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Foreword
by Questlove


The very first sound that I remember hearing in life was Sly and the Family Stone. I wish I could say that it was a pleasant memory, but many of my earliest and sharpest memories are of traumas—and because music was playing in my house constantly, those traumas were fused to songs. In this case, it was late in 1972. I was almost two. I was upstairs in the bathroom and my sister and mother were washing my humongous Afro. I didn’t yet know the rules of hair grooming—don’t move around too much, don’t open your eyes—so I was unprepared when my Afro hit a can of Ajax cleanser and the can of cleanser hit the bathtub edge and sent powder into the air. The cloud of bleach went into my eyes. It was the most painful thing I had ever experienced. It felt like my eyes were being gouged out. I screamed uncontrollably and ran down to the living room. The next thing I remember was my mother; my sister, Donn; and my aunt Karen pinning me to the floor, wrestler style, while my dad tried to get my eyes open to flush them out. I screamed uncontrollably, tried to get out of their grasp, and the whole time Sly and the Family Stone’s “Just Like a Baby,” a track from the There’s a Riot Goin’ On album, was playing in the background. I was tattooed in my memory by that bassline as it went from D to C to D to C.


That was my first encounter. After that, of course, I came into contact with the other songs, with “Everyday People” and “Family Affair” and “Thank You (Falettinme Be Mice Elf Agin)” and “Everybody Is a Star” and “Hot Fun in the Summertime” and the rest. And I started to be aware of the man, Sly Stone himself. I’d catch him on a talk show or a variety show, sometimes looking a little out of it but always in the thick of it, too. He had a way of talking, moving from playful to earnest at will. He had a look, belts and hats and jewelry. Everybody was a star, as he said (and sang), but he was a special case, cooler than everything around him by a factor of infinity.


Now let’s skip ahead by a decade. Now it’s the eighties. I’m older. Music had changed, and the way it changed me had changed also. I became a Prince obsessive, later on a Native Tongues disciple. Eventually I went on to start a band myself, which meant that the idea of idols changed, and other bands and artists became colleagues and competitors.


At that point, Sly wasn’t at the center of the culture anymore, at least not in the same way. He had just one album in the eighties, his last official album, and other than that he mostly kept out of the spotlight: He’d surface on a song here and there, mostly paired with artists who he had inspired. But he stayed with me. It was more than just the Rushmore principle. It was that his work had so many ideas in it, ideas that were still relevant long after he stopped releasing music.


And soon enough, I went back in time. That’s how it always works—the songs you know are strings that pull you back into album tracks, outtakes, live performances. And so I went back from the biggest hits into his records, into the cluttered but brilliantly ambitious debut record, A Whole New Thing; the sustained party vibe of the second record, Dance to the Music; and the third record, Life, in some ways my favorite, a wellspring of ideas, including ideas for breakbeats. Stand!, the fourth album, the one that featured prominently at Woodstock, was a counterculture monument, almost too huge to get close to, and then there were the records that followed. I loved the complex rhythms and insightful songs of Fresh, especially the first side. Of all the records, I returned to There’s a Riot Goin’ On more carefully. It wasn’t just that childhood memory. The cover art was a redesigned American flag, but the package also included a photo collage, and that collage had a picture of a woman who looked like my grandmother, who had died. It frightened me and every time that record got to the top of the pile, about to be listened to, I moved it back to the bottom. Then De La Soul sampled “Poet,” also from There’s a Riot Goin’ On, for the song “Description,” on their debut, and I finally got around to it. The record was deep and dark, tricky, knotty and moving, and when it got to “Just Like a Baby,” and specifically to that bassline, the pain of my Ajax eyes came back in full.


Revisiting the trauma wasn’t fun, but the rest of the process was—going back through all the music, trying to unravel its mysteries, realizing that for every insight I reached there were a thousand more I might never reach. And it was a process that went on for years. In fact, Sly and the Family Stone were a key part of my first film as a director, which was a re-creation of, and commentary on, an amazing concert event in Harlem in the summer of 1969. Sly and his band electrified Woodstock, of course, but they were also a vital part of the Harlem Cultural Festival a few weeks earlier. In the movie I made, Summer of Soul, I wanted to think about what Black music was back then, how many different faces and paces it had, how the larger culture may have thought of it as one thing when it was in fact a kaleidoscope of many things. The concert, and the movie, had many performances that popped, from Nina Simone to Stevie Wonder to B.B. King. Sly and the Family Stone not only popped but rocked and funked and hamboned and damn near jumped through the screen, across time. They were pure energy.


But the story of Sly Stone isn’t complete without talking about where that energy went. That’s part of the mystery and the history. After a certain point in the midseventies, the original Family Stone had disbanded and the new versions of the band that Sly put together didn’t reach the same height. Some of the issue was Sly himself: his relationship to drugs, which seemed like a symptom of his relationship to his own mind and talent, and the financial, legal, and spiritual problems that were both cause and effect.


In a way this isn’t an uncommon story. Some stars maintain their status. Others burn out. Black stars have a particularly rough road in America, one filled with unimaginable pressures, internalized trauma, and survivor’s guilt. I have started a second movie that tries to think about these questions through the prism of Sly’s life, how he processed the promise and the pressure. I don’t want to say too much about it here. It’ll be along soon enough.


This book came to me right at the beginning of my career as a publisher. I could hardly believe my fortune. I knew that Ben Greenman, also my cowriter, had been talking to Sly’s camp for years about working on something, and that the project didn’t really get off the ground until Sly was clean and his manager, Arlene Hirschkowitz, could help make it a reality.


This book is a life story, which means it’s a story of a life told from a position of age, which also means that it’s told with all the things that age brings: perspective and jokes and a memory that works off and on but also knows that working on and off is often just another form of wisdom. It’s filled with more twists and turns than anyone can imagine, ascents and descents and every kind of outsized event. Sly has lived a hundred lives, and they are all here. There is plenty, too, that is not here. There is no real interest in settling scores or revisiting certain kinds of emotional injuries. And some of the musical questions that I would have loved to talk about with the thirty-year-old Sly, or the forty-year-old Sly, seem harder for him to recapture, mountains in the mist. Sly inspires complicated thoughts in me, and even more complicated feelings. He makes me feel nostalgia and admiration, makes me feel young and old, makes me feel happiness and sadness and vitality and weariness and luv and haight and more. And yet, when it comes to this book, my thoughts and feelings are also simple. I never thought the day would come when I would hold it in my hands. It is the result of years of work by others that are in turn the result of decades of joy and toil in the life of Sly himself. I am so happy to play a part in bringing it into the world.


—Questlove
Publisher, AUWA Books





Prelude: Sly, Say Hi



Today is Thursday. Good day to get started. Sly, say hi.


Hi.


I have some questions, not too many.


No.


We don’t have to do them all.


We don’t have to do them at all.


You’re not ready to talk right now?


Is that pointing at me?


The phone is, yes. It has a camera.


Why?


Why does it have a camera?


Why is it pointing at me?


So we can film you when you talk.


Turn it around.


You mean turn it off?


Turn it around. [Sly points at camera.]


Okay, here. You hold the camera. It’s not showing you now. It’s looking the other way but it’s still recording audio. Is that better?


[Camera nods.]


So are you ready to talk?


About?


About the past.


[Camera shakes its head.]


What do you feel like talking about? What don’t you feel like talking about?


Not anything. Not everything. Not yet.


Okay, so we’ll come back. All right. We’re going to come back.





Prologue: If I Want Me to Stay



I decided to get clean on the fourth visit.


The first time, I was feeling bad at home, faint and weak, having trouble breathing, so I called Arlene, who was my girl-friend back in the eighties and is now my friend and manager. I called her and she called the ambulance. I was in and out of the hospital before anyone could get comfortable with the idea of me being there. I only wanted to get home and keep doing what I was doing, which included drugs. If anyone said anything to stop me, I didn’t hear it.


The second time, the doctor said, “If you go home and smoke again, you could die.” I heard him but I didn’t believe him. I went home and smoked again.


The third time was a terrible scene. I was exhausted that time and weakened, and the hospital wanted to keep me longer so I could get some rest and some tests. I wanted out. I wanted home. Arlene may not have agreed, but she understood that I had made up my mind. To be let go I had to sign a release saying that I took full responsibility. When they let me go, I didn’t even get a wheel-chair. I got on my feet, barely. I got into the hall, barely. I started to walk, barely. That corridor went on farther than I could imagine. I had to walk like I was learning, one foot in front of the other, then sit to rest, then the other foot in front of the first one, then sit to rest. It took more than an hour to make it from the room to the car.


The fourth time came just two weeks later. That time, I not only listened to the doctor but believed him. I realized that I needed to clean up. I concentrated on getting strong so that I could get clean. My kids visited me at the hospital. My grand-kids visited me. As the stay wound down, I even had Arlene call Medicare and fight for me to stay a few more days. Finally, we had to go. But I left with purpose.


I went home. Arlene cleared the house of things (lighters, pipes), of people (dealers, users). There was even an Uber driver who had been staying with me, and he got put out too. Arlene hired caretakers instead and made sure that either she or my daughter Phunne stuck close to oversee the situation, make sure drugs didn’t creep back into the picture. If it had been visit one, two, or three, who knows what would have happened? But it was visit four and I knew what needed to happen. People say that when you kick, you take it one day at a time. I didn’t. I just decided that I would quit and I did. It wasn’t that I didn’t like the drugs. I liked them. If it hadn’t been a choice between them and life, I might still be doing them. But it was and I’m not.


I’m here much of the time these days, at my house in Los Angeles. It’s smaller than some of the places I’ve lived in and bigger than others. But it does the job. It’s a house and a home. Hanging on the wall are gold and platinum records and posters from old concerts. There’s one where Sly and the Family Stone was supported by Spirit and Southwind at Winterland in 1969. There’s another where Sly and the Family Stone was supported by Gladys Knight and the Pips and Rare Earth at Madison Square Garden in 1970. You wouldn’t be confused about who lives here.


The year after I got clean, it was Christmas in America during the pandemic, and my family came over to see me. It was the first time it had happened in this house, and everything was louder and brighter immediately. Much of the time was spent decorating: the strings of lights over the windows, a snowflake star for the top of the tree that sent colored dots spinning on the ceiling. A red stocking with a big “S” on it hung halfway up the tree. The smallest kids opened presents and also gave them—Arlene opened up a gift from the kids, a blanket, and they smiled up at her, different kinds of lights.


In the middle of it all, I turned on the TV to boxing. I like watching boxing. If I come across a classic fight, the channel’s staying there until it’s over by knockout or decision. This one was the Fight of the Century, Muhammad Ali against Joe Frazier, also at the Garden. Ali went the distance but took his first loss. That fight was in 1971. Ten years later, I did a song with Funkadelic on the Electric Spanking of War Babies album. It was called “Funk Gets Stronger (Killer Millimeter Longer Version),” and there was a verse that ran through a range of boxers, from Sonny Liston to Ali (before he was Ali, when he was Cassius Clay) to Floyd Patterson (“Floyd’s still pattin’, trying to stop the day”) to Smokin’ Joe Frazier before coming back around to Ali (“The champ was still jokin’—you know what made him strong?”).


Ali was my friend. I’d see him now and then. We were together once on The Mike Douglas Show in the summer of 1974. By then, he had beaten Frazier in a rematch and was planning for the Rumble in the Jungle in Zaire that fall, where he hoped to take the heavyweight belt back from George Foreman. He was training for Foreman. But most of the punches he threw on Mike Douglas were at social injustice. Everywhere you looked, people were keeping people down. Black people suffered the most. And what was I doing but clowning and laughing? I made a case that what I was doing was entertainment, and that entertainment was an important part of the solution. It lifted spirits. It lightened minds. And I didn’t think that it was simply a matter of color. There’s a lyric from an early song of mine: “Don’t hate the black, don’t hate the white / If you get bit, just hate the bite.” I didn’t quote it to Ali but it was always in my mind and my manner. Kindness needed to radiate from every person toward every person, or it would reach no one. I tried to generate a glow of goodwill. Ali glowered back at me. I sometimes watch those old talk-show appearances. The Mike Douglas Show with Ali is a special one for its honesty. If you stop the show at a certain moment, you can see the tension in the frame. Or else you can move beyond that moment and watch us enjoy our friendship, express love for each other and respect for each other’s ideas. Exactly where you enter a story helps decide what that story might mean. I remember trying to get Ali’s attention. “Muhammad!” I said, maybe too sharply, because he flinched a little. He’s gone now. I’m still here, moved beyond that moment, still joking, no longer smoking.


Back in 1971, in a song called “Time,” I wrote about how time moved and grew. You can speed up time or slow it down but you can’t stop it. You can try to see through time but it thickens. “Are you dense?” I once asked a reporter. Time is.


I think back through it all, through the parts of time I still hold and the parts that have slipped away. I can still hear a note bouncing out of an electric piano in 1966. I can still see the hem of a dress rising in 1970. I can still feel the lights on my face as I walked onstage in 1972. Other memories are harder to grasp. An afternoon at an airport in a city. I know that I once knew the name of the woman at the counter, because I said it to her in a way that made her laugh. But it’s gone. I’m not even sure of the city: St. Louis?


Today I thought of a Bible verse I haven’t thought of in years, and it came to me completely, without a piece missing. John 3:1: “Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews. He came to Jesus at night and said, ‘Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the signs you are doing if God were not with him.’”


Why that verse? Can’t remember. Maybe it’ll come to me tomorrow, maybe the day after. There’s no hurry. I am taking my time. Have you taken yours? The sun comes up, goes down, comes up again. I’m not trying to stop the day. I know what makes me strong.





PART ONE




A Whole New Thing
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Family Affair
(1943–1955)



Life is a record. But where do you drop the needle? You can put it down near the beginning, where a young boy in Northern California starts to discover how much music moves him. You can put it down a little later, when he assembles a band, or a little later than that, when the band appears onstage, first in front of small crowds in clubs, then in front of larger crowds, including one of the largest in history. Those are good tracks.


Or you can play the flip side of this bright and stirring story: the young boy, now a young man, facing the harsh light of fame; the young man, now a star, making his way through a house crowded with drugs and guns; the star, now letting his light be crowded out by those drugs and guns.


Or is it better to start right at the start? Find the lead-in groove. That’s the outer edge of the record before the first song. Put the needle down there. You may hear some static. Pay close attention to it. It’s giving you a chance to get ready.


In the story before my story, there’s Denton, Texas, a small city in a big state, north of Dallas and Fort Worth. In the 1920s, F. L. Haynes, Fred to those who knew him, went to Denton to set up the St. Andrew Church of God in Christ. The Church of God in Christ was a Pentecostal denomination with roots in Tennessee, only a few decades old at that point but gaining steam.


Fred’s family included two girls named Alpha and Omega. In Fred’s church, Alpha met a man named K.C. Stewart. Alpha and K.C. married in 1933 and brought a daughter, Loretta, into the world the following year. For a while that was the family, the three of them. Then, on March 15, 1943, a fourth face appeared. That was Sylvester Stewart. That was me.


The street where we lived in Denton is barely a memory for me. A cemetery was to the east. What was to the west? We all were, soon enough. A little while after I was born, we moved out to California. Denton went into the past and the future went into Vallejo, a city about thirty miles northeast of San Francisco on San Pablo Bay.


For a minute in the 1850s, Vallejo had been the state capital before Sacramento took over. Vallejo was a port, which meant that people were always coming in and out. They weren’t just getting off ships and getting on them. They were also building them. There was a naval shipyard on Mare Island that needed workers, and that grew the town. When we arrived from Texas, Vallejo was in the middle of a boom.


Boom! There we were. Our first Vallejo address was 125 Denio Street. Back then it was just a few kids—me, Loretta, and the next sister down the line, Rose. My father, K.C., who we called Big Daddy, had a cleaning business. My mother kept the house. I never met grandparents on either side, never got any of that spoiling. When I was four, a little brother arrived, Frederick Jerome, who we called Freddie. He bunked in my room, at the bottom of my bed. New faces needed new spaces. My dad put up another house behind 125 Denio, at 127, and we moved there. And a few years after that, a fifth child, another girl, showed up—that was Vaetta, who we called Vet.


There were seven of us, and the eighth member of the family was music. Even before children, my parents played. My father played washboard, guitar, violin, fiddle, harmonica. My mother played keyboards and guitar. Music was as much a part of our home as the walls or the floor. The piano was as prominent as the kitchen table. All of us sang from as early as I can remember, and the first songs we learned were gospel songs by Mahalia Jackson, Brother Joe May, the Soul Stirrers, the Swan Silvertones. We built our future in heaven. We dug a little deeper. We put our trust in Him.


We sang at home and then we sang in church. We all sang together but sometimes one of us would get a solo. I was put in front of the congregation to perform when I was only five or six. My mother said that I really came alive in front of a crowd. More than that: If they didn’t respond I would cry. Once, I was up there, singing, feeding off the audience, hearing their shouts and applause, when pieces of the crowd broke off and women started running down the aisle, holding on to their hats, still shouting. Now I see that they were feeling the spirit in the song calling them toward the stage. Back then, I thought they were coming to grab me. I turned around, jumped off the table, and started running for my life.


I stopped running. I came back for the music. From the time I was very small I could tell that I was deeper into it than most because I was so often with an instrument. It might have been drumsticks first, and then I was out on the street with my mother and saw a man playing guitar. I asked her for one. She sent my father out the next day with instructions not to return empty-handed.


Learning was looking. There was a guy in the church who played guitar. What he did with it was amazing, six strings and an infinity of things. I watched him like a hawk. He wasn’t a mentor. I don’t even know if I spoke to him. I just saw what he did and tried to figure out how to do the same and more. Guitar stayed with me, but I was always looking to whatever was next, taking up the bass, picking out songs on the piano. I felt incomplete without an instrument, or maybe it’s more to the point to say that I only felt complete with one. When I went out into the world, I was surprised to see people who weren’t carrying instruments. I wasn’t sure what they did instead.


I was up under the bridge with a friend of mine. We were small, six or seven, looking at clouds in the sky, at fog lower down, at reflections of light on the water. We spied on people, made up stories about them. Vallejo was all around us, which was cool with me.


In my neighborhood, we didn’t know about other neighborhoods, not yet. If you got along with your parents, you were good. I got along with mine by listening. Big Daddy was big on justice. He gave me some advice early on, in his Texas accent. “Ah tayl yew,” he said. “If ah ketch yew maken any kyna prob-um, ahm gonh wayh yew out. Donh evuh be stahrtinn a fight. But if somebody messiss wich yew, get a brick and make for sho’ you leave them quiverin’ or still.” That advice stuck with me, then and forever. Don’t fight. But if you see an injustice, don’t stop fighting back.


I remember dodgeball with other kids. I remember Halloween. My family didn’t really do costumes, but I would put a little black mask over my eyes so I could fool people and get candy. We had a contest to see who could get the most candy, and I used to win. A shopping bag was needed to hold it all.


I built roller coasters in the yard, tracks of boards nailed together. The first one was small. Freddie and I worked on that together. You could skate on it. Later I built another one that was big enough for soapbox derby cars. I did most of that one, though my father’s friend Brother Wilson helped out.


By the time I was eleven or twelve my older sister, Loretta, was already grown, and since I was second in line I was put in charge of the other kids. Big Daddy’s cleaning business handled some of the big buildings downtown. He would work every day. As he went out the door, he would point at the other kids and say, “Do a song with them.” I smiled and told him I would.


One day, he had another request. He gave me a shotgun and strict orders to use it if a certain neighbor chased his wife into our house. She was allowed to come in but he could not follow. I didn’t understand that they were drinkers and fought often. I just thought they were crazy. When I felt the weight of the weapon in my hand I cried.


When I was old enough to not be too young anymore, I went with Big Daddy on weekends to work. One of the buildings he cleaned was the Higgins Building, all five floors. I made money, but only from cleaning. If I found a coin on the floor, even a nickel, Big Daddy would make me leave it for the people in the office. It wasn’t ours to take.


My mother was my best friend. How can you describe a mother? She loved me. She made me feel safe. She put the idea in my head that I could do anything and worked to keep it there. She ran the house, including the kitchen. We ate collard greens, chicken with gravy, fried chicken, cornbread. We raised chickens for a while there too.


We kept singing and playing together as a family, to the point where we got noticed and then named: the Stewart Four. We even cut a single, one side with “On the Battlefield” (which might have been the song I was singing on the table), the other with “Walking in Jesus’s Name.” The record was released by the Church of God in Christ, the Northern California Sunday School Dept. Vocal with Inst. Acc., the label said.


The fifties was a parade of names. Truman, Eisenhower, Stevenson, Warren. That was politics, which belonged to the world beyond the town. Brando, Monroe, Taylor, Dean. That was the movies, which sometimes came to town. The radio brought more of the outside world into the house, and when we got a television, I watched everything I could. My eyes stuck most to the cowboy programs. I liked The Range Rider, with Jock Mahoney, tall as a tree. I liked Roy Rogers and Gene Autry. My favorite was Lash LaRue. There was no one cooler. He wore all black and used a whip. What for? To keep himself from shooting a motherfucker. School marked time, mostly. I was smart, which teachers liked to tell me, usually because they were about to tell me that I should apply myself more. But I couldn’t pay attention. Lessons didn’t reach me because they didn’t challenge me. I was too smart for what was being sent my way but not smart enough to understand how to use it. Activities and competitions were more fun. One year, I had a role in a school play. I was Don Pepe, a guitar player, an easy part. Another year, during the class spelling bee, I was half-watching the teacher at the blackboard and agreeing— black, bored—when another boy went up to write down the names of the contestants. He spelled my name wrong: “Slyvester.” Everyone started laughing but I took a closer look. Sly: Not bad. The correct order of letters may be better, but a reversal isn’t always worse.
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Sing a Simple Song
(1955–1963)


What do you want to be when you’re grown?” Adults like to ask kids that question. The adult in this case was the pastor of the church. I was the kid.


“The bishop,” I said. That was the top man in the Church of God in Christ. The pastor started to smile. The other people in the room laughed. I was serious. It seemed like the highest job for the highest cause. Why wouldn’t you aim for that?


That was my aim at twelve or thirteen. A year or two after that, I started to feel a pull from another direction. Some people called it R&B. Others said rock and roll. These singers—Little Richard, Clyde McPhatter—came out of the church, too, but went elsewhere. Sam Cook replaced R. H. Harris in the Soul Stirrers, stayed for a few years, then left to make pop records (and popped an “e” on the end of his name to mark the change).


These from-the-church singers were something. They kept what was holy and added in what was earthy, and the combination landed on me hard. I wanted to sing like them, control the stage like them. Jackie Wilson was especially amazing, pure electricity up there at the microphone, twirling around. He had an effect on the crowd and then some—he’d be falling offstage and shit, knocking the bitches out with his energy.


Ray Charles was one of the biggest names in music at that point, and the baddest. I dug the way he played. When he sat at the piano, he rocked his head from side to side. Stevie Wonder did something like that later and I know it wasn’t because he saw Ray doing it. I understood it as more than just a style. It was a way of showing that the spirit had gotten into you and stayed there. Even when I started to move away from the religion I was given—I wasn’t exactly God-fearing, didn’t see the point in being afraid of Him or anyone else—I believed in the spirit. It worked for Ray. He was so sincere in his songs, no matter what he was singing.


You learn music in stages before you learn it on stages. I started to play other people’s songs and soon enough I started to realize that I was playing my own. I would be learning something by Ray or Sam or Jackie, or Larry Williams or Bobby “Blue” Bland or Big Joe Turner, and suddenly I would realize that I had left it behind and was making something new. Sometimes it was just music. Sometimes words came along with it.


Music held people together. It held me to my brother Freddie. We would play guitar and bass and trade off. It held me to my friend John Turk, who could really play, with skill and showmanship both—trumpet with one hand and piano with the other. I mostly did one instrument at a time. I would see a poster for a talent show nailed up to a telephone pole: piano competition, guitar competition. If it required an instrument I already played, I would learn a song. If it required an instrument I didn’t already play, I would learn the instrument. If I managed to win, I could make a few dollars. I managed, more than once.


The other groups didn’t like to lose, and some of them liked it even less when they lost to a black group. Vallejo was diverse: white, black, Hispanic, Filipino. But diverse didn’t mean fair. There was only one day when black people could swim in the public pool. That was Saturday. I remember going one day when everybody was white. I don’t recall anyone saying anything to me, and if they had I wouldn’t have listened. I could never get into that way of thinking. The water’s the same for everyone.


In the midst of old Vallejo / Stands the school we love …


Now it was the late fifties, and I was off to Vallejo High on Nebraska Street. In some ways it was just more of the same, classes I couldn’t completely care about, teachers who told me that I should care.


But high school had some new attractions. Football was a big deal because of Dick Bass, who had been a star running back for the high school a few years before. In 1954, the Apaches—that was our mascot back then—went undefeated, averaging fifty-four points a game. Easy to remember. By the time I got to high school, Dick Bass had moved on to the Los Angeles Rams, but the Apaches were still tearing up the turf at Corbus Field. I also liked watching track. I was quick myself, but I didn’t go out for teams. I didn’t have the mentality for it. It wouldn’t have made sense to Lash LaRue, and it didn’t make sense to me either.


Just because I wasn’t for teams doesn’t mean that I was a loner. I got close to a black kid named Raymond Stith. I looked up to him. He dressed cool and acted the same. He was tough. He would knock a motherfucker out. Once he was arguing with another kid and a gym teacher made them fight it out in a ring with gloves on.


I ran with a group of guys called the Cherrybusters. People have said it was a gang but that’s not a word that really applies. We had parties. We had jackets. We didn’t have a leader, but I might have been followed a little because I had a car, a cherry Chevy. Cherry wasn’t the color. It was the condition. That’s the first car I remember having. It even had a nickname, Booty Green, because it was light green with a green trunk of a darker shade. Booty Green and I got around town.


The car had a passenger seat, of course, and when I was sixteen or so I got a passenger, Marilyn Bethel, my first serious girlfriend. She was a pretty black girl, good smile, good grades. Marilyn didn’t hang with a group, didn’t try out for this crowd or that one, and that was important to me, as was the fact that my parents met her and liked her. I gave her a ride to school, and drove her home, too.


Chuck Gebhardt, who was my age, and his younger brother, Vern, lived on the other side of town. Their father was a gym teacher—the same one, in fact, who had made Raymond Stith put on gloves. The Gebhardts had a friend named Frank Arellano, and the three of them knew two girls, a blonde named Charlene Imhoff and a brunette named Maria Boldway, who went by Ria. They had a singing group that practiced around school and at people’s houses, in basements and garages. Another kid had been with them and then they were without him, and they were looking for a replacement. They were looking at me.


I was all for it. John Turk and I were in a student organization called the Youth Problems Committee. Ria Boldway may have been also. It was formed “in order to better relations among students,” which I guess meant finding common ground among black and white and Japanese and Mexican and Filipino. I believed in that. But I wasn’t sure I believed in meeting in a room to get it done. A singing group made more sense.


What was the difference between a singing group and a group singing? A name. This group had a name. A few, in fact. For a time it was the Viscounts (that didn’t work on account of there was another Viscounts that turned up somewhere else), then the Vicounts (which stuck for a little while even though it looked like there was a letter missing), then the Biscaynes (that was the name of a Chevy sedan, full-size, four pillars). If you look hard enough, you can still find most of those names someplace: a high school yearbook, a single pressing, a newspaper ad. But the name that lasted the longest was the Viscaynes, with a “V” like Vallejo. History talks about the Viscaynes like it was a major achievement in integration, but I didn’t see it that way. To me, it was a white group with one black guy (though Frank was Filipino). Chuck and I would play basketball sometimes. And I played with Ria Boldway, too. Not basketball: We flirted and then I saw her one time, sneaked it. Maybe a second time or a third, too. But we kept it quiet. Partly it was because her father didn’t like us dating, which was partly because of color. Partly it was because a relationship could shake up a group and we wanted to make it before anything could shake it.


From the start, I took the lead on the music side. I had experience singing and playing, which sharpened my ear for arrangements. The Viscaynes practiced until we got good and then practiced more until we got better. We sang around town, auditoriums, fairgrounds, hotels, military bases. Parents drove us to gigs. Sometimes we stayed overnight. Sometimes we even got paid.


At that time, American Bandstand was a national sensation. Every city had its own version. San Francisco’s was Dance Party on KPIX, Channel 5. A local actor named Dick Stewart (no relation) hosted. Kids danced, boys in jackets and ties, girls in dresses, as the camera got in close. Any record that could get feet moving got played: Santo and Johnny’s “Sleep Walk,” Johnny Zorro’s “Road Hog,” Chubby Checker’s “The Twist” and “Let’s Twist Again,” Joey Dee and the Starlighters’ “Peppermint Twist.” Lots of Johnnys, lots of twists.


Dance Party also sponsored talent shows in the area. We won enough in a row that we made it to an on-air showcase, and we did well enough there that we got a record deal. We recorded in San Francisco, a space beneath the Geary Theater, where we cut some songs backed by a local group called Joe Piazza and the Continentals. We were given two, “Stop What You Are Doing” and “I Guess I’ll Be.” The third song, I wrote myself. The Marcels’ “Blue Moon” was a hit at the time. I wrote one of my own, same moon, different color. I rhymed “love” with “above.” What else?


“Yellow Moon” was an early lesson for me in how the music business worked—and how it didn’t work the same for everyone. We recorded with a producer named George Motola, who had gotten known for his association with Jesse Belvin, another Texas-to-California transplant, San Antonio to L.A. in his case, who had a big hit with “Earth Angel” and then died in a car wreck after a concert in Little Rock, Arkansas. (It was the first concert down there in front of an integrated crowd, and some people weren’t happy about it. After the wreck, there were clear signs that the tires of Belvin’s Cadillac had been tampered with.) When “Yellow Moon” came out, I saw that the writer wasn’t me, by George—it was by George instead of me. He had a company, House of Fortune, and he kept his fortunes in-house.


I remember feeling something about it, though not exactly sadness or anger. That’s just how it was. I was still young, still learning, and there would be many more chances. “Yellow Moon” had a B side, “Heavenly Angel” (credited to “E. Washington/R. Page”), and we recorded a third song, a Coasters-type thing called “Uncle Sam Needs You (My Friend).” But “Yellow Moon” was the one that rose. We made the charts, number 17 in the San Francisco area. To me it felt like number 17 in the whole world.


House of Fortune wanted to push me out as a solo artist under the name Danny Stewart, so they flew me down to Los Angeles to work with George and a guy named Vic Lucas, who was set to manage us. That was a dream and then some. They put me up on Hollywood Boulevard in the best apartments in the world, so clean and white that I was afraid to stand close to the wall for fear the dye in my hair would come off on it.


In L.A., we did some more recording, including a version of “Yellow Moon” with my vocals sped up. That was a common trick back then: it made a singer sound younger, which made it easier to sell records to girls. I also did more playing locally, guitar with a guy named Jesse James, gigging with the KPIX house band. A sax player named Jerry Martini was part of that scene— he had been part of the Continentals, too—and he and I became friends. Most people slide through your life, there and then gone: that was how it went with Dick Stewart, with George Motola, with Vic Lucas. Others stick. Jerry stuck.


My senior year, I left Vallejo for a while. My dad was the reason, though maybe I was the reason he was the reason. I was getting smart with him. I would drive off, stay out too late, refuse to listen. I wasn’t the only one acting up. Freddie had a rebellious period too, got in fights, almost started a fire on the back porch, but I was the oldest boy, which meant that I caught more hell. There were regular whuppings. Once my dad threw a buffing machine brush at my head. That was too much. I had to get out of Dodge.


I went up to Sacramento to stay with my sister Loretta. While I was there, I joined a gospel choir, the Sacramento Inspirational Choir. One Saturday, I drove to visit a girl I was seeing. When I got to the neighborhood, some people came up to the car. Booty Green had that effect. “I know you,” said a tall girl with short hair. “You sang in the choir.”


“That I did,” I said. The girl said that she could play a little and sing a little, and she invited us into her mother’s house for a jam session. That was Cynthia Robinson. She was tough and she was real. She could play more than a little, and on trumpet, which wasn’t a common instrument for a girl. One afternoon, we walked by some bullies who talked shit to her about the horn. I didn’t like to fight but I was real interested in fighting back. I made sure to come back around later and straighten the bullies out regarding Cynthia and the respect that she was due. They bothered her less after that. When I left Sacramento to go back to Vallejo, I thought she might stick, too.


After high school, I considered business administration for a minute. I could do quick figuring. But music was what I had heard for years, in my head and my heart and my soul, and if I was going to study anything, it should be that. Vallejo Junior College, and especially David Froehlich, sealed the deal for me.


Mr. Froehlich was in his midthirties when I met him. It seemed old but now I see that I was just so young. He had been born in Oakland, had picked up piano in his teens, and had done time in every kind of group that there was—jazz bands, dance bands, wedding bands. After the war, he went to the Eastman School of Music in Rochester, New York, for a composition degree. East, man. That gave him another instrument, the bass, and a profession, which was teaching. By the time I got to Vallejo Junior College, he had been there for a while, still doing everything: big bands, small combos, even conducting Easter choir for vespers.


I always loved singing and playing, loved hearing songs. Mr. Froehlich was the first person who made me love music as a language. He could read music. He could write it. He could hear it and he could speak it. And he wasn’t the kind of guy who stood up on a tower and looked down on the rest of us. He was cool, down-home, regular. I liked that about him.


What did I learn from him? Everything. We did ear training, which taught us to recognize chords, scales, intervals, and rhythms. Then we went deeper, reading Walter Piston, a composer who taught at Harvard University and wrote music-theory books like Harmony, Counterpoint, and Orchestration. Big books— Orchestration was almost six hundred pages—filled with big ideas. Cadences, irregular resolutions, raised supertonics.


Above all, I learned how to learn. I could get lost in the reading, but Mr. Froehlich led me out. Take Piston’s explanation of counterpoint: “The art of counterpoint is the art of combining melodic lines. The contrapuntal essence, as an ingredient of inner vitality in music is, however, something deeper than a process of manipulation and combination … most music is to some degree contrapuntal.” That was like walking through branches at night. But when Mr. Froehlich explained it, it was clear skies. I could see the melodic lines, watch them intertwine. It’s wrong to say that it was like shoelaces but it’s also wrong to say that it wasn’t at least a little like that.


There were a dozen students in the class, but I listened like I was the only one. I stayed after to talk to Mr. Froehlich, to ask more questions. Even after he finally excused himself, I would walk slowly back to my car, trying to get everything clear and then clearer.


At night I was still stepping up on bandstands, running local groups, trying to get something of my own going. While I drove I would flip on the radio and see what music was popular, and whether I understood it differently now. I especially liked hearing where Ray Charles was going. Back in 1961, he had put out “Hit the Road Jack,” one of his sharpest songs, which finished with its business in two minutes flat. Since then he had changed his style over and over again, going deeper into blues or country, moving from “Unchain My Heart” to “I Can’t Stop Loving You” to “Busted.”


One day I turned on the radio and heard not music but news: Special Report, Today in Dallas, Dealey Plaza, Motorcade, Half Past Noon, President Kennedy Shot, Waiting for Word from Doctors, Doctors Making Announcement, President Declared Dead. I pulled Booty Green over and cried. The news fucked me up. I drove home and thought about it, not just what had happened but what could be done. Was there anything I could say that people weren’t already saying? Was there anything I could say that would help people through it? Or was it just about feeling what everyone was feeling, expressing what was in the air? I didn’t write a song that day but I remember thinking that the moment was calling out for one.
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