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INTRODUCTION



When I was a young girl, the things that brought me joy and peace were reading and listening to music. I especially remember the first time I heard Nina Simone sing. A warm feeling washed over me and just by the simple act of listening to her voice, I felt like my life had changed. I was hearing a voice that effected change in the world. As the years went by, I felt the same way about hearing other Black women singers, like Betty Carter, Sade Adu, Sarah Vaughan, and Abbey Lincoln.


By listening to these women, I learned a lot about myself: what I liked and what I didn’t. I learned about what love can feel like and how to live bravely even during heartache.


There was a time when Black women were expected to do nothing more than clean houses and care for children. We were denied education, voting rights, and a warm night’s sleep in a hotel or a seat on a bus or access to an ordinary restaurant. The world seemed to tell us that we weren’t valued or loved.


The women in this book carried on through the harshness of the world by stepping onto stages, many times as glamorous goddesses, wearing beautiful dresses and glittery diamonds, but sometimes simply in T-shirts and jeans or leather pants, to show us that Black women have talent, grace, and the right to entertain whoever is willing to hear us.


Not only did the women included in this book spread the message of equality just by having the courage to sing in front of large crowds, but they also often sang about social change, feminism, civil rights, and their personal need for love. They marched in protests and sang gospel and spirituals of the Black church to uplift people when everything in the world seemed to be going wrong.


These women overcame fear and sadness so they could give us—the music fans—the gifts that they were born with and worked hard to perfect.


I wrote about the musical history of these women so that you can discover the great joy they have brought to my life along with the lives of millions of other music lovers. I find it to be my duty and honor to share how special and successful these women became by believing in themselves and giving their lives fully to music.


Once you read the stories in this book, do your best to listen to the music these women made and continue to make. Get to know their voices and sing along with them. Their music will fill your heart with happiness and heal you when you are in pain. They’ll show you cool tricks you can do with your voice, and they may even inspire you to make music yourself!


Find freedom in this book, because I truly believe that’s what every woman included within these pages wanted or currently wants for you—the freedom to choose and the freedom to express yourself without fear that people won’t love you if you are your true self.


As a kid, you have a whole wide world to explore, and reading about these women can help you find out more about who you could grow up to be. Even if you don’t want to be a singer or musician, you can learn from these women about how to change the world—how to give back when you’re given a lot, how to believe in yourself when times get hard, and how being yourself is the best thing you can possibly be. Life gives you gifts when you learn and grow. These amazing women raised their voices and sang from their hearts. How will you raise your voice? How will you show the world what’s truly in your mind and heart? This book can reveal the seeds of who you’re going to become.














[image: Book Title Page]














[image: Book Title Page]



Sade Adu



(B. JANUARY 16, 1959)


R&B / SOUL


The Queen of Subtle Soul


“Once a song’s out there, it’s no longer mine. And that’s the whole purpose of music: to belong to people.”


—SADE ADU


Unlike many lead singers, Sade Adu (pronounced shaw-day) is not in love with the spotlight and the attention (and sometimes trouble) that fame brings to an artist’s world. She holds her life, friends, and family close to her heart, shielding them from spying photographers, curious journalists, and the millions of fans she has received just by being herself.


Born Helen Folasade Adu in the African country of Nigeria, Sade moved with her mother to England when she was four years old. She didn’t study music as a child but rather went to school to study fashion design when she was seventeen. After finishing school, she worked as a model for a few years, and it wasn’t until 1980, when Sade was twenty-one, that she decided to take a chance on making music.


Sade was offered a job as a backup singer for a British band called Pride. While working with Sade, the band’s saxophonist, Stuart Matthewman, realized she was a good songwriter, and the two began writing songs together. They worked hard as a team and started playing their songs during Pride shows. Word about the band began to spread, and record label executives started to take notice of Sade’s calm and sullen voice, especially on a song called “Smooth Operator.”


Realizing that they had a special musical bond, both musicians left Pride to start their own group—called Sade—with drummer Paul Cooke, bass player Paul Denman, and keyboardist Andrew Hale. The newly formed group played to a sold-out nightclub on their first show! It is said that one thousand people weren’t able to even get into the club because there was no room to hold them. Many musicians play for only a small group of people when they first begin to tour, but Sade’s music was hypnotic, like drawing moths to a lightbulb.


Sade and her band signed a record deal and released their first album, Diamond Life, in 1984. This album sold more than six million copies across many countries, making Sade’s debut the best-selling album by a woman singer in British history—and the band’s song “Smooth Operator” became a top-selling hit. The next year, Sade and her band released their second album, Promise, which was even more successful than their first. It became the band’s first number-one-selling album and includes the song “The Sweetest Taboo,” which is one of their most memorable to this day.


In 1986, Sade tried her hand at acting, playing Athene Duncannon in a film called Absolute Beginners. Her band’s next two albums—Stronger Than Pride (1988) and Love Deluxe (1992)—went on to sell millions of copies, but as well as things were going, Sade didn’t record another album for eight years following the birth of her son. Nonetheless, after so many years of her not recording music or playing shows, the world seemed to love Sade more and more.


The band returned with Lovers Rock (2000) and Soldier of Love (2010). Even though Sade has recorded only six albums in thirty years, her band is one of the most successful music groups on the planet. Sade has a deep connection with her fans that spans space and time, and they continue to love her even when she is silent.
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Erykah Badu



(B. FEBRUARY 26, 1971)


NEO-SOUL


The First Lady of Neo-Soul


“I grew up with all mothers, all women. I come from a long line of matriarchs, very strong women.”


—ERYKAH BADU


Erica Abi Wright has a look that stands out among the many songstresses who came before and after her. Growing up, Erica’s talent shown through at an early age. When she was four she enjoyed performing at Dallas Theater Center and the Black Academy of Arts and Letters (her uncle was its founder and her godmother watched over her). When she was fourteen years old she changed her name from Erica to Erykah to reflect her spiritual views of the world: “kah” means inner self and “badu” is her favorite jazz scat sound.


She graduated from Booker T. Washington High School for the Performing and Visual Arts and attended college, but as her love for music grew Erykah knew she had to pursue it full time. And in 1993, she left college to do just that. She worked several odd jobs and performed in a group with her cousin Robert “Free” Bradford. The duo released a demo album called Country Cousins, which attracted music producer Kedar Massenburg. In 1995, Kedar connected Erykah with the chance to sing a duet with the up-and-coming R&B soul artist D’Angelo on the song “Your Precious Love,” which was originally sung by Marvin Gaye and Tammy Terrell in 1967. Erykah showed that she was poised and ready to grow in her career and signed a record deal with Kedar Entertainment.


In 1996, before her catchy song “On & On” was released to eager listeners, Erykah wore large headwraps and bright colors that mirrored the style of African and Black women who lived in her neighborhood in Brooklyn, New York. Many say that she sang like Billie Holiday, but her music had a newer sound that merged hip-hop, blues, jazz, and soul. This caused some to label her music neo-soul (neo meaning “new”). Once Erykah’s first full album, Baduizm, came out, she showed everyone that not only could she look different, but she could also create unique soundscapes of catchy, earthy songs that make you want to move and sing along.


Erykah’s artful lyrics didn’t just focus on topics of love and loss; she often sang about spirituality and Mother Earth. For example, her song “Next Lifetime” was about her being with her love in a different lifetime, which is based on the idea of reincarnation, the theory that people live many different lives over the course of time. This concept comes mostly from Asian religions like Hinduism and Buddhism. These concepts—and her expression of them through music—made Erykah a very wise musician along with being a beautiful singer.


Baduizm sold more than three million copies and opened the door for Erykah to have a twenty-year career, which is still going strong today. Her second album (released in 2000), Mama’s Gun, was another hit and included her now-famous song “Bag Lady.” The song is impactful, written about a woman who needs to let go of her life’s problems that are weighing her down (as if she were carrying several heavy bags on her shoulders). Erykah went on to release more albums over the years, like Worldwide Underground and New Amerykah Part One and Part Two. She even wrote and reimagined a version of Drake’s song “Hotline Bling” on her 2015 mixtape But You Caint Use My Phone.


Erykah is also widely known for her live performances. She is a popular DJ who loves to make crowds dance and have fun. Her earthy style and sweet, sensuous voice, along with her beautiful eccentricities, make Erykah one of the most favored and fun soul singers in music history.
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Anita Baker



(B. JANUARY 26, 1958)


R&B


R&B Songstress / Overcomer of Early Challenges


“You leave home to seek your fortune and, when you get it, you go home and share it with your family.”


—ANITA BAKER


Anita Baker is an R&B star who took the world by storm with her romantic and sultry music, but her life wasn’t necessarily a fairy tale of fame and adoration.


Anita’s father was not around when she was a baby, and when she turned two years old, her mother left. Because she didn’t have any parents to care for her, she grew up in a foster family in Detroit, Michigan. If that wasn’t difficult enough, Anita’s foster parents passed away when she was twelve, and she was then raised by her foster sister until she was old enough to make it on her own.


Anita started to find her path in music when she was sixteen. She began to perform live in different places around Detroit. She was so determined and talented that she caught the attention of a musician named David Washington, who asked her to join his funk band, Chapter 8. She fit in well and the group was offered a record deal.


Things seemed to be looking up for Anita, but her road to stardom was still bumpy. Her band lost their record deal after recording their first album, and Anita was told that she didn’t have enough talent to make it big as a solo singer. Saddened and discouraged, she went back to Detroit and began working as a receptionist and waitress.


A few years later, and seemingly out of nowhere, Anita received a lucky break when one of the people who worked at her old record label contacted her and convinced her to record her own music. She released her first solo album, The Songstress, in 1983, and it was a success!


Nonetheless, Anita still had to work hard and fight for her chance to touch the world. It’s been said that she didn’t receive some of the money that she earned from the sales of her first solo album and that her record label wasn’t moving very fast on putting out her second album. She had to go to court to fight for her freedom to record her music with a different label.


But where there’s struggle, there can also be a road to success. Anita’s second album, Rapture, got the R&B singer her first pop hit with the song “Sweet Love” in 1986, and it went on to sell more than eight million copies and even won her two Grammy Awards!
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