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Purple Daze


Dispatcher: 911, where is your emergency?


Unidentified male: Hi there, um, what’s the address here?
Yeah, we need an ambulance right now.


D: Okay.


UM: We have someone who is unconscious.


D: Okay, what’s the address?


UM: Um, we’re at Prince’s house.


D: Okay, does anybody know the address? Is there any mail around that you could look at?


UM: Yeah, yeah, okay, hold on.


D: Okay, your cell phone’s not going to tell me where you’re at, so I need you to find me an address.


UM: Yeah, we have um, yeah, we have um, so yeah, um, the person is dead here.


D: Okay, get me the address please.


UM: Okay, okay, I’m working on it.


D: Concentrate on that.


UM: And the people are just distraught.


D: I understand that they are distraught, but . . .


UM: I’m working on it, I’m working on it.


D: Okay, do we know how the person died?


UM: I don’t know, I don’t know.


D: Okay.


UM: Um, so we’re, we’re in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and we are at the home of Prince.


D: You’re in Minneapolis?


UM: Yeah, Minneapolis, Minnesota.


D: You’re sure you are in Minneapolis?


UM: That’s correct.


D: Okay, have you found an address yet?


UM: Yeah, um, I’m so sorry I need, I need the address here?


Unidentified female: 7801


UM: 7801.


D: 7801 what?


UM: Paisley Park, we are at Paisley Park.


D: You’re at Paisley Park, okay, that’s in Chanhassen. Are you with the person who’s . . .?


UM: Yes, it’s Prince.


D: Okay.


UM: The person.


D: Okay, stay on the line with me.


UM: Okay.


(Phone ringing)


Ambulance dispatcher: Ambulance, Shirley.


D: Carver with the transfer for Paisley Park Studios, 78.


AD: Paisley Park Studios, okay.


D: 7801 Audubon Road.


AD: Okay.


D: We have a person down, not breathing.


AD: Down, not breathing.


D: Yup.


Purple is the most special of all the major colours, the one that appears the least frequently in nature. A synthesis of red and blue – male and female, fire and water, yin and yang – purple is always the colour that attracts the most attention.


In China, purple represents the harmony of the universe, spiritual awareness, a red purple symbolising fame and great fortune. In Japan, purple symbolises privilege and wealth – aristocracy. In Europe and America, for centuries the colour purple has been associated with vanity, extravagance and individualism, with magic and mystery. In parapsychology, people with purple auras are said to have a love of ritual and ceremony.


Now, since 1984, purple has become the colour symbolising the greatest musician of his generation, Prince, an artist for whom all of the above meanings would apply . . . 100 million records sold; seven Grammy awards; an Oscar; a multitude of BRITS, MTV and American Music Awards. A musical innovator on a par with David Bowie; a guitarist to rival Jimi Hendrix; a better dancer than James Brown; and a singer with more than one voice and many more ways than one of expressing it. Prince achieved more in his four-decade career than other artists achieve in a lifetime.


And then there were the women . . . A renowned lover of women who married and divorced twice, Prince was also linked with some of the most beautiful, glamorous and in many cases famous women on the planet, including Madonna, Kim Basinger, Carmen Electra, Nona Gaye (Marvin Gaye’s daughter), Twin Peaks star Sherilyn Fenn, Playboy centrefold Devin DeVasquez, and almost all of the women he worked with professionally . . . Sheena Easton, Bangles singer Susanna Hoffs, former backing singer Vanity, Apollonia, who played Prince’s love interest in the movie Purple Rain, Sheila E, another protégée. Even his two wives, Mayte Garcia, a former dancer, and Manuela Testolini, who worked for his charitable foundation, Love4OneAnother, were involved in Prince’s work first.


His greatest love, though, as he was never shy of reminding us, was for God. He was born into a family of Seventh Day Adventists, and testifying was something he grew up doing, first in church, then later and for the rest of his life through his music. When, in later life, Prince became a Jehovah’s Witness, it surprised everyone except those who’d known him since he was a boy. Prince could be playful, full of fun, but he took his God and his music – one and the same to him – very seriously.


All wrapped up in the most stunning and provocative fashions ever seen on any music star, Lady Gaga eat your heart out. Prince’s look was as vari-focused as his music, raunchy yet androgynous; struttingly male yet teasingly feminine: silk, ruffles, pinks, lavish purples and red, topped off with beads, crucifixes, bippity-boppity hats, huge frilly cuffs and bared nipples – thongs!


Music, love, spirituality, sex, fame, God, clothes . . . This was the Prince his millions of fans around the world had come to know and love over the years. Yet at the time he died suddenly, tragically, on 21 April 2016, it seemed like the best of Prince’s life and career was already over. His last worldwide hit single, ‘The Most Beautiful Girl in the World’, had been in 1994, his last multi-million selling album, a Very Best Of compilation from 2001.


Friends say he had money worries, personal issues, his last stage appearances – the ‘Piano & a Microphone tour’, in which he performed alone in mid-size theatres – a far cry from the days when he filled London’s 20,000-capacity O2 arena for 21 nights, with a full-scale show that featured over a dozen different musicians, singers and dancers – weirdly truncated performances attended by the ghosts of his and his audience’s shared, mixed-up, funked-out, purple pasts.


Then came the next day, as news of his passing rolled across the media landscapes of the world like a great tsunami of tears. First disbelief then shock, then grief, then wonder – then celebration and commemoration. In an era when social media gobbles up all the biggest stories and turns them into feather-light tweets, and a year when we have already seen so many celebrity deaths we have lost count (David Bowie, Terry Wogan, Victoria Wood, Harper Lee, Johan Cruyff, Alan Rickman, on and on . . .) news of Prince’s death eclipsed them all. Not since the deaths of Elvis Presley and John Lennon has one star’s passing had such a huge global impact.


This wasn’t just the weeping and wailing of indiscriminate fandom, as with Michael Jackson, this was about a major cultural event. Prince’s death didn’t just make it into the tabloids, like the Sun and the Mirror, which both gave over their front pages to the news, but the great and the good of the media too; the New Yorker turning its front page purple; The Times, the Telegraph, and even the Financial Times putting the story on their front pages. TV news channels from CNN to Al Jazeera leading with the news; BBC TV documentaries hurriedly broadcast; endless highbrow obituaries bending the critical knee, the Telegraph putting it best when it explained imperially that Prince ‘was to the pop music of the 1980s what David Bowie had been to that of the previous decade, its sole authentic genius’.


Then came the personal tributes . . . Elton John interrupting his show in Las Vegas to salute the ‘Purple warrior’, Boy George tweeting ‘I am crying!’, Jimmy Fallon hosting a special Prince-themed edition of Saturday Night Live, even President Obama issuing a statement, which began: ‘Michelle and I join millions of fans from around the world in mourning the sudden death of Prince.’ Every major public space in Minneapolis – baseball and football fields, skyscrapers, churches and bars – was lit purple in remembrance. Whole cities across America bathed in the same beautiful but eerie commemorative purple light.


This wasn’t just about somebody’s music. Not just somebody’s death. This was about all of our lives, whatever the colour. Lives lit purple. The one thing – after music, sex and God – Prince never tired of.


‘He still loves royal purple,’ Stacia Lang, Prince’s former head of wardrobe at Paisley Park, once said. But also, ‘red and chartreuse, and in brilliant colour combinations. Black and white too. He hates pea green, anything dull and muted. He gets bored very easily.’


We never got bored of Prince, though. Even when we began losing count of the recordings he was releasing – 39 albums in 37 years with enough unreleased material still in the vault to release a new album every year for the next 100 years – we never grew tired of the stories about him. Did he really sleep with Boy George, as the former Culture Club singer half jokingly claimed on The Voice? (No.) Did he really put on the best halftime show in Superbowl history? (Yes.) Did he really do all the outlandish things he said and did? (Yes and no. But mainly yes!)


Did he ever really know, though, how deeply loved he was by his fans, by his followers, by the people that just adored the very idea of him?


The answer to that last remains doubtful. Prince, for all his shocking bravado, was also a deeply insecure person. As one former friend commented in the days after his death, ‘It’s like he was afraid of the fame but then when it was gone he’d miss it and crave it.’


One minute up, the next minute down. It was this basic humanity, this perceived frailty, that lay at the heart of his popularity. Prince didn’t parade his victories like modern rappers; he hid behind masks, retreated from the press. The beautiful women in Prince’s stage show and videos were not treated like hos, but as goddesses. Could anyone but Prince have written something as genuinely soulful and touching as ‘If I Was Your Girlfriend’?


At a time when Michael Jackson was busy proclaiming himself to be the King of Pop, Prince smiled that secret smile and said: ‘I don’t want to be king of anything. My name is Prince and I’m a normal person.’


Then he abandoned his own name and insisted he simply become known by a symbol – the ‘love symbol’ as it became known. Inspired by a lengthy contract dispute with his record label, even after Prince was freed from his contract with Warner Bros. he incorporated the symbol into his iconography: microphones in the same shape, even his purple guitar.


That’s why when we heard of his death none of us could quite believe it. Prince? But he wasn’t like all the drinkers and drug takers in the entertainment world, he wasn’t like the others, he was from another realm, surely Prince would live for ever?


Let’s go back to the ‘love symbol’. What the critics – huffing and puffing about having to find a new font to include the symbol in their copy, indignant that someone would turn his nose up at what was reportedly a $100 million contract – missed when they pushed themselves to explain the glyph with it’s ‘astrological symbols for male and female in a form that resembled a sceptre’, was its true significance.


Prince’s so-called ‘love symbol’ was in reality a pop representation of the Ankh, or the Crux Ansata – two interlaced triangles making a circle surmounting the Tau Cross (the type of cross which follows the shape of the letter ‘T’). The Ankh is an Egyptian symbol of great antiquity and it portrays the resurrection of the spirit out of its encasement of matter, other wise expressed as the triumph of life over death, of spirit over matter, of good over evil. The message of love Prince was sending then, long before his death, was that of eternity, or heaven, of a life beyond death.


And you can hear that message in every significant musical work he created.


As Prince sang on one of his best-known hits, ‘Let’s Go Crazy’, life was the ‘electric word’ and it meant for ever. ‘But I’m here to tell you there’s something else,’ he sang in the same song, ‘The afterworld . . .’


That’s where he is now. And that’s where we can still know him. Through his music, and our memories of him.


Unlike Bruce Springsteen, Madonna, Michael Jackson — the other giants of eighties music – Prince was the only one that never relied on producers and regular co-writers to help conceive his art. As soon as he became famous he didn’t flee his home and make a run for New York or LA. He stayed where he was and built his palace of dreams – Paisley Park – where he could still breathe the same air he’d grown up on. A boy from the Midwest city of Minneapolis who never lost his Midwestern family values, staying home, away from the flash-and-grab of Hollywood or Manhattan, in a place where everyone respected him, idolised him – and gave him the privacy and space he needed.


There were no rules for Prince, no maps for him to follow drawn by other people. Just the steps up that ladder he so famously preached about, that he chose for himself. He was, as the American writer Bob Lefsetz pointed out in the days following Prince’s death, ‘about the power of music. Especially when made by someone who seemed beholden to the sound as opposed to the adulation, to the music as opposed to the money, to the song as opposed to the stardom.’


And that’s what this book is about. The life, yes, the death, of course, but mainly that ‘something else’ Prince sang about and believed in – and which he helped us to believe in, perhaps even more now he’s gone.


Sleep tight, sweet Prince . . .
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Little Man, Big Dreams


Dig if you will the picture . . .


It is 1970. Prince is 12 years old. At 5 feet 2 inches he’s already stopped growing. As if to compensate he’s allowed his dark hair to grow into what his friend, Jimmy Harris, later describes as ‘the biggest afro in the world’.


He doesn’t talk much. Doesn’t yet fill rooms with his presence. But boy does he know how to play . . . Piano, guitar, drums, bass, trumpet, saxophone, you name it, this kid knows how to play it. Today it’s guitar. He’s on stage at a talent show at his high school, Bryant Junior. Jimmy’s on drums and he can’t believe what he’s hearing from the little kid with the big guitar.


‘At twelve years old he knew note for note the whole solo in “Make Me Smile” by the group Chicago,’ he recalled in 1992, ‘and that was a really intricate solo. I was just blown away!’ So blown away he was still telling the story in the days that followed Prince’s death 45 years later. ‘He was brilliant even at that age.’


Afterwards, everyone was asking: Who was that kid?


It’s a question we’re still asking today. The answer something even Prince was still struggling with at the time of his death. The story too strange, too painful, too tragic, even when times were at their most wonderful, just too damn much, for him to ever come fully to terms with. Let alone a world constantly judging him, saying so much and revealing so little, getting all the tiny details so wrong so often he gave up doing interviews for over 20 years, wearied and disgusted at the very idea that anyone could ever really know him when he felt he barely knew himself for much of that time. To the point where he even gave up his own name. And still they wouldn’t leave him alone, wouldn’t even try to understand.


The facts were simple but the truth was always so much more complicated. Born at Mount Sinai hospital, in Minneapolis, on Saturday, 7 June 1958. A Gemini. Before you say you don’t believe in astrology, consider this: characteristically, Geminis are extremely independent. They will not be pinned down by anyone or any rules. They need to experience the world on their own. Change and freedom are extremely important to Geminis, they will never let anyone dictate to them, and freedom is essential to their mental well-being. Sound like anyone you know?


‘All I Have to Do is Dream’ by the Everly Brothers was the number one single in America at the time, an omen perhaps for the boy who would spend his entire life working on how to make his most extravagant dreams come true. (More amusingly, the record that followed it to the top spot just two weeks later was ‘The Purple People Eater’ by Sheb Wooley, with its some might say prophetic refrain of: ‘Well bless my soul, rock and roll . . . Pigeon-toed, undergrowed, flyin’ purple people eater . . .’)


He was named Prince Rogers by his father, John Nelson, a workman and part-time musician, who dreamed of his son ‘doing everything I wanted to’. John was a gifted jazz pianist who had once fronted his own jazz Big Band, but now settled for occasional gigs around town leading The Prince Rogers Trio. John, a quiet, sometimes stern man, frustrated at seeing his life taken over by the responsibilities of raising a large family, and his wife, Mattie Della Shaw, a talented former singer in the style of Billie Holiday, were already struggling to feed a family of four when Prince was born.


Growing up in a small home on Logan Avenue in North Minneapolis, times were hard. North Minneapolis held the highest concentration of violent crimes of the Twin Cities – the joint name given to Minneapolis and sister city St Paul – and what John earned from his job at the local Honeywell plant (an industrial supplier) barely covered the basics. His occasional gigs around town with his trio helped supplement that income, but Mattie – who Prince later described as having a ‘wild side’ – began to feel trapped. Two years later their youngest child, their daughter, Tyka Evene, would be born, and things got even harder.


Mattie took to calling her youngest son Skipper. Whether, as often later said, it was simply to distinguish him from his father, who liked to be known by his stage name, or because she wanted to divert her son away from following in his father’s footsteps, Prince’s path was set from the moment, aged five, he first saw his father play at a small local theatre. At first Prince Senior appeared to be playing alone at the piano but then the curtains parted and suddenly out bopped a line of barely clad dancing girls. People in the audience began to stamp and cheer. ‘From then on I think I wanted to be a musician,’ he later claimed.


John would encourage Prince to learn on his piano, his sister Tyka singing along, as John and Mattie had done together in a previous life. Other times, he would chase Prince away, appalled at the way his young son banged away at the keys. But the boy was not discouraged. He picked up any instrument that came within his grasp. Accompanying his mother on expeditions to local department stores, he would go and sit at pianos, organs, and play while Mattie did the shopping. One day Prince came into the piano room sheepishly and showed his father a strident little melody he had written, which he called ‘Funk Machine’.


It wasn’t just his father’s musicality the boy took note of though. John still harboured dreams of stardom. In contrast to all the available evidence – he was no longer young and the spots around town where a jobbing musician could earn good money were predominantly the territory of white musicians – John would often walk around the house dressed as if to go onstage, and drove a sleek Thunderbird convertible, a legend in his own mind, at least part of the time. Years later, Prince would do the same. Never knowingly underdressing and wearing stack heels even at home, though by then he had invented a more prosaic reason for always staying in character, no matter where he was. When he was 20, he recalled, ‘I had some old clothes on because I was going to help a friend move house and some girls came by and one went: “Oh my god, Prince!” And the other girl went’ – pulling a face – ‘“That ain’t Prince.” I didn’t come out of the house raggedy after that.’


Mainly Prince’s childhood can be characterized as one of overcompensating for life’s challenges. He was epileptic until he was seven, his seizures triggered by seemingly anything: low blood sugar, high blood pressure, fevers and headaches, bad reactions to food or medicines – or none of those things. It meant everyone around him – his parents, teachers, siblings – had to be constantly vigilant. Until one day, he recalled, he told his mother: ‘“Mom, I’m not going to be sick any more,” and she said, “Why?” and I said, “Because an angel told me so.”’ He never had another epileptic fit.


A lonely child who found it hard to socialize, years later in a famous TV interview with Oprah Winfrey, he talked of being in therapy and experiencing a ‘total recall’ of his early childhood, discovering a second person inside himself; an invisible friend he’d made up when he was five. ‘You know,’ he said coyly, ‘somebody to care about you and love you and be your friend and not ridicule you.’ He paused, smiled that secretive little smile he was always so good at and added, ‘We haven’t determined what sex that other person is yet . . .’


Growing up in a predominantly white city, the youngest son of two mixed-race parents, at a time when the Civil Rights movement in America was gathering huge momentum, he couldn’t help be ‘conscious’, he said, of his ethnicity, even as he insisted later on that colour was never an issue for him. ‘The first time I saw a person of colour in a book,’ he recalled, ‘the person was hung from a tree. That was my introduction to African-American history in this country . . . I know that experience set a fire in me to be free.’


He was just nine when he discovered one of the other great defining passions of his life and work: sex. He’d sift furtively through his mother’s substantial collection of porn magazines that she kept hidden in her bedroom. ‘She had a lot of interesting stuff. Certainly that affected my attitude towards my sexuality.’


In real life, other kids in the school playground could be cruel. Shorter than other children his age, he was teased and called ‘Princess’. With his striking visage – the result of a mixed-race lineage because his father was a light-skinned African American while his mother was a mix of African American, Native American and white Italian – he was pilloried and called ‘Butcher’s Dog’.


He responded to such vile taunts by willing himself to be good at everything he did – including, amazingly, basketball. Playing in the point guard position – the equivalent of a midfield general in football – according to Jimmy Harris Prince ‘could distribute, had great handles, and could shoot the lights out . . . He was short but he had confidence.’ And speed. As he ran up and down the court like a streak of lightning, girls would scream and call his name. That was another thrill – like music – he would fast become addicted to.


That hard-won confidence suffered a terrible blow though in 1968, when his parents, whose family rows had now escalated out of control, finally separated. John moved out. Prince was devastated, but even more shocked by the fact his father left behind his precious piano. Prince would console himself by sitting at the piano playing, but Mattie disapproved. For Mattie, her husband’s frustration at not making it as a musician was what had finally driven them apart. She was damned if she was going to allow Prince to fall into the same trap. Instead, she doubled down on the boy, discouraging his obsession with music, sending him to an array of different, mainly white schools, in the hope he would turn out to be someone with a job she could really be proud of.


In a breakthough interview with Andy Schwartz, of the highly influential American magazine New York Rocker, in June 1981, Prince said: ‘I think music is what broke [my mother] and my father up, and I don’t think she wanted that for me,’ Prince explained in one of his first interviews. ‘Musicians, depending on how serious they are, they’re really moody. Sometimes they need a lot of space, they want everything just right sometimes, you know. My father was a great deal like that . . .’


Prince would hide his socks in the vain hope that his mother would allow him to stay off school that day, but Mattie would always find a new pair and force him out the door. Prince put up with it, even as his passion for playing music grew ever stronger. But when his mother met and married another man, Heyward Baker, the situation reached breaking point.


Baker tried to involve himself in his new stepson’s life. When he took Prince to a James Brown concert, he arrived home that night and immediately started imitating the singer’s classic stage moves. But Baker could also be taciturn, sensed Mattie disapproved of her son’s very obvious fascination with music and reportedly only spoke up when telling Prince off for doing something wrong. ‘I disliked him immediately,’ Prince would later insist. That may or may not have been true. But as he told Chris Salewicz in an early interview, ‘It’s very difficult having a stepfather – basic resentment all the way around. Nobody belongs to anybody.’


Prince was 12 when he decided to run away. Though not very far, turning up at the door of the small apartment in downtown Minneapolis his father had moved into when he left home. Father and son lived together for just a few months. John was still working at the plant by day and playing piano by night, the musical accompaniment in a series of strip clubs and clip joints. The two hardly spoke, though Prince was expected to fully abide by his father’s rules. That was all right while Prince remained devoted to music and basketball. But he was also now discovering girls. Or rather, girls were discovering him.


He was 14, claimed to have lost his virginity long before, and took to inviting girlfriends back to his place when his father was out, which was most nights. But when John came home one night and found his son in bed with a girl, he went crazy and threw them both out on the street, telling Prince not to bother coming back. Prince spent the next two hours crying in a phone booth, calling his father and begging to be allowed back in, only to have his father hang up on him. In desperation he pitched up at his Aunt Olivia’s house. Olivia was as strict as John. Worse, she didn’t own a piano. Prince kept calling his father and over the days and weeks John allowed his son back into his life – but only on certain weekends. Taking pity on him for being unable to play piano any more, John bought his son a cheap electric guitar, and looked on amazed as the boy taught himself to play it virtually overnight.


It was now that Prince moved towards forming his own band. An old boyhood friend from church, Andre Simon Anderson (André Cymone), suddenly came back into his life after his parents split and his mother, Bernadette, was forced to move herself and her six kids into a house in North Minneapolis. Prince and André were the same age, enjoyed the same kind of interests – music and girls – and the two became fast friends. There was another connection: André’s father, Fred, had once been the bass player in John Nelson’s band. André had picked up the habit and taught himself bass.


Along with Prince’s cousin Charles on drums, the three teenagers began playing together at Aunt Olivia’s. Soon they were joined by André’s sister, Linda, on keyboards, and a couple of high school pals named Terry Jackson and William Doughty on various percussion instruments. They named themselves Phoenix after the 1972 album of the same name by proto-heavy metallists Grand Funk Railroad, whose hit single that year, ‘Rock & Roll Soul’, was a big favourite of Prince’s. But it wasn’t just the chunky gospel organ and high-fiving guitars they admired; they also took to playing ‘I Want You Back’ by the Jackson 5, with Prince doing a can’t-tell-the-difference imitation of 14-year-old Michael’s high-pitched lead vocals.


By the time they actually started playing small concerts – under their new name, Soul Explosion – mainly talent shows and high-school dances, their repertoire had expanded to include material from Stevie Wonder, Jimi Hendrix, Grover Washington and Sly & The Family Stone, and a host of classics by major rock artists like Joni Mitchell, Carole King, even Led Zeppelin and Fleetwood Mac. For Prince, growing up switching on the radio between local black station KUXL and white rock station KQRS, music held no colour barrier. Eventually, though, even that proved too formulaic for him. ‘Listening to the radio there really turned me off a lot of things that were supposedly going on. If they did pick up on something they’d just play it to death, and you’d end up totally disliking it. So I missed out on a lot of groups.’ There was only good and bad stuff. Prince was inspired by the good stuff whatever the colour of the skin of the people bringing it.


Finally, Aunt Olivia couldn’t stand the noise any more and told her nephew he’d have to leave – immediately. This time it was André’s mother, Bernadette, who took pity on Prince, allowing him to move into the basement of their house on Russell Street.


Twenty years later, Prince would release a song called ‘The Sacrifice of Victor’, on which he thanked ‘Bernadette a lady’, who taught him, he sang, of the virtues of ‘discipline’ and ‘sacrifice’. Owen Husney, his first manager, whom he met in 1976, recalled visiting Prince and finding the basement flooded. Prince shrugged it off, telling him it was always flooded in winter – and why he’d built stilts for his bed, which he would hop onto with his guitar via some raised wooden planks he had nailed together.


Linster ‘Pepé’ Willie, a slightly older musician, from Brooklyn, who met him through his girlfriend and later wife, Prince’s cousin Shauntel, remembers being collared by the 15-year-old, who would question him for hours about the labyrinthine machinations of the music business: the numerous ways musicians could lose money and even control their own music; and, most important, the only ways musicians could ensure they didn’t get ripped off. The most important lesson Pepé taught Prince was about song publishing, later helping him to set up his own publishing company, Ecnirp (Prince spelled backwards). So that when the major record labels did finally come calling, Prince was in a position to refuse to grant them any publishing rights – standard practice in record contracts back then and the main reason Prince’s is now one of the world’s most valuable.


Pepé ended up enlisting Prince in recording sessions for his own band, 94 East, named after the freeway corridor that connects Minneapolis to St Paul. Prince would appear intermittently on various demos until his solo career took off, writing one number for them, ‘Just Another Sucker’, which prefigured his own later sound in the early Eighties.


Prince’s original compositions for his own band, meanwhile, were now taking unexpected new directions. Fading fast were the boxy little funk jams, to be replaced by a whole raft of six- and seven-minute epics that combined sci-fi, sexual fantasy and low-rider melodrama that occasioned another name change – to Grand Central. When Charles began missing rehearsals, they made another change, bringing in a shy, quietly spoken friend of André’s named Morris Day to play drums. Charles considered the move cold and calculating.


As New Power Generation’s future drummer Michael B would point out to the writer Phil Sutcliffe in 1992, ‘You see, he’s been Prince a long time!’ He had to be. The local Minneapolis scene was small but highly combative, because of the harsh Minneapolis winters, where it would snow for three solid months.


‘We would be indoors all through the winter practising a lot,’ recalled rapper-dancer Tony M, ‘sharing whatever equipment we had. Then in the summer, all the bands were battling each other for the same gigs. It was very competitive.’


Indeed, Minneapolis’s black north side was home to a number of promising young outfits in the mid-Seventies. As well as Prince’s Grand Central, there were Family, whose Pierre Lewis was leading the way with the latest synthesisers, Cohesion, whose drummer, Rocky Garretty, would later find success with Alexander O’Neal, and Prophets of Peace, who specialised in horn-heavy funk. And, most threatening of all, Flyte Tyme, which featured the future star production duo Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis, and future solo singer Alexander O’Neal. Teenage Prince took careful note of them all. It was Sonny Thompson, of Family, that most people from those days credit as being the guy who really showed Prince how to play bass. ‘He’d be down in the basement there, smoking a cigarette, playing bass with the wah-wah,’ Michael B told Sutcliffe, ‘and Prince would just sit and watch him for hours’: something Prince never forgot, going back and recruiting Thompson, now billed as Sonny T, for his Nineties band, beginning with the Diamonds and Pearls album. ‘We all dreamed as kids,’ Thompson said of those early days in the basement with Prince. ‘But he did it.’


It was also around now that Grand Central decided to tweak their image, sporting smooth-looking suede jackets with their zodiac signs on the back – taking on a much more professional approach to their stagecraft, inspired by their new manager, Morris’s mother, Lavonna Daugherty. Prince now had a band that felt like family, his life directed by two older, strong women: Lavonna and Bernadette.


Still, he was frustrated at the lack of money, terrified he would end up like his father, only a part-time musician. He hated school, which he only stayed at because Bernadette absolutely insisted, and began to earn a reputation for being overly provocative. ‘I didn’t really notice Prince till he walked through the schoolyard one day wearing just an open trench coat and a pair of underpants,’ remembered Damon Dickson, who years later would form part of the New Power Generation’s dazzling dance team. ‘We just looked and said, what the hell is that?’


He would now fight anybody who dared make fun of his height or his name. ‘People would say something about our clothes or the way we looked or who we were with, and we’d end up fighting,’ he later recalled. ‘I don’t know if I fight fair, but I go for it.’ And he took to hanging round the local Mc-Donald’s sniffing the air wishing he had enough money for one of their giant cheeseburgers. If it wasn’t for his precocity at music, the few friends he had might have abandoned him too.


He was 17 when Lavonna paid for the band to go into a professional local studio and record a six-track demo. Months later, when the demo still hadn’t led to a record deal, he took to writing a succession of more commercial songs, a dozen new songs a week, forcing the band to take on additional musicians and change their name yet again, this time to Shampagne – a 12-piece band with half of them only pretending to play instruments. It was the spectacle Prince was seeking. Something that matched his ever more ambitious musical ideas.


Another session was booked, at an eight-track studio called Moon-Sound, named after its owner, Chris Moon, a 24-year-old white Englishman with an afro. When Moon called Prince that night and asked if he’d like to put some piano on a few acoustic tracks of his own – and said that, crucially, he would pay for his time – it was the beginning of a new musical relationship. At the subsequent session, Prince ended up playing piano, bass and drums, before adding sumptuous layers of backing vocals.


Blown away, Moon suggested they hook up and work together full-time. He couldn’t afford to pay him. Instead he offered Prince his own key to the studio and gave him lessons on how to work the equipment. Suddenly self-sufficient, Prince began virtually living at the studio. ‘He’d stay the weekend, sleep on the studio floor,’ said Moon. Suddenly, Prince didn’t need Shampagne any longer. He quit the next day. Shampagne, he complained, ‘was all Top 40 stuff. The audiences didn’t want to know the songs I was writing for the group. They’d just cover their faces largely because of the lyrics. I remember I had this song called “Machine” that was about this girl that reminded me of a machine. It was very explicit about her, uh, parts. People seemed to find it very hard to take.’


But if Prince had felt frustrated at trying to build a career around a band, working alone with Chris Moon proved even more stressful. Moon knew all about studios but he only played an acoustic guitar. Prince could now work the studio and play any instrument you put in front of him. He began to resent Moon’s insistence on directing their sessions together. Within six months Prince was writing, playing, singing and producing his own sessions. Moon still pitched in with notes but Prince simply ignored him.


When they had enough tracks recorded for an album, Prince set out – alone – for New York. Staying at his older half-sister Sharon’s place in nearby New Jersey, he spent a few weeks trying to get someone to listen to his tapes. ‘I think I didn’t get the “big deal” when I first came to New York,’ he told the writer Andy Schwartz, ‘I was writing things that a cat with ten albums would have out, like seven-minute laments that were, you know, gone. I wrote like I was rich, like I had been everywhere and seen everything and been with every woman in the world.’


Still no dice. New York was the centre of the American music business. But you couldn’t get through the doors unless you had recognised professional representation. Prince returned to Minneapolis a chastened figure. Then Moon had another idea: a contact he’d made named Owen Husney.


Husney was a 27-year-old marketing whiz who had once played guitar in a Minneapolis garage-rock band named The High Spirits, who’d enjoyed a minor hit in the mid-Sixties with a revved-up version of Bobby ‘Blue’ Bland’s ‘(Turn On Your) Love Light’. When he listened to the cassette Moon brought him he was intrigued by the material: some of the tracks were up to 12 minutes long. This was clearly a gifted outfit. When the last track ended he asked Moon to tell him about the group.


Moon just looked at him and said: ‘It’s one seventeen-year-old kid.’


Moon now had Husney’s full attention. The material was experimental, but catchy; long but musically inventive. But none of that impressed as much as the fact that it was made by one 17-year-old kid.


Moon had to be shitting him, surely? No, insisted Chris. Husney jumped. ‘Get him on the phone now.’ What was his name?


‘Prince.’


When they spoke on the phone, at first Prince was suspicious. This guy was too much, telling him how great he was, that he should produce his own records, that he should come and see him a.s.a.p., get some kind of deal going. By now he’d also been getting phone calls from some cat in LA, also talking to him about handling his career, talking record deals and management. Overwhelmed, unsure how to handle the sudden attention, Prince went back to his basement and talked it over with André, who couldn’t understand what his friend was waiting for.
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