, but his voice was strong. I sat right up and my mind didn’t wander anywhere. He grabbed my attention and kept it. When he started into the preaching part, I stayed with him. Wasn’t his words that got me—I couldn’t tell you what he talked on that day, couldn’t tell you what any of it meant, but it was the way he talked. He talked like he was singing. He talked music. The thing that really got me, though, was this squall-like sound he made to emphasize a certain word. He’d catch the word in his mouth, let it roll around and squeeze it with his tongue. When it popped on out, it exploded, and the ladies started waving and shouting. I liked all that. I started popping and shouting too. That next week I asked Mama when we were going back to Memphis to church.


“‘Since when you so keen on church?’ Mama asked.


“‘I like that preacher,’ I said.


“‘Reverend Franklin?’ she asked.


“‘Well, if he’s the one who sings when he preaches, that’s the one I like.’


“‘He’s sure enough the one,’ said Mama.


“Sometimes we’d go to East Trigg Missionary, where, according to Mama, the pastor W. Herbert Brewster was Reverend Franklin’s teacher. There were two powerful voices in that church—Queen Anderson and J. Robert Bradley—who were about the baddest gospel singers you’d ever wanna hear. I know Reverend Franklin loved them because sometimes he’d show up at East Trigg for the late service after he was done preaching at New Salem. He’d sit there on the first row taking notes during Brewster’s sermons. Then he’d be up on his feet shouting and waving when Queen Anderson and Bradley started into singing.


“Wasn’t long after that when I started fooling with singing myself. I liked whatever was on the radio, especially those first things Nat Cole did with his trio. Naturally I liked the blues singers like Roy Brown, the jump singers like Louis Jordan, and the ballad singers like Billy Eckstine, but, brother, the man who really shaped me was Reverend Franklin.


“Years later, when I started driving for B.B. King, it turned out B. felt the same way about Reverend Franklin. By then, Reverend had gone from Memphis to Buffalo to Detroit, where me and B. would go to the New Bethel Church to see him.”


“I sat under his sermons for many years,” B.B. King told me. “I’d like to say that he was the bluesman’s preacher because he’d come to the clubs to see us, but that wouldn’t be fair. Frank—that’s what his friends called him—was everyone’s preacher. Because those sermons he recorded were selling in the same little stores as our blues records, we also looked at him as a fellow artist. He was one of us. Unlike other men of the cloth, he never called our music devilish—and we loved him for that. But he did more than that. He let us know that he admired what we were doing. He called us true artists and had no qualms about telling the world just how he felt. That made us feel like royalty.”


The fact that Reverend was a liberal—even a radical—in the severely conservative black church culture shaped Aretha’s story on every level. To take on that culture required an unusually strong character and conviction. Reverend had both.


“He possessed rhetorical genius,” said Jesse Jackson, who preached at C.L.’s funeral in 1984. In the discussion I had with him in 2008, Jackson described his mentor as the model of the modern black preacher. “He not only infused his messages with great poetry and startling metaphors, but he imparted significant social meaning, pointing out that, as children of God, we were no more or less beloved than any other people. C.L. preached the say-it-loud-I’m-black-and-I’m-proud message generations before James Brown. Along with Dr. King, he was far ahead on the curve of civil rights. He was an assertive intellectual, not an apologist, a beacon of strength and hope for the millions of the transplants who’d come from the South in the forties and fifties to find work in the great industrial cities of the North.”


“I saw Aretha’s daddy as one of the few preachers powerful enough to dispel that old myth that says gospel and blues are mortal enemies,” James Cleveland told me. “He had the courage to say that they actually go together as proud parts of our heritage as a people.”


The creative tension between secular and sacred music is one of the enduring mysteries of African American culture. For those raised in the church, the bias against reconciling the spirit and the flesh runs deep. Singers praising God on a Sunday morning while using those same artistic passions—rhythms and riffs—to extol sensual pleasures on a Saturday night have faced angry rebuke.


In Jewish culture, a similar story is told in The Jazz Singer, the first talkie, a groundbreaking film released in 1927 in which Al Jolson plays Jakie Rabinowitz, son of a cantor—a singer of sacred songs. The boy defies his ultrareligious dad by singing popular songs and leaving the synagogue for the stage.


Ironically, Reverend C. L. Franklin was, along with his daughter Aretha, an Al Jolson enthusiast. And doubly ironic is the fact that it was Franklin, a pure product of the black church, who defied this strict separation of gospel and jazzy blues.


In the twentieth century, the sacred/secular split begins with Thomas A. Dorsey, the former barrelhouse pianist known as Georgia Tom, who invented modern black gospel music in the thirties by infusing blues into songs of worship. His first hit, “Precious Lord, Take My Hand,” was sung by his student Mahalia Jackson at the funeral of Martin Luther King Jr. Aretha sang it countless times. Yet the black church community was slow to warm to Dorsey’s music. They considered it too jazzy. Even when it was adopted into the repertory, old-timers complained that it was tainted with fleshly harmonies.


The Jazz Singer archetype—the singer caught between the church and the world—persisted in the black community throughout the forties and fifties. The Jazz Singer dramas vary but are linked by the same essential story line: a terrible tension between singing for God and singing for sex.


Superstition in the black community ran deep.


Remembering the death of Jesse Belvin in Arkansas in 1962, Ray Charles told me, “Jesse used to talk about how he directed the choir in some church in LA. His people warned him about leaving the church. But, like most of us, Jesse had stars in his eyes. When he started singing R-and-B, you could hear the church in his voice. He was the cat who wrote ‘Earth Angel.’ That always felt like a religious song to me. Well, when Jesse and his old lady were killed in a car wreck, folks started talking much shit. They said he was dead because he’d left the church. They were sure that God was punishing him. A lot of church singers were plain scared to cross over to the pop side, including Mahalia. Not me. When I caught hell for turning gospel songs into R-and-B, I couldn’t have cared less. I don’t believe in no superstitions. Besides, I knew why Jesse was killed. His driver had been my driver first. I’d fired that guy for drinking and falling asleep at the wheel. He’s the cat who killed Jesse and Jesse’s wife. God didn’t have shit to do with it.”


The shooting death of Sam Cooke, murdered by a female hotel manager in Los Angeles in 1964, sent shock waves through the gospel/blues community.


“I remember my dad saying one word to me after we learned that Sam was shot,” said Marvin Gaye. “He said, ‘See?’


“‘See what?’ I asked.


“‘See what happens when you displease God.’


“I didn’t argue,” Marvin continued. “You couldn’t argue with my father. But he was one of the ministers who thought if you sang the devil’s music, you wound up going down with the devil himself. I like to tell myself that I don’t have that attitude—that I’m liberated from the old way of thinking. In the deepest part of me, though, those thoughts are there. To survive this world, I’m pretty sure that one day I’ll have to follow Saint Francis and devote myself to singing for the birds and the God who created them.”


“One of the most astounding things about C.L.,” said James Cleveland, “is that although his liberal attitudes about music seem like they should be coming from someone educated in the North, he was a farm boy from the Deep South.”


Born January 22, 1915, in rural Mississippi to sharecroppers, Franklin was raised by his mother, Rachel, who would, in turn, raise Aretha. Big Mama, as the family called her, was the prominent maternal figure in Aretha’s life. C.L.’s dad disappeared when the boy was four.


“According to Big Mama,” Aretha’s baby sister, Carolyn, told me, “Daddy had the voice of a grown man when he was only ten. They saw him as prophetic. As a preteen, he was already delivering sermons.”


“Big Mama worshipped her son,” said Aretha’s brother Cecil. “She used to talk about how he was years ahead of the other kids when it came to reading. She’d talk about how the nearest town with a library was thirty miles away, and how they had to ride a horse-drawn wagon to get there. By the time he was thirteen, he had read novels by Charles Dickens and Nathaniel Hawthorne and could name the books of the Bible from Genesis to Revelation—not only name them, but write commentaries on them. In deep backwoods Mississippi, he was considered a phenomenon, a wonder child.”


At fourteen, C.L. experienced what he called “my born-again baptism” in the Sunflower River. Despite not completing grade school, at eighteen he was preaching on a circuit of churches from Cleveland to Clarksdale, Mississippi. Before turning twenty-one, he enrolled at Greenville Industrial College, an unaccredited Afro-Baptist school surrounded by sharecropper plantations.


“I had lived and worked in Greenville,” said B.B. King. “That’s part of the reason Frank and I got along so well. We knew the territory of each other’s upbringings. We had both been treated like dogs and called dirty niggers. We had both witnessed lynchings. Yet our mamas taught us to believe in a God of justice.


“Frank told me that his college had taught him to believe every word of the Bible. You had to read it literally. He told me that when he challenged one of the teachers by mentioning the theories of Charles Darwin, the teacher slapped him across his face. But even then, Frank understood that, although there’s deep truth in the Bible, there’s also poetry, and that all poetry is open to interpretation.”


“Daddy’s college was all about Booker T. Washington’s go-slow accommodation approach to the racial question,” said C.L.’s son, Cecil. “Washington stressed technical colleges for blacks while W.E.B. DuBois, his adversary, argued for a liberal arts education that would increase our ability to think deeply and critically. Ironically, in spite of his fundamentalist indoctrination at Greenville Industrial, Daddy ultimately rejected fundamentalism. In sentiment and philosophy, he was closer to DuBois than Washington. His deep intellectual curiosity led him to read with not only his heart, but his head. He swam against the cultural tide of his times and, by the natural force of his native intelligence, became a progressive. Daddy loved the Lord as passionately as any fundamentalist, but he understood that God’s word was often not self-explanatory. God’s word required informed and loving explanation on the part of man.”


By age nineteen, C.L. was married to Alene Gaines. By twenty-one, he had divorced Alene and married Barbara Siggers, who had a young son, Vaughn. When C.L. was twenty-three, Barbara gave birth to their first child, Erma Vernice. By then they were living in Memphis, where, at age twenty-four, Reverend preached his first sermon at the New Salem Baptist Church, where Bobby Bland first heard him. That was 1939. Barbara and C.L.’s son, Cecil, was born in 1940.


That same year Franklin fathered another child, not with Barbara but with Mildred Jennings, who was twelve years old when she became pregnant with C.L.’s daughter Carol Allan. The scandal was kept secret from his other children until he sat them down in 1958 and revealed the truth to them.


On March 25, 1942, Aretha Louise, named after his father’s two sisters, was born in Memphis at 406 Lucy Avenue to C. L. Franklin and his wife, Barbara.


C.L. made his first foray into the media world in Memphis in the early forties. He hosted his own radio show, The Shadow of the Cross, whose mission, according to C.L., was “to offer hymns of inspiration, messages to unify the Negroes of the Mid-South, assuage racial animus, and acquaint white listeners with the Negro’s loyalty and accomplishments.” It was in Memphis where he began crafting his most famous sermon—“The Eagle Stirreth the Nest.” Eighty years after Franklin employed the graphic and highly complex metaphor, the sermon is included in several academic anthologies of literature, is taught in colleges, and remains one of the essential texts of African American history.


In 1944, the family moved to Buffalo, New York, where C.L. preached at the Friendship Baptist Church. That same year, the last of the four Franklin/Siggers children—Carolyn Ann—was born.


As a media presence, C.L. grew increasingly comfortable. In Buffalo he became the first black preacher to utilize radio. According to his biographer Nick Salvatore, “Franklin’s ‘Voice of Friendship’ program highlighted religious worship (including at times a brief sermon by C.L.), gospel music, and commentary on current events.”


During the summer of 1945, when C.L. was thirty, his big moment arrived at the National Baptist Convention. The Michigan Chronicle reported that his thunderous sermon, taken from 2 Corinthians 5:1–2, “almost paralyzed the convention with logic and history and thought.” The scripture itself—“For we know that if our earthly house, this tent, is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens”—proved ironic. The forcefulness of its message led to a new earthly church home for Franklin. His fiery delivery caught the attention of the elders of Detroit’s New Bethel Baptist, who, when their pastor Horatio Coleman resigned, invited C.L. to lead their congregation. Starting in the summer of 1946, when Aretha was four, her family moved to Detroit, where, in the early fifties, Reverend C. L. Franklin became a national star.


Idealization is a fascinating phenomenon that I came to better understand when, while collaborating with Aretha on her autobiography, From These Roots, I saw Minnelli on Minnelli, the Broadway show where Liza sang songs associated with the movies of her dad, director Vincent Minnelli. She reminisced about how Vincent and her mother, Judy Garland, met on the set of Meet Me in St. Louis. Anyone remotely familiar with the Garland/Minnelli marriage knows that it was stormy from the start and ended in bitter divorce. But Liza didn’t tell that story. She painted a portrait of an idyllic parental relationship that led to Liza’s idyllic life. In reimagining her childhood as a privileged daughter of two deliriously happy people, Liza created a fairy tale that swept away the pain of a traumatic past.


In From These Roots, Aretha speaks of her two sisters, Erma and Carolyn, and her two brothers, Cecil and Vaughn. She does not disclose that Vaughn was her mom’s son by another man. Neither does she mention Carol Allan, the daughter born to her father and the teenage Mildred Jennings. She clings to the myth that, while they were together, her parents enjoyed an idyllic relationship.


In the dedication of her book, Aretha wrote, “I dedicate my book to my parents, Reverend C. L. Franklin and Barbara Siggers, who came together in love and marital bliss and out of this union came I, Aretha.”


Aretha was vague about the exact moment when her Mississippi-born mother took her son Vaughn and left her husband and four other children to move back to Buffalo in 1948.


Big sister Erma, ten years old at the time, remembered the event well. “We were devastated,” she said. “Mother was an extraordinary woman, extremely beautiful and bright. Her singing voice was angelic. I believe she could have been a vocal star. She also played piano. She worked as a nurse’s aide, and, even though Daddy had a good salary from the church, I felt that she wanted to be independent. Maybe that was the source of the problem. I really don’t know. I do know that my parents’ relationship was stormy and that my father had a violent temper. I never saw him strike her but we were all very conscious of not inciting Daddy’s wrath. I’d also be lying if I didn’t admit that we certainly knew about my father’s reputation as a ladies’ man. We saw how women in church literally threw themselves at him. After I became older, I saw for myself that he availed himself of many of those women. That didn’t make us love him any less. That’s just who he was.


“Mother moving to Buffalo might have been her idea or his—I’m not sure. She may well have been afraid of him or she may well have grown tired of sharing him with other ladies. I must say, though, that my parents handled the situation maturely. She assured us that she would always be our mother and we could visit her whenever we wanted. And we did. Buffalo is only two hundred miles from Detroit and we went to see Mother all the time.”


In discussing her mother, Aretha railed against the notion that Barbara had, in fact, abandoned her family. She called that rumor a vicious lie. In discussing her mom, she remembered the woman as loving and caring in every way. In Aretha’s view, her mother would be the last person in the world to desert her children.


And yet the myth of Barbara Siggers’s desertion continued. As recently as 2012, Anthony Heilbut, a prominent scholar of gospel music, wrote in his otherwise brilliant The Fan Who Knew Too Much, “Barbara left home when Aretha was ten and died a few years later without seeing her children again.” In fact, Aretha was six when her mother moved back to Buffalo in 1948, and, according to all four of the Franklin siblings I interviewed, they visited her on a regular basis.


“My father was a different kind of man,” Aretha’s big brother Cecil Franklin told me when we spoke in the mid-1980s. “His loyalty was essentially to God, his children, and his congregation. He was never going to be a one-woman man. In contrast, Mother was certainly a one-man woman. She was totally devoted to him and did not like sharing him with the world. During those visits to Buffalo, I know she wanted us to permanently move in with her, but that wasn’t going to happen. Not only were we a handful, but she didn’t have the funds to raise five children. Dad did. All sorts of women from church were more than willing to look after us—plus we had Big Mama, who ran our household with an iron fist. It was highly unconventional in those days for a father to assume custody of his children after a marital breakup, but C. L. Franklin was a highly unconventional man.”


“Looking back at the whole situation,” said Carolyn Franklin, Aretha’s baby sister, “I think Mother’s move impacted Aretha more than anyone. At the time I was barely four and less conscious of what was happening. Aretha was a severely shy and withdrawn child who was especially close to her mother. Erma, Cecil, and I were much more daring and independent. Aretha and I shared a room, and after Mother left I saw her cry her eyes out for days at a time. I remember comforting her, my big sister, by telling her how much fun it would be to visit Buffalo. Days before those trips to see Mother, Aretha would have her little bag packed and be ready to go. The highlight of the visits would be the toy nurse’s kit Mother gave us.”


Aretha had specific memories about modeling herself after a nurse’s aide like her mother. She spoke about how her mom instructed her to care for patients and how she joyfully went to Buffalo General Hospital to watch her mother work. She remembered her mother as a faultlessly patient woman who neither scolded nor said a bad word about anyone, including the Reverend C. L. Franklin. In short, she saw her mother as a saint.


Her memories were also specific when it came to her mother’s house in Buffalo on Lythe Street in a tree-lined neighborhood called Cold Springs. She recounted the furnishings: the blue-and-silver velvet chairs, the fancy couches, the upright piano. She and her mom sang together. Those were the times Aretha cherished most. Because the house was small, she and Erma slept next door at the home of Mr. and Mrs. Dan Pitman. Mrs. Pitman taught Aretha to crochet, a skill she cultivated throughout her life.


“During those trips to Buffalo,” Erma remembered, “we were introduced to a gentleman, Trustee Young. I presumed he was Mother’s boyfriend. We loved riding in his big car. Sometimes he’d take us to Niagara Falls.”


“As much as Aretha adored our father,” said Cecil, “she would have been thrilled to live with Mother. If she hadn’t been so wary of displeasing our dad, I’m sure she would have asked him. But that question would never be posed. Dad made it clear that wasn’t an option. So every time we had to leave Buffalo and return to Detroit, it broke Aretha’s little heart. Dad did everything in his power to make Ree feel secure, but I know insecurity invaded her spirit at an early age. For all that she has achieved in her life, I think that basic insecurity has never left her. In fact, I believe it defines her—that and her soaring talent.”


“Onstage and in the studio no one is more confident,” Carolyn told me, “but offstage it’s been a different story. She’s changed a lot over the years, but if she acts extremely assertive now, I believe it’s to overcompensate for her doubts. It sounds crazy that someone as gifted as my sister Aretha would harbor doubts, but she does. That came as a direct result of a challenging childhood.”


The Aretha I began working with seemed anything but insecure. That’s why I was surprised to reread the interviews I’d done with her siblings a decade earlier. Because Erma, Cecil, and Carolyn were all in agreement, I had no reason to doubt them. Aretha had been an insecure little girl.


Ruth Bowen, her booking agent, helped me understand.


“I’ve known Aretha ever since she was a little girl,” she told me. “I met her through her daddy, whom I called Frank. Frank was great friends with Dinah Washington, my first major client. Dinah was not only her father’s girlfriend for a minute, at one point she was also Ted White’s girlfriend, the man who became Aretha’s first husband. Ted and I were close. But don’t let me get ahead of myself, honey. Let me tell you about the kind of child Aretha was. She was a traumatized child—that’s who she was. It’s one thing to have your mama move out of the house for reasons you don’t understand. But it’s another to have your mama die of a heart attack as a young woman. Aretha was ten when that happened. And it happened just like that—no preparation, no warning. Frank told me that he was afraid that Aretha wouldn’t ever recover, that she was unable to talk for weeks. She crawled into a shell and didn’t come out until many years later. What brought her, of course, was the music. Without the music I’m not sure Aretha would have ever found her way out of the shell.”


In From These Roots Aretha devotes less than a page to the death of her mother. She simply recounts that her father called the four children into the kitchen and said that Barbara had died of a heart attack. She assures the reader that her father could not have been more understanding. In her account, there is no attempt to process the pain because, according to Aretha, pain is a most private concern.















2. INSTABILITY



The Franklins moved to Detroit in 1946, three years after the race riots that tore the city apart. “Hate strikes”—whites refusing to work alongside blacks in the auto industry—led to mounting tensions that exploded into full-scale rioting over two days and left thirty-five dead. Aretha remembered next-door neighbors Richard Ross and his family discussing the disturbances in dramatic detail.


“My brother Vaughn used to talk about the discrimination he had encountered in Buffalo,” said Cecil, “but until Detroit we hadn’t experienced any real racial animus. Detroit turned out to be a hotbed of political, social, and racial unrest. The stories we heard about the riots centered on the violent anger whites were feeling for blacks who’d moved from the South looking for work—looking, in the view of many whites, for their work. When I went to college at Morehouse, I did a paper on the riots that helped me understand what, at age six, I couldn’t begin to grasp.


“Just before the riots, Packard had put a few black workers next to white men on the assembly line. Right after that, twenty-five thousand whites walked off the job. Remember, this was the middle of World War Two, when no patriotic American wanted to slow down production. Anyway, one of the protesters got on the PA system and screamed, ‘I’d rather have Hitler win the war than work next to a nigger!’


“There was also the housing mess. Aside from the Brewster Projects—that’s where Diana Ross grew up—public apartment buildings were white-only. Blacks were ripped off right and left, overcharged for filthy and unsafe living quarters. For a whole generation of blacks in cities like Chicago and Detroit, the Great Migration became the Great Nightmare.


“The spark that lit the fire happened on Belle Isle, a picnic spot in the middle of the Detroit River. The incident had sexual undertones. A white man said a black man made a pass at his girl. They began fighting and soon the fight spread. Rumors started racing. Blacks heard that a white man had thrown a black woman and her baby off Belle Isle Bridge. Whites and blacks went after each other for three days. Mobs attacked mobs. It ended only when President Roosevelt called in troops. By then thirty-five people were killed. Twenty-five of those were blacks. Of the twenty-five black deaths, seventeen died at the hands of the police. It was all-out racial warfare.


“As a college kid studying history, I asked Dad about how it felt back in the forties to move to a city where racial hatred ran so high.


“‘I saw it as a challenge,’ he told me. ‘The NAACP was falsely being charged with instigating the trouble. And in the black community, the white establishment was being charged with neglecting our needs. My job was to tend to the spiritual needs of the black community, but I also saw the need to raise everyone’s political consciousness. Back in Buffalo, I had invited A. Philip Randolph, the president of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, to speak at church. Brother Randolph eloquently and unequivocally called for equal treatment of blacks in the workplace. He energized our congregants and me as well. I saw then that the life of a true Christian cannot be restricted to interpreting scripture. Moral justice and social justice cannot be separated.’”


Anna Gordy, sister of Berry Gordy and first wife of Marvin Gaye, knew C.L. well. When she and I spoke about him, she said, “Our relationship was far deeper than a mere friendship.” She remembered meeting him in the late forties when she was twenty-five and he was thirty-three. She also remembered his preaching “The Eagle Stirreth Her Nest” and relating it to the race riots of 1943.


“I felt he was the most dynamic man in the city,” said Anna. “His sheer brilliance attracted many people who were not regular churchgoers. The man was a poet and a healer. When I first heard him, we were still feeling the aftershocks of the riots. Everyone in Detroit was still on edge. Reverend Franklin helped take off the edge by explaining how God uses history for man’s good. If I understood him correctly, God was the eagle, and history was the nest. Reverend pointed out how disturbances can lead to progress. That’s the eagle stirring the nest. When the status quo is exploded, change is possible—change for the good. At a time when Detroit was filled with animosity and uncertainty, this minister reassured us that out of chaos can come a higher and more just order. Later, in the fifties and sixties, he would prove to be a great civil rights leader, but even as a young man we felt that Reverend was wise beyond his years.”


Cecil, who heard the “Eagle Stirreth Her Nest” sermon countless times, said he never tired of the message.


“That was Dad’s favorite metaphor,” he said. “When he invoked that eagle, he really soared. If you look at the language closely, you’ll understand that he’s using it to show that, no matter how circumstances seem to be disrupting our lives, God is in control. And God is directing us to a better path. When we’re moving in the direction that God wants us to move, when we’re doing His will, we’re flying high like the eagle. Dad’s style was a combination of speaking, shouting—we called it whopping—and then singing. He’d go back and forth between those three modes until his message was hammered home and all the saints in church were up and praising God.”


No doubt, after the loss of her mother, Aretha gravitated to the strength of her father.


“We all did,” said Cecil. “And because Dad was a natural patriarch—both of his church and [of] our family—we were drawn to his side. He was our great protector. The difference between Aretha and the rest of his children, though, was this: Early on, she became his partner. She became part of his service and also part of his traveling ministry. Later on, I learned to preach, and I did preach in his church. Later on, Erma sang and sang beautifully in his church and on records. So did Carolyn and cousin Brenda. We realized we were all anointed with talent. We were blessed with the precious genes of our musical ancestors. But Aretha manifested that talent at an ungodly early age.”


Smokey Robinson was another eyewitness. “Cecil and I were kids when we met,” he told me. “We grew up on the same love of music—not just gospel, but jazz. The first great voice that influenced me was Sarah Vaughan. I don’t think Cecil and I were ten when we started digging progressive jazz.


“Aretha was always around, a shy girl who came alive when we started playing records. I heard her singing along with Sarah in a way that scared me. Sarah’s riffs are the most complex of any singer, yet Aretha shadowed them like it was the most natural thing in the world.


“The other thing that knocked us out about Aretha was her piano playing. There was a grand piano in the Franklin living room, and we all liked to mess around. We’d pick out little melodies with one finger. But when Aretha sat down, even as a seven-year-old, she started playing chords—big chords. Later I’d recognize them as complex church chords, the kind used to accompany the preacher and the solo singer. At the time, though, all I could do was view Aretha as a wonder child. Mind you, this was Detroit, where musical talent ran strong and free. Everyone was singing and harmonizing; everyone was playing piano and guitar. Aretha came out of this world, but she also came out of another far-off magical world none of us really understood. She came from a distant musical planet where children are born with their gifts fully formed.”


Charlie Parker was blessed to be born in Kansas City when a variety of rich musical currents were converging. Dinah Washington came as a child to Chicago, a city whose impassioned gospel, jazz, and blues nourished her soul and informed her singular style. Aretha was a providential product of Detroit, a vibrant urban center, like Chicago, whose culture in the forties and fifties was shaped by the Great Migration of southern blacks looking to move up to greater income and status in a city largely hostile to their aspirations.


The tension caused by that hostility only intensified artistic expression. Blues singers—such as John Lee Hooker, who, like C. L. Franklin, had made the move from Mississippi to Detroit—were excited by the hope of social mobility. Down south, John Lee had sung on street corners and flatbed trucks. In Detroit, he sang in bars. It was also in Detroit that John Lee—as well as C.L.—started making records.


“When I first saw John Lee in Detroit,” B.B. King told me, “he said that the white man had raised the rent on a couple of the bars where he’d been playing. When the bars closed down, John Lee went looking for nightclubs—which is how he wound up on Hastings Street.”


Hastings Street is ground zero for the Aretha Franklin story. Her father’s New Bethel Baptist Church was at 4210 Hastings, steps from the heart of the black entertainment district. It was the point where Saturday night merged into Sunday morning and sin met salvation at the crossroads of African American musical culture. High on the Holy Ghost, dancing in the aisles of New Bethel, the saints celebrated the love of Christ. High on wine and weed, the party people celebrated the love of the flesh. Was it the grinding grooves of the club that got into the church, or was it the sensuous beat of the church that got into the club? Did C. L. Franklin get his blues cry from Muddy Waters the same way Bobby Bland borrowed his blues cry from C.L.?


On Hastings Street, heavy commerce moved in both directions—saintly blues at night, bluesy gospel in the morning.


“When I first visited Detroit from Chicago,” said Buddy Guy, “it was later in the fifties. I had to see two people. The first was Reverend C. L. Franklin, ’cause B.B. had told me he could preach better than Howlin’ Wolf could sing. B. was right. Then I had to go to Hastings Street to see John Lee Hooker. The song that turned me into an aspiring bluesman was ‘Boogie Chillen’.’ It was the big hit in 1948 when I was still on the plantation in Louisiana. John Lee sang about ‘walkin’ down Hastings Street where everyone was talking about the Henry Swing Club.’ In Louisiana, I imagined Hastings Street as something glamorous. I imagined big fancy cars and fine women, music blasting and couples grinding on each other to John Lee’s sex blues. When I got to Hastings and saw it in person, though, it was even more amazing than what I’d imagined. The churches and the clubs were right next to each other. You’d see church singers singing in a jazzy style while jazz groups used the church organist in their rhythm sections. In both cases, the job was the same. Gospel music made folks happy. Blues made folks lose their blues. I didn’t see that much difference between the two, even if preachers did claim it was the difference between Jesus and the devil. B.B. King loved C. L. Franklin because he didn’t say that. He didn’t pit one against the other. He said all good music came from God.”


Aretha stressed that her father was interested in the good life and taught that goodness was not restricted to the church. In the late forties, C.L. also concluded that the good life required a grand house.


“Daddy’s demand before moving to Detroit,” said sister Erma, “was that the church construct a new sanctuary and buy him a parsonage. The old New Bethel, a reformed bowling alley, was a sight for sore eyes. The new one, built on the same plot on Hastings, was modern and attractive. Our parsonage, at six forty-nine East Boston Boulevard, was really a stately mansion. This was on the city’s north end, a few miles from New Bethel but a different world altogether. The neighborhood was integrated, but there were more black families than whites. The blacks were mainly light-skinned professionals—doctors and lawyers and political leaders. If Daddy hadn’t been an up-and-coming minister with a large congregation, his dark skin would have kept him off Boston Boulevard. But there was no denying Daddy. He knew his place was among the city’s elite.”


Describing the home on Boston Boulevard, Aretha said that she felt like a fairy-tale princess living in a castle. The house was situated on the corner of Boston and Oakland, the major street that divided the neighborhood into economic/social classes. The Boston class was the highest. Boston was a genuine boulevard, not a street, with an island in the center filled with beautiful plants and shrubs. She spoke proudly of her neighbors—Charles Diggs Sr., a congressman, and Dr. Harold Stitts, a physician. She remembered the color of the drapes in her living room (dark purple) and of the plush wall-to-wall carpeting (emerald green). The grand piano sat by the window. She was the first of her friends to have a television—a large Emerson on which she and her dad watched the boxing matches sponsored by Gillette razor blades.


“Our mother leaving and our mother dying were the two great traumas of our childhood,” said Erma. “The third happened when we lost Lola Moore, our second mother.”


Lola Moore moved in with C.L. and his children in the early fifties, shortly after Barbara Siggers died. Aretha saw her as a woman with a great flair for fashion, a wonderful sense of humor, and, to top it all off, extraordinary culinary skills. When Aretha and her siblings traveled to Chicago to meet Lola’s family, she was certain that C.L. had every intention of marrying Lola. But it wasn’t meant to be.


In From These Roots, Aretha narrates C.L. and Lola’s breakup and Lola’s subsequent departure from the Franklin household. She describes how Cecil was so devastated that he chased after Lola’s cab and tried to stop her from leaving. But when Erma and Cecil told me the story, they both remembered that it was Aretha who nearly fell apart when Lola headed back to Chicago.


“I thought she was going to throw herself in front of that taxicab,” said Erma. “She was inconsolable. We were all sad because we wanted a mother to replace the one we had just lost. I cried, Carolyn cried, and Cecil cried, but Aretha was inconsolable. It took her days to come out of her room and face the reality that we had lost Lola.”


“The difficult part,” Cecil explained, “was that we all wanted to plead our case to Daddy. We wanted to tell him that Lola was perfect, that he should marry her and complete our incomplete family. I recall Aretha coming and asking me to intervene on our behalf. ‘Tell him we need a mom,’ she said. ‘Tell him we want Lola.’ ‘I can’t do that, Ree,’ I said. ‘Daddy won’t listen.’ ‘He’ll listen to you, Cecil.’ ‘No, he won’t. I’m not saying a word.’ And I didn’t.


“Even after Lola had left for Chicago, Aretha wanted to ask Daddy to bring her back to Detroit. But she knew better. Erma might challenge Daddy or question his decisions—Erma was a very strong young woman—but Aretha would do nothing to displease him.”


“None of us knew why Lola left,” said Carolyn, “but looking back at the situation and putting together certain dates, it seems clear that while Lola was living with us, Daddy had also started his romantic relationship with Clara Ward. I’m sure that Lola couldn’t have been too happy about that.”


Clara Ward’s entrance into C.L.’s life rewired the emotional circuitry of the Franklin household. The romance began as early as 1949 and, despite many breakups and makeups, didn’t abate until Clara’s death, in 1973, with C.L. by her bedside.


“We saw Clara and Frank,” said Reverend James Cleveland, referring to Reverend Franklin, “as the church’s version of Ike and Tina. Of course, we didn’t say that out loud, but among ourselves we knew what was happening. They didn’t even try to hide it. And there was no reason they should have. They were our royalty—he our greatest preacher, she our greatest singer—a couple beyond reproach.”


Aretha never admitted that her dad and Clara were lovers. She preferred to view them strictly as friends. She praised Clara’s full-throated gospel style, her extravagant manner of dressing, and her sky-high coifs. She praised her hats. She even praised the way she ate chicken. She described how Clara had taught her to eat a chicken leg. It was a matter of taking dainty, baby-size bites. She called Clara a great lady and spoke of how she wished Clara had married her dad.


“Every little girl needs a mother,” Carolyn Franklin told me, “and we were no different. Big Mama, of course, was a major presence in our lives. She was a force to be reckoned with. She was a loving, no-nonsense, dipping snuff–loving lady who spared no rod and took no prisoners. Big Mama was wonderful, but she was Daddy’s mom. Her son was the center of her world. We were on the margins of that world. We all desperately needed a woman—a mother—to hold us to her heart and call us her babies. Aretha had this need in the worst way because of her introverted nature. When our mother left and then died, Ree became even more introverted. But then she suffered the loss of another mother when Lola left. That’s when she told me that Clara was going to be our mother. Every winter she’d predict that Daddy and Clara would marry in June. She’d fantasize about their storybook wedding. When it didn’t happen—and continued not to happen—Aretha was crushed.


“Daddy tried his best to reassure her but, given his gifts and obligations, he was distracted. When Aretha began singing in church, she caught his attention, but that only covered up her insecurities. It actually buried them. In truth, they never went away.”















3. MOTHERS AND FATHERS



Aretha is a heartfelt fan of the great voices, and in that respect too she is her father’s daughter. She freely expresses her admiration for all types of singers, from obscure gospel vocalists, like Jackie Verdell, to Peggy Lee—“one of the all-time hippest singers”—and she lavishly praises Leontyne Price. Among her favorite male singers is Little Jimmy Scott, a deeply soulful jazz artist who, back in the fifties, was close to both Billie Holiday and Dinah Washington and who sang a haunting version of a song dear to Aretha’s heart: “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child.”


“Everyone wanted to mother Aretha,” said Ruth Bowen. “When I first saw her in her father’s church, she looked like a lost child. Her eyes were filled with sadness. She looked afraid. Then when she got up to sing, this sound came out. It was gospel filled with blues. I mean, frighteningly strong blues, beautifully mature blues. After she sang, she sat back down and withdrew into her own little world. I know all the church ladies—especially those looking to get next to her father—were looking to mother her. I had this feeling she had dozens of mothers, but she really didn’t have any at all.”


At the very time of her life when she was dealing with maternal loss and searching for comfort, she had begun to sing in public. She remembered singing her first solo in church at age ten, the year her mother died.


“She was going to do ‘Jesus Be a Fence Around Me,’” Erma told me. “She learned it from the Sam Cooke and the Soul Stirrers version. She stood behind the piano and looked out into the big church—there might have been a couple of thousand people in attendance that day—and paused before starting. I wondered if she could do it. We all knew she had a beautiful voice, but we also knew she had been an emotional mess all week, crying her eyes out. It took her a minute to get it together, but when she did, it all came pouring out. The transition was incredible. She transformed her extreme pain to extreme beauty. That’s my sister’s gift. She had it as a child and has never lost it, not for a second.”


The pattern was set: the most traumatic parts of Aretha’s life would produce her most moving music. Misery would breed miraculous creativity. Introversion would blossom into extroversion. An insecure little girl would turn into a remarkably confident artist. As the turmoil troubling Aretha’s heart grew over the years to increasingly dramatic degrees, so did her adamant refusal to articulate it. The pain stayed silent in all areas except music, where, magnificently, it formed a voice that said it all. Music was the sole area where the truth could be told.


“Give the church some of the credit,” Billy Preston told me when we discussed Aretha’s early years. “The black church is about truth-telling. The black church is the most loving, encouraging audience in the world. Ain’t no shame in crying in church. Ain’t no shame in moaning low and shouting high. If you have the least amount of fear, those saints sitting up in church will make the fear go away with shouts of praise. That was my introduction to playing piano and singing, same as Aretha. After that kind of baptism as a performer, no audience ever scared me because, no matter where I was, I’d close my eyes and pretend to be in church. Did that my whole life. And I know for a fact that Aretha did the same. She was singing for the approval of the church, and that approval came unconditionally.”


But she was also singing for the approval of her father, her sole protector, and for the women who loved him and whose love she sought for herself.


“No doubt,” said Erma, “that when Aretha learned that Clara was interested in Dad and vice versa, Aretha became more interested in Clara. We all did. It was perfectly natural. She was a powerful and charismatic woman. She was a star. And even if she hadn’t been one of our father’s love interests, she would have influenced all three Franklin sisters as a singer. Her style was fabulous in every way.”


If Mahalia Jackson, adorned in a somber black or lily-white church robe, represented the dignity of gospel singing, Clara Ward, dressed in gowns of silver and gold, represented the dazzle. They were both extravagantly gifted vocalists whose baroque embellishments and unrestrained emotionality set the standard for decades to come. But while Mahalia stood flat-footed in the pulpit and belted out her prayers of praise, Clara worked the room. She moved while she shouted. She was also the first of the gospel stars to work the jazz and dinner clubs. Although Mahalia’s repertoire included the blues-inflected work of Thomas A. Dorsey, she sang in churches and concert halls, making a rare exception with her celebrated appearance at the 1958 Newport Jazz Festival. Clara would go almost anywhere to spread her gospel, even to Vegas and Broadway. Like C.L., Clara wanted the widest possible exposure.


God was in the center of this formulation, but money was also in the mix. Clara’s mother, the formidable Gertrude Ward, was gospel music’s version of Mama Rose, Gypsy Rose Lee’s unstoppable stage mom. The original group, the Ward Trio, began in the early forties when Clara was a teenager. The other members, Mother Gertrude and big sis Willa, were soon augmented by more powerful voices, notably the great Marion Williams, whose piercing soprano made a mighty impression on Aretha and both complemented and rivaled Clara’s commanding lead.


According to Willa, her mother ran the operation with an iron hand, displaying strong entrepreneurial gifts in establishing her own management firm, booking agency, and publishing company. During an era when promoters cheated gospel artists unmercifully, Gertrude held her own. She also kept a tight hold on Clara.


“Everyone has a Mother Gertrude story,” James Cleveland told me. “Her take-no-prisoners personality was legendary. When I was playing piano for the Caravans, I saw [Clara] performing in one church with Reverend Franklin. After the services, the two of them began to leave together. When Mother Gertrude saw that, she called out, ‘Frank, return my daughter to me this very minute!’ Now, Frank was not a retiring man. He was not accustomed to being ordered around. But when Gertrude gave commands, even Reverend obeyed. He led Clara back to her mother. Later that night at the hotel, after Gertrude had gone to sleep, I did notice a couple walking out of the lobby that looked suspiciously like Clara and Frank.”


Ruth Bowen, who knew Clara well, said, “It’s so touching to me that Aretha picked Clara as a role model. I say that not because Clara wasn’t a lovely person—she was—but she was, like Aretha, a troubled and insecure soul. Aretha’s father was the love of Clara’s life. And the man would never commit to her, another reason Clara suffered so deeply. I’m not saying Frank didn’t love her, but he was hardly the marrying kind. His sexual appetite required a large variety of women. That fact tortured Clara, who wanted him and him alone.”


In How I Got Over, Willa’s autobiography, Willa wrote that Clara had become pregnant at seventeen, got married, and, due to the burden of rough travel and countless performances, lost the child. She divorced at eighteen and never married again. Willa believed that because their mother chased off Clara’s male suitors, Clara found safety in several sexual relationships with women. In the gay gospel world, homosexual encounters were commonplace. According to Willa, Clara was fragile. She was plagued with health issues and suffered serious breakdowns. “Her glamorous gospel image was part of the role model Aretha embraced,” said Ruth Bowen, “but so was Clara’s struggle to find happiness and her fruitless attempt to escape a domineering parent.”


“There’s only one man who could have taken on Gertrude and won,” said Billy Preston, who worked the gospel circuit as a wonder-boy singer and organist. “That was C. L. Franklin. Gertrude scared all the others away. Clara was her cash cow, and she wasn’t about to lose control. I think that’s why Clara clung so tightly to Frank. She saw him as the knight on the white horse who could help her escape her mama. When Frank failed at that task, Clara was crushed. She never gave up on him, but at the same time, he never came through for her.”


“Reverend Franklin was my man,” B.B. King told me. “He was a great storyteller and a proud black man at a time when pride was a rare commodity in our community. He made us prouder people. But I also have to say that he took me by surprise one night in the fifties when he showed up at a club in Chicago with Clara Ward. I wasn’t surprised that he came to hear the blues and I wasn’t surprised that he was dating Miss Ward. They’d been going together some time. But back in my dressing room when she said something Reverend didn’t like, he hauled off and whacked her so hard across the face she fell to her knees. I was too shocked to say a word.”


“Frank and Clara had a strange thing going,” said James Cleveland. “She adored the man, and the man adored her. But their mutual-admiration society broke down on a regular basis, and when it did, Clara bore the brunt. Given the times, it wasn’t all that unusual for a man to brutalize a woman. In that sense, Frank was a man of his times. I saw him lose it with Clara on several occasions. She was surprisingly passive about it all. Usually she just took it, but sometimes she’d get mad and say she was through with him. Then he’d send her flowers and candy and they’d start up all over again. She never got over Frank. Ever.”


“My father may have deserted other women,” Erma explained, “but we never had to worry that he would desert us. He did give us that security. I know that Carolyn and I felt that security strongly. Cecil certainly did. He never made us feel that we had to earn his approval. And yet my sister Aretha worked harder than anyone for that approval. Maybe that’s what made her so great.”


“I can’t remember at what age Aretha saw Clara Ward play piano in our living room,” brother Cecil told me, “but I was probably ten and Aretha eight. Of course, Daddy had lots of artists come out to the house for his parties. Probably the most amazing was Art Tatum. He had one eye and played like he had four hands. Aretha and I sat on the landing on top of the staircase and looked down in amazement. We’d never heard anyone play these kind of arpeggios and flourishes. Sometimes during Daddy’s parties there was just drinking and dancing with music in the background, but when someone like Art Tatum played, it turned into a concert. Everyone stopped and listened in rapture.


“I remember on another night when Arthur Prysock sang while his brother Red played sax. Oscar Peterson came by with his bass player Ray Brown. That’s when Ray was married to Ella Fitzgerald and she was over that night as well. All us Franklin kids got to hear Arthur and Ella accompanied by Oscar Peterson. Talk about a treat! After they’d been playing for more than an hour, Oscar said to Daddy, ‘Reverend Franklin, I never expected to ever play a jazz set in the home of a minister.’ In turn, Daddy said, ‘Oscar, I never expected the Lord to gift me with such beautiful music in my very own living room.’


“That was just one evening among dozens. Royalty came to visit on a regular basis. Duke Ellington once stopped by to meet with my father and wound up playing a beautiful piece on the piano. Like my dad, Ellington was a modern man who looked to the future, not the past. When I told him how much I loved jazz, he told me, ‘Well, son, you’ll want to be listening to a cat named Monk. He’s doing it differently.’ Monk soon became one of my heroes.


“Aretha took a different path. She spent hours in my room listening to my growing jazz collection. But her magical moment came the night Clara Ward got happy on our grand piano. Miss Ward did a solo concert of all her hits, like ‘Surely He’s Able’ and ‘Packin’ Up.’ But she also improvised like a jazz musician. Aretha didn’t miss a note, and the next day she was on the piano playing everything she’d heard Clara play. It wasn’t long after that Aretha learned Avery Parrish’s ‘After Hours,’ a popular blues song from Daddy’s day. Daddy loved it. Sometimes during his parties, Daddy came up upstairs and woke up Ree. It might have been three or four a.m., but he wanted his friends to hear her play ‘After Hours.’


“Everyone who’d gone to our church knew Ree could sing ’cause she started so young. But her piano playing was a whole separate talent. Later on in the fifties, when Eddie Heywood had his instrumental hit ‘Canadian Sunset,’ not an easy piece to play, Aretha’s version became another favorite at Daddy’s parties.


“Here’s how it worked—Aretha heard a song once and played it back immediately, note for note. If it was an instrumental, she duplicated it perfectly. If it was a vocal, she duplicated it just as perfectly. She got all the inflections right, voice and keyboard. Her ear was infallible. We always knew that she possessed a different kind of talent. That’s the talent they call genius. You can’t learn it. You just have it.”


I once asked Reverend Cleveland if he thought C. L. Franklin had exploited Aretha’s genius.


“Depends what you mean by exploit. If you write a song, you want it exploited. That simply means you want it sung and recorded. If you have a child with genius, you want that genius exploited as well. You want your child heard. You want her potential fulfilled. Frank was an ambitious man. He wanted to enlarge his audience at every turn. A singer himself, he realized the power of music to carry God’s message. He wanted to surround himself with the most powerful singers. That his own daughter turned out to be the most powerful of all was something that brought him immense pride. He saw it as his obligation to turn Aretha into a star. Anything else would have been a travesty.


“After Frank hired me as minister of music, in the fifties, I moved into the Franklin home. I got a bird’s-eye view of that father-daughter relationship. And yes, there were times when Frank got her out of the bed in the middle of night to show off her singing and playing in front of his famous guests like Nat Cole or Billy Eckstine. I’m not sure any eleven-year-old girl wants to be awoken in the middle of the night to play for a crowd of heavy-drinking partygoers. And yes, maybe that didn’t make her feel especially good. But at the same time, she shared her father’s drive. She inherited that drive.


“If I was in the living room working out a new arrangement for the choir on piano, Aretha would slide on over and sit on the bench beside me. She’d watch me put together the chorus. She’d hear how I was going to voice the tenors against the sopranos. She saw how octaves worked. She saw how melody worked with harmony and how harmony worked with rhythm. She saw it all, and, just like that, she could do it all. They call me one of her teachers, but I taught the young Aretha Franklin very little. She simply watched, and then she did.


“Was she exploited? If she hadn’t been, she would have been furious. She would have seen that as a betrayal on the part of her father. After her talent was manifest, she wanted to be with Frank every minute of her life—in church, on the road, and finally at those parties where he presented her to the best entertainers in the world. It was her living room where she met Dinah Washington.”


In 1954, Dinah Washington was a huge star, and Aretha, a preteen, was sitting at the top of the staircase watching the party below. That’s when she first saw Ted White. He was the man who would, in the sixties, become Aretha’s first husband, her first important manager, and a figure strong enough to whisk her away from her father’s domain. White had the reputation of a gentleman pimp. That night, Aretha watched him scoop up and carry off an inebriated Dinah Washington, whose musical path from gospel to blues to jazz to rhythm-and-blues to pop was the very route Aretha would soon seek to travel.















4. THE SEX CIRCUS



Ray Charles and Billy Preston used the same expression to describe the gospel circuit in the fifties. They called it “a sex circus.”


Ray told me that when he started out on the R&B circuit in the early fifties, he’d often run into the gospel groups that were playing in the same city.


“Because hotels wouldn’t take blacks, we’d wind up in rooming houses run by some local lady,” said Ray. “Cats like the Blind Boys of Alabama and the Dixie Hummingbirds would be there, along with bluesmen like T-Bone Walker or Lowell Fulson. I loved the church singers ’cause of their harmonies and rhythms. I’d come out of a country church and could relate to the excitement of their music. Sometimes late at night we’d jam on some old hymn that brought me all the way back home. When it came to pure heart singing, they were motherfuckers. When it came to pure sex, they were wilder than me—and that’s saying something. In those days I had a thing for orgies, but I had to be the only cat in a room with two or three chicks. The gospel people didn’t think that way. The cats liked it with the cats and the chicks liked it with the chicks and no one minded mixing it up this way or that. I wasn’t judging no one, and I got a kick outta seeing how God’s people were going for it hard and heavy every which way. I was just surprised to see how loose they were. Someone told me that the ministers in the churches where they were singing didn’t know about those going-ons, but, hell, more than one time I heard about a minister showing up at the rooming house ’cause he wanted in on the action.”


“It wasn’t the R-and-B crowd that turned me out,” said Billy Preston when we were discussing his autobiography. (Unfortunately, Preston died before we had a chance to complete the work.) “It was the church crowd where the vibe was wide open. It was anything goes. Many times the ‘anything’ involved men-and-men and women-and-women hookups. That almost seemed the norm. In the community outside the church, gay men were called sissies. There was zero tolerance. But inside the church, a lot of the music was created by gay men. It was almost a tradition. Everyone knew that my mentor James Cleveland, who became the King of Gospel, was gay. He wasn’t just a great singer, piano player, choir arranger, and writer—he really invented big-choir modern gospel. James had his own church and a national following. So many of the other major figures—like Professor J. Earle Hines out of Los Angeles and Professor Alex Bradford out of Chicago—were gay. Mahalia surrounded herself with gay men her entire life. In the neighborhood, they made you ashamed of being gay, but in the church you were almost proud to be part of the gay elite of musicians. Along with the preachers, we were the people who kept the church going. The people came for the sermons and the music. In black churches, the word is always musical. God is in the grooves.”


Aretha’s father was an established star on the gospel circuit in 1954, when she went on the road with him at twelve years old. A year before, C.L. had begun recording his sermons for Joe Von Battle, the black owner of Joe’s Record Shop at 3530 Hastings Street, close to the New Bethel Baptist Church. A man who understood both sides of Hastings Street, Von Battle also released records by bluesman John Lee Hooker. C.L.’s sermons sold briskly in Detroit, and then, after Von Battle acquired distribution, they found an audience in Chicago and New York. The sermons were also played on a powerful radio station in Gallatin, Tennessee, WLAC-AM. The gospel program was sponsored by Randy’s Record Store, whose mail-order business helped boost C.L.’s sales. Music markets opened—before long Los Angeles was in the mix—and by the mid-1950s Franklin had a national audience. He put together a “traveling religious service,” as Aretha called it, to both earn additional income—ministers at the churches where he performed solicited a “love offering” from the assembled congregants—and sell records of his sermons.


C.L. had three opening performers—Sammy Brant, a female little person with an enormous voice; Lucy Branch, another powerhouse vocalist; and Aretha herself, who would sing a solo either with the choir or while accompanying herself on piano. The centerpiece of the program was, of course, Reverend’s fiery sermon. As he spoke, Aretha punctuated his remarks with pianistic flourishes.


Never a passionate student, she was happy to leave school for these tours. She not only loved being with her father but was thrilled to be part of C.L.’s spreading popularity. She was equally thrilled to skip from childhood to adulthood.


“Aretha couldn’t wait to become a woman,” said Ruth Bowen. “She didn’t like being a little girl. She wanted to be a lady—and her talent let her make that leap before she was a teenager.”


Interviewers have always found Aretha reluctant to discuss the fact that she was pregnant at thirteen. Neither has she been willing to talk about the sexual component to the gospel circuit.


“I can understand Aretha not wanting to talk about that,” said Etta James when I asked her about her early road experience. “Who wants to admit that you’re praising the Lord at the eight p.m. service and servicing some drop-dead gorgeous hunk of a singer an hour later? Both Aretha and I started out before we were teenagers. We were out of our homes for the first time, and we wanted to experience it all. I wouldn’t use the expression sexually active. I’d say sexually overactive. We couldn’t wait to give it up ’cause that’s what it meant to be grown. Aretha was as anxious as anyone. I know for a fact that Aretha gave it up often and easily. In that respect, she was just like most of us young singers out there. The fact that she was the daughter of a famous preacher made no difference. In truth, PKs—preachers’ kids—were known for promiscuity. Because they were expected to act one way, they rebelled and acted another.”


“You’re wanting to know if Aretha was promiscuous?” asked Ruth Bowen. “Well, it was a promiscuous culture. She was a product of that culture. She was a child prodigy of that culture. Prodigies tend to feel big-time entitlement. I think that’s true of everyone from Mickey Rooney to Judy Garland to Elizabeth Taylor to Dinah Washington. Their gifts are so big they feel as though they have the right to do what they want, especially in the sexual arena. Beginning at a young age, they also have to work very hard. That distinguishes them from other kids. They know they’re special. All that rigorous traveling, all those performances, all that money they’re making for their parents or their sponsors—it all makes them feel that they deserve any treat that comes their way.”


“I know I didn’t develop in no natural way like no average kid,” said Etta James. “I didn’t go through the usual growing-up stages. One day I was a child, the next day a grown woman. It was strange, and it no doubt fucked me up. I’m sure it fucked up Aretha too. We were thrown into a world of too much excitement where we were overstimulated way too soon.”


Jerry Wexler, a scholar of African American music as well as a celebrated producer, had his own analysis of gospel music and the gospel singers’ lifestyle. He and I had a running dialogue on this subject for decades.


“It’s all suppressed sexuality,” said Wexler, a committed atheist. “They call it Holy Spirit, but it’s really libidinous. Gospel music isn’t simply more animated and emotional than secular, it’s sexier.”


I disagreed with Jerry—and still do.


Archbishop Carl Bean, with whom I cowrote I Was Born This Way, his autobiography, is the product of the gospel circuit. A protégé of Professor Alex Bradford, Bean is founder and prelate of the national Unity Fellowship of Christ Church.


“The truth of gospel music is in the moment,” he explained. “The extraordinary energy of that moment is the manifestation of God. The nature of the moment—its overwhelming power—is too great to be attributed to man. Man is the vehicle. God is the fuel. If you listen carefully to the singing and the music, if you open your heart to what is being said, you realize that no human being could conjure forth such spirit. It matters not if, after the service, the singers celebrate in a worldly fashion. For in the moment—in the service, in the praise and worship of a mighty God—there is complete and absolute sincerity. I know for a fact that Reverend C. L. Franklin loved the Lord with all his heart. I can say the same about Reverend James Cleveland and sister Aretha Franklin. That all these people—like you, like me, like everyone—displayed human frailties has nothing to do with the authenticity of their witness. Their art form, whether in a sermon or a song, are testimonies to the everlasting glory of God.”


When I asked Aretha’s siblings whether they had ever gone through a crisis of faith, they all had the same answer: “Never.”


“As a family,” said Erma, “we faced many challenges. We fought and fell out among ourselves many times. But faith was never an issue. Each of us have an abiding faith in the living God.”


As far as I’m concerned, Archbishop Bean put the matter to rest when he said, “Does the rampant promiscuity associated with the gospel circuit undercut the authenticity of our holy message? Of course not. If that were the case, then virtually every holy message expressed through human beings would be invalidated, since every human is a deeply flawed vessel. Men far wiser than I have said, ‘You can trust the message without trusting the messenger.’ God speaks through man, and man, in virtually every cultural setting, is a mess.”


“Aretha is a mess,” said Reverend James Cleveland, using the colloquial expression in a positive light. He laughed when he said it. “When she was starting out on the road with her daddy, he tried his best to rein her in. But she was pretty and quietly flirtatious and possessed a voice that everyone loved, especially the men. Given the circumstances, Frank was a good father. I know he tried his best. He certainly took care of his children. But he was an unorthodox man on every level, and you’d have to believe that his children would be unorthodox as well. Parents often say, ‘Do what I say, not what I do.’ But children wind up imitating their folks’ actions, not their words. In the case of Reverend C. L. Franklin and his talented children—and especially Aretha, the most talented of all—they did just that.”


In From These Roots, Aretha was not reluctant to discuss her first crushes. They were many. She freely listed her puppy loves—starting with Gordon Blasingame in Buffalo—in extremely romantic terms. Aretha always became most explicit when she was discussing the physical beauty of men and the lure of certain foods. She described her introduction to the bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich, for instance, in ecstatic terms.


When the subject of Sam Cooke came up, though, the terms changed. Her voice grew excited. She described seeing him when his gospel group sang at New Bethel—and how he drove the church girls crazy. She also proudly stated that Sam and her dad were close friends.


Aretha was twelve and Sam was twenty-three when, in her own account, she went to his motel room in Atlanta. When her father learned they were together, he banged on the door. When the Staple Singers passed by, he asked them whether his daughter was in there with Sam. They played dumb. Aretha claimed nothing happened that day. And even though she admitted to visiting him in his hotel room in New York some time later, she also insisted that their relationship remained platonic.


“That’s not what Sam told me,” said Johnnie Taylor, the great soul singer who performed in the Highway QC’s, the gospel group begun by Sam. “Sam said that he enjoyed a lot more than Aretha’s voice. But I didn’t need to hear that from Sam. When I was on the gospel circuit and played the same cities as Reverend Franklin and Aretha, I saw it for myself. She looked to be very shy and she didn’t talk all that much. But when it came to partying, she was ready to go.”


“We were precocious children,” said Erma, who joined the gospel circuit with her sister and dad when she was fifteen and Aretha was twelve. “We did things far ahead of other people our age. Living in an adult world let us break through the boundaries of childhood at an early age. Our father disapproved—he was a strict parent—but our father could not exert total control over us. In the cities where he traveled, his schedule was hectic. In addition to preparing for the service, he was speaking to newspaper and magazine reporters. If there was a gospel radio station in town, he was interviewed. Then he was always reading his books—politics, poetry, theology. Keeping track of his energetic and curious daughters was next to impossible. We got away with a lot.”


The subjects of sex and sibling rivalry are intricately related in Aretha’s life. Carolyn, whose preference was for women, told me how Aretha and Erma would often fight over the same man.


“I remember them coming off the road and squabbling over some guy,” said Carolyn. “Aretha was convinced he had a crush on her, and Erma was convinced Aretha was trying to steal him. Both my sisters are strong personalities with strong attitude. They can be headstrong and arrogant. And neither likes to back down. Intellectually, Erma might be sharper, but Ree is no slouch. Musically, no one can touch Aretha, but Erma is a fine singer. Erma is much more the extrovert. Socially she was ahead of Ree. She was far more comfortable speaking with people. Aretha had a fear of people she didn’t know.”


From the observations of her siblings and of witnesses like James Cleveland, Ruth Bowen, and Etta James, the picture of the prepubescent comes into focus: Traumatized by the departure and sudden death of her mother, devastated by the departure of Lola Moore, heartbroken that her father refused to make Clara Ward her mother, she found herself in the spiritually charged, sexually overcharged culture of Holy Ghost music-making where, night after night, the excitement reached fever pitch. That she probably became sexually active at twelve or thirteen is neither surprising nor unusual. Preteens and teens act out in a variety of ways. Aretha’s way was sex. The sexually permissive atmosphere in which she grew up did nothing to discourage her. Yet at the very moment she was discovering grown-up sex, she was also being recorded as a grown-up singer of sacred song.


In those first examples of her voice, we hear something more than a child transforming into a woman. We hear a miracle.















5. THE BLOOD



There were a score of fine trumpet players who came up in the 1920s with Louis Armstrong. But the quality of his sound—the piercing beauty of his tone, the deep humanity of his voice—profoundly altered American music. The same is true of the saxophone playing of Lester Young, Charlie Parker, and John Coltrane. These were men who had the cry. Billie Holiday was a woman who had the cry, as did Mahalia Jackson and Dinah Washington.


You hear Aretha’s cry when, as a young teenager, she steps into the spotlight at the Oakland Auditorium and sings “Take My Hand, Precious Lord.” By then Reverend Franklin and his gospel service were drawing crowds up and down California. Thomas A. Dorsey wrote the song in the thirties based on a nineteenth-century melody. His lyrics are a prayer for faith—that God will transform the raw pain Dorsey suffered by the death of his wife and infant son into fresh hope. Knowing that he can’t make it alone, he asks Jesus to take his hand and lead him on. He prays for the transformation of darkness into light. The message is among the deepest and most beloved in all black gospel, and for Aretha to approach the sacred hymn signals a readiness—even an eagerness—to stand beside the magnificent Mahalia, who performed it countless times. Barely a teenager, Aretha embraces the most grown-up of spiritual moments—the declaration of despair before the reality of death. “‘When my life is almost gone,’” she cries, “‘hear my cry.’” The cry for a connection to the unseen source of creation is chilling. This is not a child singing, but a woman. She is singing outside the rhythm of time—there is no set groove for the song—making her way through life’s tragic maze. She stands in darkness. She sings, “‘As the night draws near and the day is past and gone, at the river I stand.’” The river is the Jordan and the river Styx, the river between life and death, sorrow and renewal. After the lyrics are sung a single time, they are no longer adequate to express the depth of her feelings. “Ain’t no harm to moan,” says Aretha, who wordlessly renders the melody. Her voice is ageless. Her art is fully formed and wholly realized. She is much more than a child prodigy or a surprisingly good singer. She is already a great artist.


“Remember Venus coming out of the sea in Botticelli’s painting?” Jerry Wexler asked me when we listened to the song together. “That’s Aretha—a goddess whose maturity and beauty cannot be explained.”


At the same time, singing before the adoring crowd at the Oakland Arena, she is also a fifteen-year-old girl who has given birth to one baby and is pregnant with another.


Listen to her sing “Never Grow Old,” also recorded live in this initial grouping of her first documented performances, and you hear her soaring even higher. The text is heaven, the subtext the movement from the finite to the infinite. The tone is serious.


The couplet she sings in “While the Blood Runs Warm”—“he bought the pain of death/while he rocked you on his breast”—is astoundingly complex. The song comes alive when Aretha explosively punctuates the word rock in gutbucket R&B fashion, lending the text a sensual/sexual flavor.


According to Erma, this was the period when Aretha began singing “Precious Lord” because she associated the hymn with Billy Kyles, whose Thompson Community Choir performed it often. Erma conjectured that her sister had a crush on Kyles, eight years her senior—the same Kyles who became a leader in the civil rights movement and was standing next to Dr. King on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis on that fateful April day in 1968.


“My three favorites of Aretha’s early recordings are the ones she sang to show Daddy she could compete with Clara Ward,” said Erma. “Those songs—‘There Is a Fountain Filled with Blood,’ ‘While the Blood Runs Warm,’ and ‘The Day Is Past and Gone’—were often performed by Clara during the services that featured Daddy’s sermons and the Ward Sisters. Daddy raised all of us to be our best and not shy away from competition, and Aretha was especially competitive. I learned that early on, when, right around this time, I formed a gospel quartet and asked Aretha to join. The idea was that we’d take turns singing lead. But Aretha wanted all the leads. Our group lasted about two weeks. Aretha’s competitive drive—the same drive that later enabled her to survive so long as a star—was not conducive to group harmony.”


Carolyn looked at it somewhat differently. “I’m not saying that Ree isn’t competitive,” she said, “but something else deeper happens when she sings. She goes somewhere else. She slips into the zone. That’s her gift. The zone is where she’s connected to the spirit. Doesn’t matter what she’s singing—a gospel song or a worldly song—the minute she opens her mouth, she’s off into the zone. She can’t explain the zone. Erma can’t explain the zone. I can’t explain the zone. No one can. Not even Daddy. It’s where great artists go to channel what I call the blood. I’m talking about the artistic blood that flows through certain people and has them expressing all the emotions of the world.”


Cecil agreed with Carolyn. “When you listen to the early things that Aretha recorded,” he said, “you realize that it’s all there—all her musical intelligence. Since we were all raised in the same household by the same dad, it makes sense that we’d all have that same intelligence, but we don’t. She was born with it. Later on, musicologists can try to analyze how she came to it. They can say that she practiced harder than the rest of us, or paid more attention to the music around her, or was more motivated to learn, but I’m here to tell you that none of that is true. She didn’t practice. She didn’t pay any more attention to the music around her than Erma, Carolyn, or myself. As a child, Ree was never motivated to learn to read or write music because she didn’t need to. She had it all on her fingertips. She absorbed it and then replayed it better than the original. That’s what you’re hearing when you hear her sing the Clara Ward songs. If you hear a thirteen-year-old girl sounding older and wiser than a thirty-one-year-old woman, it isn’t because Aretha was trying to outshine Clara. It’s just what happened when my sister got up to sing.”


In 1955, the same year Aretha made these early recordings, Clara Ward found herself in the middle of a controversy that had nothing to do with her romance with Reverend Franklin. It had everything to do with the bridge that both separated and joined sacred and secular music—the same bridge over which Aretha would soon travel.


The Chicago Defender, a prominent black newspaper, reported Ward’s response to sharp criticism from rhythm-and-blues star LaVern Baker, who had started out as Little Miss Sharecropper and didn’t find fame until she changed record labels and cut “Tweedle Dee” for Jerry Wexler and Ahmet Ertegun at Atlantic Records. LaVern had accused Clara of stealing her grooves. Clara fired back. “If anyone is guilty of taking a beat, it’s the current R&B artists because most of them are former choir singers, including LaVern. Where else did they copy their style from except church groups?” Clara went on to say that she had turned down $2,500 to “jazz up ‘Swing Low Sweet Chariot’ with her group under an assumed name.”


The dialogue between Clara and LaVern is basically about which came first, the chicken or the egg. After Al Green, newly a pastor in the service of the Lord, performed at James Cleveland’s Cornerstone Institutional Baptist Church in Los Angeles in the early eighties, I posed that question to Cleveland. Which came first—the spirituals or the blues?


“Aretha’s father would laugh at that question,” said Reverend Cleveland, “because he knew there was no answer. It’s a riddle that can’t be solved. You could say that the spirituals came first, but if you broke it down further you could also say that the field shouts came before the spirituals. How do we know whether someone out there picking cotton didn’t first start moaning about how tired he was, or about how much he wanted a woman? Then maybe a God-fearing woman heard that song and switched it up to where she was praying for God to save her. The fleshly needs and the godly needs are very close. We’re likely to use music to call out both those needs because they’re both so basic. Which comes first? You tell me.”


In the mid-1950s, things were happening fast in Aretha’s world. Her father’s prominence was growing exponentially. His sermons were a hot item in black record stores across the country. Chess, in Chicago, began distributing his records, which over the years have gone through every format—from 45s to LPs to cassettes to CDs to MP3s—and are still available today. In 1956 alone, the Chicago Defender reported, C.L.’s sales exceeded a half a million copies.
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