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  Why not just tell people I’m an alien from Mars. Tell them I eat live chickens and do a voodoo dance at midnight. They’ll believe anything

  you say, because you’re a reporter. But if I, Michael Jackson, were to say, ‘I’m an alien from Mars and I eat live chickens and do a voodoo dance at midnight,’ people would

  say, ‘Oh, man, that Michael Jackson is nuts. He’s cracked up. You can’t believe a damn word that comes out of his mouth.’




  

    Michael Jackson to J. Randy Taraborrelli, September 1995
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  Prologue




  I first met Michael Jackson when we were both children. The Jackson 5 had just appeared at the Philadelphia Convention Center on Saturday evening, 2 May 1970, their first

  performance subsequent to signing with Motown Records. It was a heady time for the boys; Michael was a very young eleven-year-old trying to come to terms with it all. I remember him then being

  happy, so full of life. Something happened along the way, though . . . we both grew up, but in very different ways.




  When I moved to Los Angeles at the age of eighteen to begin my career as a writer, I regularly interviewed Michael for magazine features. I clearly remember the day I wrote ‘Michael

  Jackson Turns 21.’ Then, there was ‘Michael Jackson Turns 25.’ ‘Michael Jackson Turns 30,’ and so many other articles about him in celebration of milestones along the

  way, and those of his talented family members. As he grew older, I watched with mounting concern and confusion as Michael transformed himself from a cute little black kid to . . . what he is,

  today. As a journalist and frequent chronicler of Michael’s life, I had somehow to make sense of what was happening, putting the pieces of the puzzle together to see how they fit in with the

  Michael I had known of yesteryear. Thanks to my many encounters with him, I am able to quote at first hand his intimate reactions to so much of what has taken place during his life and career.




  In 1977, when I was at the Jackson home in Encino, California, to interview the family, Michael wandered into the room with bandages on his face; he was nineteen at the time. I remember being

  dismayed. I thought then that rumours his father, Joseph, was beating him might be true, and that bothered me for many years. Actually, as I later learned, he had

  just had the second of many plastic surgeries.




  In another interview, conducted after Michael had just returned from making The Wiz in New York in 1978, he mentioned to me that he had certain ‘secrets’ he didn’t wish

  to reveal to me, adding that ‘everybody has deep, dark secrets’. I never forgot his words, especially as the years went by and he became stranger, his behaviour more opaque and

  incomprehensible to many people.




  Why are we still so fascinated by Michael Jackson after all of this time? Is it because of his awe-inspiring talent? Of course, that’s part of it. The voice is instantly recognizable, and

  the dance moves are his and his alone. Just as he had been influenced by trailblazers before him, such as Jackie Wilson and James Brown, he has influenced a generation of entertainers. When you

  watch Justin Timberlake perform, does he remind you of anyone else?




  Michael is also an important touchstone for many of us, personally. Since he’s been famous for more than thirty years, some of us can mark moments in our lives by certain achievements in

  his. Many of us are old enough to remember how impossibly adorable and prodigious he was as lead singer of The Jackson 5, and we can remember where we were at when the brothers first became famous.

  We may recall the first time we saw him glide across a stage or screen doing the magical ‘Moonwalk’; we remember the day we first saw the ‘We are the World’ video, in which

  he led an all-star cast in the first charitable effort of its kind in the United States; we remember his amazing concert appearances and groundbreaking videos.




  To say that Michael has succeeded spectacularly in his career is to state the obvious. However, as record-breaking and historical as his artistry has been, it is his private life that has kept

  many of us on tenterhooks.




  We probably also remember the first time we saw each of his new physical ‘looks’, and wondered what on earth that boy was doing to his face.




  Did you ever wonder if he was straight? Or gay? Or asexual?




  What did you think when you first heard that he had been accused of being a paedophile?




  Do you remember seeing the emotional speech from Neverland, during which he spoke of the police having photographed ‘my body, including my penis, my

  buttocks, my lower torso, thighs and any other areas they wanted’?




  And what of Lisa Marie Presley and Debbie Rowe, his mysterious ex-wives? Have you ever speculated about the true nature of their relationships with him?




  Now, he has children and makes them wear masks in public.




  ‘How does it feel when you’re alone, and you’re cold inside?’ Michael asked in his song ‘Stranger in Moscow’. Indeed, how in the world, we wonder, did he turn

  out as he has?




  Of course, fame twists everything. It’s a strange phenomenon that no one but the famous can truly understand. However, ask yourself: if your entire life had been played out under heavy and

  unyielding scrutiny, made even more torturous by an abusive father, what would you be like? What if you were infantilized by an adoring public who celebrated you primarily as a talented youngster?

  Do you think you might, over time, be compelled to infantilize yourself? Out of frustration and desperation, might you revolt and begin to do whatever you wished without considering the logic of

  your decisions, the common sense of your choices, or the propriety of your behaviour?




  What if you also had an inordinate amount of wealth, giving you the power to redress your deepest insecurities and desires by any means at your disposal, no matter how extreme, and with no one

  around daring to challenge you? Don’t like the colour of your skin? Fade it away. Never had a real childhood? Say hello to Neverland. Want to sleep in the same bed with boys? No problem,

  there. Don’t like how you look? Change your face. Still don’t like it? Change it to another face, and another and another.




  Why can’t he see what’s happening to himself? we ask about Michael. Why doesn’t he understand? How does he see himself, anyway? As the King of Pop, a trailblazing,

  misunderstood musical genius whose career spans an entire lifetime? Or an insecure, basically unhappy adult with enough money and power to do whatever he likes and get away with it? Perhaps only

  one thing is certain: if you were an unfettered combination of both, chances are you would be like . . . Michael Jackson.
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Introduction




  The bucolic town of Los Olivos in Santa Barbara County is a little more than a hundred years old. If a visitor wants a sense of the local history, Mattei’s Tavern,

  built in 1886, is the place to go. One of many monuments to a by-gone era, it was a stagecoach stop where guests stayed overnight during their journeys, back when the only mode of transportation

  was horse-drawn carriage. It also became a stop-off point for the Pacific Coast Railway narrow gauge line, constructed in the 1880s when travel by land along the coast ranged from difficult to

  impossible. At its zenith, it stretched over seventy-five miles from what was once called Harford Wharf on San Luis Bay, south to Los Olivos. Passengers spent the night at Mattei’s before

  taking the stagecoach to Santa Barbara, the next day. Today, the Carriage Museum is on this site, providing a visual history of the region. The original watering hole is now a charming eatery

  called Brothers Restaurant at Mattei’s Tavern.




  One recent day, a strange-looking man came through the Museum with a boy, a girl and an infant. He was accompanied by two women, senior citizens who tended to the youngsters, maybe nursemaids,

  one cradling the baby in a blanket. Also present was a male assistant who appeared to be in his early twenties. His eyes darted about, as if he was on high alert, vigilantly aware of his

  surroundings, of what others were doing in his presence.




  The older man, wearing a deep-purple, silk surgical mask, a fedora over ink-jet black hair and over-sized sunglasses, stood before one of the photographic displays. ‘Prince! Paris!’

  he called out. ‘Come here. Look at this.’ The tots ran to his side. He pointed to the picture with one chalky, spindly finger – at the tip of which was wrapped a band-aid – and read the accompanying description, his high-pitched voice sounding instructive. In the middle of his reading, he admonished the boy to pay closer

  attention, insisting that ‘this is important’. The group moved from one display to the next, the masked man reading each narrative, beseeching the children to listen, carefully.




  After the day’s lesson, the small group enjoyed a bite to eat in the restaurant. While there, they laughed among themselves, sharing private jokes, yet seeming closed off from their

  environment, never acknowledging the existence of anyone outside their miniature world. The masked man fed himself by lifting his disguise just a tad, rather than take it off. The locals tried to

  ignore the odd contingent. However, it was difficult not to stare, particularly since the children had been wearing masks, too – not surgical, though . . . just Halloween. They took them off

  to eat, and then put them back on, once again hiding their faces.




  In the early 1900s, a major new rail line was built thirty miles closer to the Pacific coast. Because Los Olivos had been bypassed by it, the population of the once-thriving town dwindled.

  However, it has since been rediscovered, thanks to an influx of tourists in the last twenty years. Now, there is an Indian reservation and gambling casino, as well as a number of spas and New Age

  healing centres. Small and locally owned art galleries, antique stores, gift shops, boutiques and wineries flourish in restored western-themed buildings.




  One afternoon, the masked man visited one of the art galleries. ‘Now, this one would be just perfect in the bedroom, wouldn’t it?’ he said to his young assistant. He

  held up a small oil painting of two angels floating ethereally above a sleeping child. The assistant nodded. ‘Yoo-hoo,’ called out the masked man. ‘How much for this one?’

  He and the curator conferred, privately. Then the man in the disguise walked over to his assistant and whispered into his ear. ‘Okay, very good,’ he finally said to the store-owner.

  ‘I’ll take it.’




  The proprietor scribbled on a piece of paper and handed it to the younger man, who then extracted a wad of bills from his wallet. He counted them off to pay for the purchase.




  ‘No, wait! That’s too much,’ said the masked man who had been watching, carefully. ‘I thought you said it was a hundred dollars. Not a hundred and six dollars, and

  change.’ There was a quick, urgent conference. ‘What? Tax? Really? On this?’ He made a show of thinking hard. ‘Well, okay,

  then,’ he decided. ‘Thanks, anyway.’ He put the painting down.




  More negotiation.




  ‘Really? Okay, good, then. A hundred dollars it is.’




  The covered man regarded the painting, again. ‘My God, it’s so beautiful, isn’t it?’ he remarked, picking it up. ‘The way those children are so . . .

  protected. How sweet.’ As he and his assistant walked out of the gallery, he turned and hollered back to the proprietor, ‘I just want you to know that I think you’re a

  wonderful person, and I wish you all the luck in the world with your store! I’ll be back soon.’




  Los Olivos is the home of about five hundred horse ranch estates, Victorian-style homes and about two dozen businesses. A thousand people, maybe less, call this remote and slumbering place home

  (fewer than a dozen of them, black), including one unlikely resident, the only man in town who wears a mask: Michael Joseph Jackson.




  Figueroa Mountain Road winds upward through the lush and rolling Santa Ynez Valley of Los Olivos. A man sells apples under a leafy old shade tree on the side of the road;

  he’s been doing so for years. Every day, he sits with nothing to do but sell his fruit, enjoy his day and bake in the sun. It’s just that kind of place.




  A half mile back from the road, behind an imposing oak gate, is 5225 Figueroa Mountain Road, a massive Danish-style split-level farmhouse, its brick and masonry walls crisscrossed with wooden

  beams. This is where Michael Jackson lives.




  This 2700-acre property, originally a ranch for farming dry oats and running cattle, was once known as Sycamore Ranch. It came on the market at $35 million; Michael purchased it for $17 million

  in May 1988. He then changed the name to Neverland Valley Ranch – Neverland, for short – an homage to Peter Pan’s Never-Never Land. The first order of business for Michael

  was to build his own amusement park own the acreage, including a merry-go-round, giant sliding board, railway with its own train and even a Ferris wheel. With his kind of money, he could pretty

  much do anything he wanted to do . . . and he would do it all at Neverland.




  Michael’s corner of the world is verdantly green as far as the eye can see. Old-fashioned windmills dot the landscape. There is an elegant softness to the

  grandeur; thousands of trees gently shade superbly manicured grounds which include a five-acre man-made, ice-blue lake with a soothing, never pummelling, five-foot waterfall and a graceful,

  inviting stone bridge. It is here, amidst the infinite silence of unfarmed, rolling and gentle countryside, that Michael Jackson has created his own environment, a safe haven for him from an

  ever-pressing, ever-difficult world.




  Two thousand miles east, in the grimy industrial city of Gary, Indiana, there is a small, two-bedroom, one-bath, brick-and-aluminum-sided home on a corner lot. The property, at

  2300 Jackson Street, is about a hundred feet deep and fifty feet wide. There is no garage, no landscaping and no green grass. Thick smoke plumes upward from nearby factories; it envelopes the

  atmosphere in a way that makes a person breathing such air feel just a little . . . sick. Joseph and Katherine Jackson, Michael’s parents, purchased the home in 1950 for $8,500, with a $500

  down-payment.




  This place, primarily a black neighbourhood, is where Michael Jackson first lived as a child, with his parents and siblings Maureen, Jackie, Tito, Jermaine, LaToya, Marlon, Janet and Randy.




  Like most parents, Joseph and Katherine wanted their children to succeed. In the early fifties the best they could do was two bedrooms and one bath for eleven people; clothes and shoes bought in

  secondhand stores. They hoped that when the youngsters graduated from high school, they would find steady work, perhaps in the mills . . . unless they could do better than that.




  However, when the Jackson parents discovered that some of their kids had musical talent, their dreams expanded: the boys with the surprising musical and dance abilities would win contests, they

  decided, and be ‘discovered’.




  After their sons cut their first records, the imaginings of the parents grew more grandiose: a sprawling estate in California; servants at their beck and call; expensive luxury cars for

  everyone; three-piece suits, diamond rings and great power for Joseph; mink coats, jewels and a better social life for Katherine. They fantasized about flipping on

  their television and seeing their celebrated children perform their number-one hit songs for an appreciative world. As a result of the boys’ fame, they figured, the entire family would be

  recognized, sought-after, asked to pose for pictures, sign autographs. They would all be stars. What a great world it would be, for each of them. No more worries; everything taken care of,

  handled by their good fortune.




  Was it too much to ask? It certainly seemed like a good idea, at the time. However, as proverbial wisdom has it, be careful what you wish for. You just might get it.
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  Joseph and Katherine




  Joseph Walter Jackson was born on 26 July 1929, to Samuel and Chrystal Jackson in Fountain Hill, Arkansas. He is the eldest of five children; a sister, Verna, died when

  she was seven. Samuel, a high school teacher, was a strict, unyielding man who raised his children with an iron fist. They were not allowed to socialize with friends outside the home. ‘The

  Bible says that bad associations spoil youthful habits,’ Chrystal explained to them.




  ‘Samuel Jackson loved his family, but he was distant and hard to reach,’ remembered a relative. ‘He rarely showed his family any affection, so he was misunderstood. People

  thought he had no feelings, but he did. He was sensitive but didn’t know what to do with his sensitivities. Joseph would take after his father in so many ways.’




  Samuel and Chrystal divorced when Joseph was a teenager. Sam moved to Oakland, taking Joseph with him, while Chrystal took Joseph’s brother and sisters to East Chicago. When Samuel married

  a third time, Joseph decided to join his mother and siblings in Indiana. He dropped out of school in the eleventh grade and became a boxer in the Golden Gloves. Shortly thereafter, he met Katherine

  Esther Scruse at a neighbourhood party. She was a pretty and petite woman, and Joseph was attracted to her affable personality and warm smile.




  Katherine was born on 4 May 1930, and christened Kattie B. Scruse, after an aunt on her father’s side. (She was called Kate or Katie as a child, and those

  closest to her today still call her that.) Kattie was born to Prince Albert Screws and Martha Upshaw in Barbour County, a few miles from Russell County, Alabama, a rural farming area that had been

  home to her family for generations. Her parents had been married for a year. They would have another child, Hattie, in 1931.




  Prince Scruse worked for the Seminole Railroad and also as a tenant cotton farmer, as did Katherine’s grandfather and great-grandfather, Kendall Brown. Brown, who sang every Sunday in a

  Russell County church and was renowned for his voice, had once been a slave for an Alabama family named Scruse, whose name he eventually adopted as his own.




  ‘People told me that when the church windows were opened, you could hear my great-grandfather’s voice ringing out all over the valley,’ Katherine would recall. ‘It would

  just ring out over everybody else’s. And when I heard this, I said to myself, “Well, maybe it is in the blood.”’




  At the age of eighteen months, Katherine was stricken with polio, at the time often called infantile paralysis because it struck so many children. There was no vaccine in those days, and many

  children – like Joseph’s sister Verna – either died from it or were severely crippled.




  In 1934, Prince Scruse moved his family to East Chicago, Indiana, in search of a steady job. He was employed in the steel mills before finding work as a Pullman porter with the Illinois Central

  Railroad. In less than a year, Prince and Martha divorced; Martha remained in East Chicago with her young daughters.




  Because of her polio, Katherine became a shy, introverted child who was often taunted by her schoolmates. She was always in and out of hospitals. Unable to graduate from high school, she would

  take equivalency courses as an adult and get her diploma in that way. Until she was sixteen, she wore a brace, or used crutches. Today, she walks with a limp.




  Her positive childhood memories have always been about music. She and her sister, Hattie, grew up listening to country-western radio programmes and admiring such stars as Hank Williams and

  Ernest Tubbs. They were members of the high school orchestra, the church junior band and the school choir. Katherine, who also sang in the local Baptist church,

  dreamed of a career in show business, first as an actress and then as a vocalist.




  When she met Joseph, Katherine fell for him, immediately. Though he had married someone else, it lasted only about a year. After his divorce, Katherine began dating Joseph, and the couple soon

  became engaged. She was under his spell, gripped by his charisma, seduced by his charm, his looks, his power. He was a commanding man who took control, and she sensed she would always feel safe

  with him. She found herself enjoying his stories, laughing at his jokes. His eyes were large, set wide apart and a colour of hazel she had never before seen, almost emerald. Whenever she looked

  into them, as she would tell it, she knew she was being swept away, and it was what she wanted for herself. Or, as she put it, ‘I fell crazy in love.’




  They were opposites in many ways. She was soft. Joseph was hard. She was reasonable. Joseph was explosive. She was romantic. Joseph was pragmatic. However, the chemistry was there for them.




  Both were musical: he was a bluesman who played guitar; she was a country-western fan who played clarinet and piano. When they were courting, the two would snuggle up together on cold winter

  nights and sing Christmas carols. Sometimes they would harmonize, and the blend was a good one, thanks to Katherine’s beautiful soprano voice. Michael Jackson feels he inherited his singing

  ability from his mother. He has recalled that in his earliest memory of Katherine, she is holding him in her arms and singing songs such as ‘You Are My Sunshine’ and ‘Cotton

  Fields’.




  Joseph, twenty, and Katherine, nineteen, were married by a justice of the peace on 5 November 1949, in Crown Point, Indiana, after a six-month engagement.




  Katherine has said that she was so affected by her parents’ divorce, and the fact that she was raised in a broken home, she promised herself once she found a husband, she would stay

  married to him, no matter what circumstances may come their way. It didn’t seem that she had much to worry about with Joseph, though. He treated her respectfully and showed her every

  consideration. She enjoyed his company; he made her laugh like no one ever had in the past. Importantly, there was a tremendous sexual bonding between them. Joseph was a passionate man; Katherine,

  less so a woman. However, they were in love; they were compatible and they made it work.




  The newlyweds settled in Gary, Indiana. Their first child, Maureen, nicknamed Rebbie (pronounced Reebie), was born on 29 May 1950. The rest of the brood followed in quick succession. On 4

  May 1951, Katherine’s twenty-first birthday, she gave birth to Sigmund Esco, nicknamed Jackie. Two years later, on 15 October 1953, Tariano Adaryl was born; he was called Tito. Jermaine

  Lajuane followed on 11 December 1954; LaToya Yvonne on 29 May 1956; Marlon David on 12 March 1957 (one of a set of premature twins; the other, Brandon, died within twenty-four hours of birth);

  Michael Joseph on 29 August 1958 (‘with a funny-looking head, big brown eyes, and long hands,’ said his mother); Steven Randall on 29 October 1961, and then Janet Dameta on 16 May

  1966.
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  Early Days




  Talk about cramped quarters . . . once upon a God-forsaken time, all eleven members of the Jackson family lived at 2300 Jackson Street. ‘You could take five steps

  from the front door and you’d be out the back,’ Michael said of the house. ‘It was really no bigger than a garage.’




  Katherine and Joseph shared one bedroom with a double bed. The boys slept in the only other bedroom in a triple bunk bed; Tito and Jermaine sharing a bed on top, Marlon and Michael in the

  middle, and Jackie alone on the bottom. The three girls slept on a convertible sofa in the living room; when Randy was born, he slept on a second couch. In the bitter-cold winter months, the family

  would huddle together in the kitchen in front of the open oven.




  ‘We all had chores,’ Jermaine remembered. ‘There was always something to do – scrubbing the floors, washing the windows, doing whatever gardening there was to do,’

  he said with a smile. ‘Tito did the dishes after dinner. I’d dry them. The four oldest did the ironing – Rebbie, Jackie, Tito, and me – and we weren’t allowed out of

  the house until we finished. My parents believed in work values. We learned early the rewards of feeling good about work.’




  Joseph worked a four o’clock-to-midnight shift as a crane operator at Inland Steel in East Chicago. In Michael’s earliest memory of his father, he is coming home from work with a big

  bag of glazed doughnuts for everyone. ‘The work was hard but steady, and for that I couldn’t complain,’ Joseph said. There was never enough money, though; Joseph seldom made more

  than sixty-five dollars a week, even though he often put in extra hours as a welder. The family learned to live with it. Katherine made the children’s clothes herself, or shopped at a

  Salvation Army store. They ate simple foods: bacon and eggs for breakfast; egg-and-bologna sandwiches and sometimes tomato soup for lunch; fish and rice for dinner. Katherine enjoyed baking peach

  cobblers and apple pies for dessert.




  There are few school pictures of the Jackson children today, because they could not afford to purchase them after posing for them. For the first five years that they lived on Jackson Street, the

  family had no telephone. When Jermaine contracted nephritis, a kidney disease, at the age of four and had to be hospitalized for three weeks, it hit Katherine and Joseph hard, financially, as well

  as emotionally.




  Whenever Joseph was laid off, he found work harvesting potatoes, and during these periods the family would fill up on potatoes, boiled, fried or baked.




  ‘I was dissatisfied,’ Joseph Jackson remembered. ‘Something inside of me told me there was more to life than this. What I really wanted more than anything was to find a way

  into the music business.’ He, his brother Luther and three other men formed The Falcons, a rhythm and blues band that provided extra income for all of their families by performing in small

  clubs and bars. Joseph’s three oldest sons – Jackie, Tito and Jermaine – were fascinated with their father’s music and would sit in on rehearsals at home. (Michael has no

  recollection of The Falcons.)




  In the end, The Falcons was not commercially successful; when they disbanded, Joseph stashed his guitar in the bedroom closet. That string instrument was his one vestige of a dream deferred, and

  he didn’t want any of the children to get their hands on it. Michael referred to the closet as ‘a sacred place’. Occasionally Katherine would take the guitar down from the shelf

  and play it for the children. They would all gather around in the living room and sing together, country songs like ‘Wabash Cannonball’ and ‘The

  Great Speckled Bird’.




  With his group disbanded, Joseph didn’t know what to do with himself. Now working the swing shift at Inland Steel and the day shift at American Foundries, all he knew was that he wanted

  much more for himself and his family. It was the early sixties and ‘everybody we knew was in a singing group’, Jackie recalled. ‘That was the thing to do, go join a group. There

  were gangs, and there were singing groups. I wanted to be in a singing group, but we weren’t allowed to hang out with the other kids. So we started singing together ’round the house.

  Our TV broke down and Mother started having us sing together. And then what happened was that our father would go to work, and we would sneak into his bedroom and get that guitar down.’




  ‘And I would play it,’ Tito continued. ‘It would be me, Jackie and Jermaine, and we’d sing, learn new songs, and I would play. Our mother came in one day and we all

  froze, like “Uh-oh, we’re busted,” but she didn’t say anything. She just let us play.’




  ‘I didn’t want to stop it because I saw a lot of talent there,’ Katherine would explain later.




  This went on for a few months until one day Tito broke a string on the guitar. ‘I knew I was in trouble,’ Tito recalled. ‘We were all in trouble. Our father was strict

  and we were scared of him. So I put the guitar back in the closet and hoped he wouldn’t figure out what had happened. But he did, and he whooped me. Even though my mother lied and said

  she had given me permission to play the guitar, he tore me up.’ When Tito tells the story, his words tumble out and he gets tongue-tied. So many years later, one can still sense his anxiety

  about it. ‘She just didn’t want to see me get whipped,’ he said, sadly. ‘Not again.




  ‘Afterwards, when Joseph cooled off, he came into the room. I was still crying on the bed. I said, “You know, I can play that thing. I really can.” He looked at me and said,

  “Okay, lemme see what you can do, smart guy.” So I played it. And Jermaine and Jackie sang a little. Joseph was amazed. He had no idea, because this was the big secret we had been

  keeping from him because we were so scared of him.’ Joseph later said that when his sons revealed their talent to him, he felt a surge of excitement about it.

  ‘I decided I would leave the music to my sons,’ he told me, many years later. ‘I had a dream for them,’ he said. ‘I envisioned these kids making audiences happy by

  sharing their talent, talent that they’d maybe inherited from me.’ He seemed touched by his own words as he looked back on the past. ‘I just wanted them to make something of

  themselves. That’s all I wanted,’ he added.




  Joseph went off to work the next day and, that night, returned home holding something behind his back. He called out to Tito and handed him the package. It was a red electric guitar. ‘Now,

  let’s rehearse, boys,’ Joseph said with a wide smile. He gathered his three sons together –Jackie, nine, Tito, seven, and Jermaine, six –and they practised.

  ‘We’d never been so close,’ Tito would recall. ‘It was as if we had finally found something in common. Marlon and Mike, they would sit in the corner and watch. Our mother

  would give us some tips. I noticed our mother and father were happy. We were all happy. We had found something special.’




  In the sixties, Gary was a tough, urban city, and the Jacksons’ neighbourhood was sometimes a dangerous place for youngsters. Katherine and Joseph lived in constant fear

  that one of their children would be hurt in the streets. ‘We were always protected by our parents,’ Jackie recalled. ‘We were never really allowed to have fun in the streets like

  other kids. We had a strict curfew. The only time we could actually play with people our own age was in school. We liked the social aspect of school.’




  Katherine Jackson, a strong force in the lives of her children, passed on to them a deep and abiding respect for certain religious convictions. She had been a Baptist and then a Lutheran but

  turned from both faiths for the same reason: she discovered that the ministers were having extramarital affairs. When Michael was five years old Katherine became a Jehovah’s Witness,

  converted by a door-to-door worker. She was baptized in 1963 in the swimming pool at Roosevelt High in Gary. From then on, she asked that the rest of the family get dressed in their best clothes

  every Sunday and walk with her to Kingdom Hall, their place of worship. Joseph, who had been raised a Lutheran, accompanied his wife a couple of times to placate

  her, but stopped going when the children were still young because, as Marlon put it, ‘it was so boring.’ As time went on, Michael, LaToya, and Rebbie would become the most devout about

  their religion.




  Had that religion been any but the Jehovah’s Witnesses, Michael Jackson would probably have evolved in a completely different way. So removed are Jehovah’s Witnesses from mainstream

  Protestantism, they were sometimes considered a cult, especially in the fifties and sixties. No matter where they live, no Jehovah’s Witness will salute a flag (they believe it is idolatrous

  to do so) or serve in any armed forces (each Witness is considered an ordained minister and, therefore, exempt). They don’t celebrate Christmas or Easter or birthdays. They usually will not

  contribute money to any group outside their own church because they consider preaching the gospel the most worthwhile, charitable deed. Jehovah’s Witnesses periodically make news because they

  refuse to receive blood transfusions for themselves or their children, no matter how gravely ill the patient may be.




  In the strictest sense of the teachings, Jehovah’s Witnesses considered themselves the sheep; everybody else is a goat. When the great battle of Armageddon is fought – it was

  expected in 1972 and then in 1975 – all the goats will be destroyed at once and the sheep will be spared. The sheep will then be resurrected to a life on earth as subjects of the Kingdom of

  God. They will be ruled by Christ and a select group of 144,000 Witnesses who will reside in heaven by Christ’s side. At the end of a thousand years, Satan will come forth to tempt those on

  earth. Those who succumb to his wiles will be immediately destroyed. The rest will live, idyllically. Of course, as with those who adhere to religious beliefs, some Witnesses are more adamant about

  those teachings than others.




  Estimates are that 20 to 30 per cent of its members are black. Witnesses are judged solely by their good deeds – their witnessing, or door-to-door proselytizing – and not on new

  cars, large homes, expensive clothes and other status symbols. Because of her devotion to the Jehovah’s Witnesses, Katherine was mostly satisfied with what she had in Gary, Indiana. She

  enjoyed her life, and had little issue with it other than her concern that the city didn’t offer much promise for her children’s future, other than work in factories for the boys and

  domestic life for the girls. Would that be so bad? Yes, Joseph would tell her, absolutely, yes. Sometimes, she agreed. Sometimes, she wasn’t so sure what to

  think about any of it.




  Every day, for at least three hours, the boys would rehearse, whether they wanted to do so or not, with Joseph’s only thought being to get his family out of Gary.




  ‘When I found out that my kids were interested in becoming entertainers, I really went to work with them,’ Joseph Jackson would tell Time. ‘When the other kids would be

  out on the street playing games, my boys were in the house working, trying to learn how to be something in life, do something with their lives.’




  Though the Jacksons’ music may have brought them closer together as a family unit, it also served to further alienate them from everyone else in the neighbourhood. ‘Already, people

  thought we were strange because of our religion,’ Jackie would remember. ‘Now they were sure of it. They’d say, “Yeah, look at those Jacksons. They think they’re

  something special.” Everyone else used to hang out on the corners and sing with their groups. But we weren’t allowed to. We had to practise at home. So the other kids thought we thought

  we were too good to sing with on the corner.’




  Rehearsals were still held twice a day, before school and after, even though their peers in the neighbourhood thought the Jacksons were wasting their time. As they practised, voices from outside

  would taunt them through open windows, ‘You ain’t nothin’, you Jacksons!’ Rocks would be hurled into the living room. It didn’t matter to the Jacksons; they

  ignored the taunts and focused on their practice sessions.




  By 1962, five-year-old Marlon had joined the group, playing bongos and singing, mostly off-key. (Marlon couldn’t sing or dance, but he was allowed in the group anyway because Katherine

  would not have it any other way.) One day when the boys were practising while Joseph was at work, Katherine watched as Michael, who was four years old, began imitating Jermaine as he sang a James

  Brown song. When Michael sang, his voice was so strong and pure, Katherine was surprised. As soon as Joseph got home, she met him at the door with some good news: ‘I think we have another

  lead singer.’
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  Joseph Hits Michael




  Today, Michael Jackson often speaks about the abuse he suffered at the hands of his father. When he gave his controversial 2003 interview to Martin Bashir, quick tears

  came to his eyes when he remembered the way his dad treated him. ‘It was bad,’ he said of the beatings. ‘Real bad.’ Watching Michael as he took himself back to the days in

  Gary when his father hit him was truly painful. Clearly, all these years later, he is still traumatized by that part of his childhood.




  Little Michael was a fascinating child. ‘Ever since Michael was very young, he seemed different to me from the rest of the children,’ Katherine said. ‘I don’t believe in

  reincarnation, but you know how babies move so uncoordinated? Michael never moved that way. When he danced, it was as if he were an older person.’




  Michael was always precocious. His mother has recalled that at the age of a year and a half he would hold his bottle and dance to the rhythm of the washing machine. His grandmother, Chrystal

  Johnson (her later married name), has recalled that he began singing when he was about three. ‘And what a beautiful voice he had,’ she enthused. ‘Even back then, he was a joy to

  listen to.’




  Michael was too sensitive a boy to be manhandled the way he was by his father. He was also quick on his feet, and determined to avoid an altercation with Joseph. Tito remembered that Michael was

  ‘so quick that if my mother or father used to swing at him, he’d be out of their way. They’d be swinging at air.’




  Joseph believed in the value and impact of brute force as a disciplinary tool. ‘Either you’re a winner in this life, or a loser,’ he liked to say. ‘And none of my kids

  are gonna be losers.’ To be sure of that, he would smack his kids without giving it a second thought in order to keep them on the right track to being ‘winners’. Shoving them into

  walls was not unusual behaviour for him, especially the boys. Michael, however, was the one boy in the family who would attempt to fight back when provoked by his father. Once, when he was just

  three, Joseph spanked him for something he had done. Crying, Michael then took off one of his shoes and hurled it at his father. Joseph ducked; the shoe missed him.




  ‘Are you crazy?’ Joseph screamed at him. ‘Boy, you just signed your own death warrant. Get over here.’




  Infuriated, Joseph grabbed Michael and, according to Marlon, held him upside down by one leg and pummelled him over and over again with his hand, hitting him on his back and buttocks. Soon,

  Michael was crying and screaming so loudly it seemed as if he was trying to summon the entire neighbourhood to his aid.




  ‘Put him down, Joseph,’ Katherine hollered. ‘You’re gonna kill him! You’re gonna kill him.’




  When Joseph released the boy, he ran to his room, sobbing, ‘I hate you.’ Those were fighting words for Joseph. He followed Michael into the bedroom, slammed the door and then let him

  have it.




  ‘Joseph once locked Michael in a closet for hours,’ said a friend of the Jackson family’s. ‘That was traumatizing, horrible for him.’




  Katherine didn’t know how to reconcile herself to her husband’s treatment of their children. How could a man so gentle at times that he would kiss her fingertips in a romantic

  moment, turn around and beat her children? His behaviour simply wasn’t in the sphere of her understanding, as a God-fearing woman. However, she didn’t know what to do about it. As much

  as she loved him, she feared him. She would speak up at times, but reluctantly.




  In truth, Katherine had also been the target of Joseph’s fury. When Rebbie was a baby, Joseph was on edge because of sleep deprivation and a heavy work schedule. One day, he returned home

  to a crying baby, only to find Katherine outside talking to one of the neighbours. He ran out to get her. ‘The kid is screaming her head off,’ he shouted. Katherine immediately returned

  to the baby’s side. ‘I’m sorry, Joseph,’ she said, according to her memory. ‘I didn’t know she had awakened.’ Suddenly, Joseph turned around and smacked

  his wife across the face. ‘My cheek went numb,’ Katherine recalled. Her reaction was swift and immediate fury. She took a ceramic bottle warmer and threw it at him with everything she

  had in her. It struck him on his forearm and shattered, cutting him deeply. Blood gushed from the wound as the two argued. ‘Don’t you ever hit me again,’ Katherine warned him,

  ‘or I’ll leave you so fast your head will spin.’ Katherine says that the violent episode marked the first and last time Joseph ever struck her – but, apparently, he turned

  his violent temper on her children.




  When Michael was five, he toddled into a room and had his breath taken away when Joseph tripped him and he fell to the ground, bloodied. ‘That’s for

  whatcha’ did yesterday,’ Joseph said. ‘And tomorrow, I’m gonna get you for what you’ll do today.’




  Michael began to cry. ‘But I didn’t even do nothin’ yet,’ he said through his tears.




  ‘Oh, you will, boy,’ Joseph said. ‘You will.’




  From that point onward, whenever young Michael walked into a room he looked left, then right, as if crossing the street. He was hoping to avoid his father. How does a young boy deal with such

  fear? ‘I began to be so scared of that man,’ Michael later recalled. ‘In fact, I guess it’s safe to say that I hated him.’




  Michael recalled that his father ‘was always a mystery to me, and he knows it. One of the things I regret most is never being able to have a real closeness with him.’ In truth, none

  of the Jackson children ever developed ‘a real closeness’ with Joseph, who was not affectionate toward them. Sometimes he took his boys camping and fishing on weekends or taught them

  how to box to defend themselves, but he never paid much attention to the girls. (As a toddler, Janet liked to crawl into bed with her mother and father, but she had to wait until Joseph was

  asleep.)




  Aspects of Joseph’s parenting were unconventional, to say the least. Whenever the boys left their bedroom window open at night, he would go outside and climb into their room and then

  scream at them at the top of his lungs . . . while wearing a fright mask. The youngsters would begin crying and hyperventilating, frightened half to death. Why would a father cause his children

  such trauma? Joseph explains that he was trying to demonstrate why they should not leave the windows open at night. After all, what if a burglar were to enter the house? Michael and Marlon would,

  for many years afterwards, suffer from vivid nightmares of being kidnapped from the safety of their bedrooms.




  Suffice it to say that as he grew older Michael pulled about as far away from Joseph as he could, clinging to his mother, whom he adored, as if his very life depended on it (and maybe it did).

  ‘Even with nine children, she treated each of us like an only child,’ he would remember to this writer in 1991. ‘Because of Katherine’s gentleness, warmth and attention, I

  can’t imagine what it must be like to grow up without a mother’s love. [What an ironic statement, considering that both of his children are, today,

  being raised without their mother, Debbie Rowe.] The lessons she taught us were invaluable. Kindness, love and consideration for other people headed her list.’




  And, as for Joseph? ‘I used to throw up whenever I thought of him,’ Michael recalled, succinctly. In his 2003 Martin Bashir interview, he noted that Joseph has blue eyes. Clearly, he

  hasn’t looked into his father’s eyes in some time; they’re hazel, almost green.
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  Climbing Mountains




  In 1963, at the age of five, Michael Jackson began attending Garnett Elementary School. Katherine has said that he was generous to a fault, so much so that he used to take

  jewellery from her dresser and give it to his teachers as tokens of his affection for them. A stubborn child, he continued to do so even after his mother chastised him for giving away her

  possessions.




  One of Michael’s first memories concerns performing at the age of five, when he sang ‘Climb Ev’ry Mountain’ from The Sound of Music a cappella for his class. The

  other children were impressed as much by his self-confidence as by his talent; he received a standing ovation. The teacher started to sob. Katherine attended the performance with Joseph’s

  father, Samuel, who was not a sentimental man, yet even he was moved to tears by Michael’s mellifluous performance. ‘I don’t know where he got it from,’ Katherine said of

  Michael’s prowess as a singer. ‘He was just so good, so young. Some kids are special. Michael was special.’




  Five-year-old Michael had so much energy and charisma that Jackie, who was twelve at the time, decided his younger brother would become ‘the lead guy’. That was perfectly fine with

  Michael; he enjoyed being the centre of attention. However, Jermaine’s feelings were hurt. He had been the lead singer of the group, and now suddenly he wasn’t good enough. Some family

  members have theorized that one of the reasons he stuttered as a child was a lack of confidence. Still, Jermaine would support the family’s decision because

  Michael was so obviously a natural entertainer. However, it must be said that it always seemed that Jermaine competed with Michael, especially as an adult, often trying to best him.




  ‘He became this great little imitator,’ Jermaine would remember of Michael. ‘He’d see something – another kid dance, or maybe James Brown on TV – and next

  thing you knew, Michael had it memorized and knew just what to do with it. He loved to dance too. Marlon was a good dancer, maybe better than Mike. But Mike loved it more. He was always

  dancin’ ’round the house. You’d always catch him dancin’ for himself in the mirror. He’d go off alone and practise and then come back and show us this new step.

  We’d incorporate it into the act. Michael began choreographing our show.’




  ‘Finally it was time for us to enter a talent contest,’ Michael recalled. ‘This is something I remember like it was just yesterday.




  ‘Everyone on the block wanted to be in the talent show and win the trophy. I was about six years old but I had figured out then that nobody gives you nothin’. You got to win it. Or,

  like Smokey Robinson said in one of his songs, “You got to earn it”. We did this talent contest at Roosevelt High School in Gary. We sang The Temptations’ “My Girl”

  and won first prize.’




  The boys also performed their rendition of the Robert Parker hit song, ‘Barefootin’’. During a musical break in the middle of the song, little Michael kicked off his shoes and

  started doing the barefoot dance all over the stage, much to the crowd’s delight.




  ‘After that, we started winning every talent show we entered,’ Michael said. ‘It was just going from one thing to another, up, up, up. The whole house was full of trophies, and

  my father was so proud. Probably, the happiest I ever saw my mother and father was back there in Gary when we were winning those talent shows. That’s when we were closest, I think, back in

  the beginning when we didn’t have anything but our talent.’




  By 1965, Joseph was making only about eight thousand dollars a year working full-time at the mill. Katherine worked part-time as a saleswoman at Sears. When Joseph wanted to start spending more

  money on the group – musical equipment, amplifiers, microphones – Katherine became concerned.




  ‘I was afraid we were getting in over our heads,’ she would recall. She and Joseph had vociferous disagreements about finances. ‘I saw this

  great potential in my sons,’ Joseph once told me, in his defence. ‘So yes, I did go overboard. I invested a lot of money in instruments, and this was money we did not have. My wife and

  I would have heated arguments about this “waste of money”, as she would call it. She’d yell at me that the money should have been put into food, not into guitars and drums. But I

  was the head of the household and what I said was the final word. I overran her opinion.




  ‘Black people were used to struggling and making ends meet. This was nothing new for me or any of us. I came up struggling, so my kids knew how to economize. They had no choice. We made a

  penny stretch by eating foods like chitterlings and collard greens. I used to tell them we were eating soul food in order to be able to play soul. We were trying to move upward, trying to get

  ahead. I wasn’t going to let anything stop us.’




  In the end, he and Katherine always got past the fights. After the shouting, Joseph would lean in and kiss her lightly on the lips. He could be surprisingly gentle. She later said she would

  tremble whenever he took a romantic approach; he could always reason with her in that way. ‘Joseph convinced me that the boys were worth it,’ she recalled. ‘No one ever believed

  in his sons more than my husband believed in those boys. He used to tell me, “I’d spend my last dime on those boys if that’s what it took”.’




  Soon Joseph was driving his children to Chicago to compete in talent contests there. Chicago was a city bustling with sensational sixties’ soul music and teeming with talent like Curtis

  Mayfield, The Impressions, Jerry Butler and Major Lance. Joseph may not have been a showman, but he certainly knew about performing. He taught his boys everything he knew – by experience,

  observation and instinct – about how to handle and win over an audience. ‘It’s incredible how he could have been so right about things. He was the best teacher we ever had,’

  Michael would say.




  ‘He wouldn’t make it fun, though,’ Michael said. ‘ “You’re doing it wrong; you gotta do it like this,” he’d say. Then he would hit me. He

  made it hard for me. He would say, “Do it like Michael,” and make me the example. I hated that.




  ‘I didn’t want to be the example, I didn’t want to be singled out. My brothers would look at me with resentment because they couldn’t do it like me. It was awful that Joseph did that to me. But he was brilliant, too. He told me how to work the stage and work the mike and make gestures and everything. I was always torn.

  On one hand he was this horrible man, then on the other he was this amazing manager.’




  When the group played its first paying performance at a Gary nightclub called Mr Lucky’s, they made roughly seven dollars for the engagement. The boys then began playing in other clubs and

  the patrons would throw coins and bills on to the stage. ‘My pockets would just be bustin’ with money,’ Michael once told me. ‘My pants couldn’t even stay up. Then I

  would go and buy candy, loads and loads of candy for me and for everyone.’




  Many neighbourhood boys would accompany the Jacksons as musicians from time to time, and by 1966, Johnny Porter Jackson (no relation) was added to the group as a permanent drummer.

  Johnny’s family was friendly with the Jacksons, who, in time, would consider Johnny a ‘cousin’. Ronny Rancifer, a keyboardist, was also added to the band. The boys played clubs in

  Gary and as far away as Chicago; Michael was eight years old and singing lead. Tito was on guitar, Jermaine on bass guitar; Jackie played shakers and Johnny Jackson was on drums. Marlon sang

  harmony and danced, though he wasn’t a very good dancer. (He worked at it, though, and was so persistent at wanting to be good at it he, eventually, would rival Michael!)




  The Jacksons would pull up in their Volkswagen bus to 2300 Jackson Street at five in the morning on Monday, after an exhausting weekend of performing. Joseph would kiss Katherine on the nose

  upon their arrival, giving her a boyish grin. ‘How ya’ doing, Katie?’ he would ask. For Katherine, there was nothing better than the expression on her husband’s face when

  everything had gone well for the boys on the road. It was one of sheer joy. Each of her sons would embrace her. Then, they would all sleep for a couple of hours while Katherine unpacked their bags,

  and cooked a tremendous breakfast for them before Joseph went off to work, and the boys and their siblings to school.




  Though thrilled about her sons’ growing success, Katherine was uneasy about the family’s shifting priorities. Suddenly, the emphasis was not only on making music for fun, but also to

  make a living. It was as if earning money made it all right to want more money. However, as a Jehovah’s Witness Katherine valued good works over money.

  Therefore, she was concerned about how jubilant the boys were when they’d come home from a concert date with their pockets full of change. ‘Remember, that’s not the important

  thing,’ she would tell them. But what kid would believe her, especially when she herself was encouraging them to win more talent shows – and, as a consequence, make more money?




  It was in the inauspicious surroundings of a shopping mall in Gary, Indiana, that The Jackson Five got their name. ‘I got to talking with a lady, a model named Evelyn Leahy,’ Joseph

  once told me. ‘The boys were performing in a department store, and she said to me after the show, “Joseph, I think The Jackson Brothers sounds old-fashioned, like The Mills Brothers.

  Why don’t you just call them The Jackson Five?” Well, that sounded like a good name to me, The Jackson Five. So that’s what we called them from then on. The Jackson

  Five.’




  The group soon found themselves doing more club dates out of town on weekends. Joseph put a luggage rack on top of the family’s Volkswagen bus for their equipment before hitting the

  so-called ‘chitlin’ (as in chitterling) circuit: two-thousand-seat theatres in downtown, inner-city areas like Cleveland, Ohio; Baltimore, Maryland and Washington, DC. There would

  always be many other acts on the bill, all diligently vying for the audience’s favour. Sometimes these entertainers would be established artists – like The Four Tops – but often

  they would be unknowns, like The Jackson Five. This arrangement gave the upstarts an opportunity to learn from the experienced players. After their act, Michael’s brothers would go off on

  their own, but Michael would stay behind and observe the other performers on the bill. Whenever anyone wanted to find eight-year-old Michael, they always knew where to look: he’d be in the

  wings, watching, studying and, as he remembered, ‘really taking note of every step, every move, every twist, every turn, every grind, every emotion. It was the best education for

  me.’




  It wasn’t long began Michael began to appropriate routines and shtick from the best of the acts on the same bill with the brothers, like James Brown, whom Michael would watch,

  repeatedly. (Diana Ross used to do the same thing before The Supremes were famous. She stole from everyone on the Motown Revue!)




  ‘James Brown taught me a few things he does on stage,’ Michael remembered back in 1970. ‘It was a couple years ago. He taught me how to drop

  the mike and then catch it before it hits the stage floor. It only took me about thirty minutes to learn. It looks hard, but it’s easy. All I want now is a pair of patent leather shoes like

  James Brown’s. But they don’t make them in kids’ sizes.’




  The Jackson Five won the amateur talent show at the Regal, a theatre in Chicago, for three consecutive weeks, a major coup for the family. The Jackson boys were becoming more experienced and

  polished, their lead singer, Michael, more poised and professional. They played St Louis, Kansas City, Boston, Milwaukee and Philadelphia. Not only did they open for The Temptations, The Emotions,

  The O’Jays, Jackie Wilson, Sam and Dave, and Bobby Taylor and the Vancouvers, but they formed friendships with these artists and learned first-hand from many of them what to expect of the

  entertainment world.




  Before one talent show, one performer remarked to another that they’d better watch out for The Jackson Five, ‘because they got this midget they’re using as a lead

  singer’. Jackie overheard and couldn’t stop laughing.




  When Michael heard about it, he was hurt. ‘I can’t help it if I’m the smallest,’ he said, crying.




  Joseph pulled his young son aside. ‘Listen here, Michael,’ he said, kneeling down to eye-to-eye level with him. ‘You need to be proud that you’re being talked about by

  the competition,’ he said, his tone gentle. ‘That means you’re on your way. This is a good thing.’




  ‘Well, I don’t like it,’ Michael recalls saying. ‘They’re talking bad about me.’




  Joseph kissed his son on the top of the head, a rare moment of gentleness from him. ‘This is only the beginning, Mike,’ he said, smiling, ‘so, get used to it.’




  In August 1967, The Jackson Five performed at the famed Apollo Theater in Harlem, as contestants in its world-renowned amateur show. Working at the Apollo was the dream of most

  young black entertainers at the time. In his book Showtime at the Apollo, writer Ted Fox observed, ‘[The Apollo was] not just the greatest black theatre but a special place to come of

  age emotionally, professionally, socially and politically.’ Joseph and Jack Richardson, a close friend of his, drove the boys to New York in the

  family’s Volkswagen. At this time, Jackie was sixteen; Tito, thirteen; Jermaine, twelve; Marlon, ten; and Michael had just turned nine. The brothers entered the so-called Superdog Contest,

  the winning of which was the most prestigious achievement in any of the categories.




  Michael once told me, ‘The Apollo was the toughest place of all to play. If they liked you there, they really liked you. And if they hated you, they’d throw things at you,

  food and stuff. But, you know what? We weren’t scared. We knew we were good. We had so much self-confidence at that time. At the other gigs we’d played, we had ’em in the palms of

  our hands. I’d be on stage singing and I’d look over at Jermaine and we’d wink at one another because we always knew we had it. I mean, you have to feel that way just to get up on

  that stage and take the chance, you know? Plus, Joseph would not have had it any other way. We wanted to please him. I mean, that was as important as winning any contest.’




  Backstage at the Apollo, The Jackson Five found a small log that had been mounted on a pedestal, which supposedly came from the fabled Tree of Hope.




  According to legend, The Tree of Hope had stood in front of Connie’s Inn, where Louis Armstrong performed in the famous Harlem version of Fats Waller’s Hot Chocolates. Over

  the years, hundreds of performers would stand under that tree and touch it for good luck. It became tradition. When Seventh Avenue was widened during New York City road construction, the tree was

  uprooted. However, Bill ‘Bojangles’ Robinson arranged for the Tree of Hope – he was the one who named it – to be moved to a street island, at Seventh Avenue, south of 132nd

  Street. Eventually, the tree was cut down; no one remembers the reason, and a plaque is all that remains at its final location. However, a small log from the Tree of Hope was mounted on a pedestal

  backstage at the Apollo. It then became tradition that the first-timer who touched the tree before he went out on to the stage would be destined for good luck: he would join the ranks of those

  black performers who had struggled to make their dreams a reality, who had fought for respect, who had paid their dues and eventually triumphed, shaping American popular culture in the image of

  their race and heritage.




  The pedestal was placed off to the side of the stage so that the crowd could watch as the performers touched it. It was a Wednesday night and The Jackson Five

  were on the bill with The Impressions, one of the most popular vocal groups of the day. One of its founding members, Fred Cash, once told me that he went to nine-year-old Michael before the

  brothers hit the stage and told him the legend about the tree. ‘No kiddin’?’ Michael asked Fred, his eyes wide as saucers. ‘Wow. That is so great. I love that. I’ll

  bet it works, too.’




  ‘Hey, guys, did you know ’bout this tree thing?’ Michael then asked his brothers. ‘Touch this tree and we’ll have good luck.’




  ‘Nah. I don’t believe in luck,’ Tito deadpanned.




  ‘Well, I sure do,’ Michael countered. ‘Wish I could take that log home with me. Then I’d always have good luck.’




  ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ the announcer said as the boys pulled themselves together backstage, ‘here they are, The Jackson Five.’




  The lights went up. It was time for The Jackson Five to take their rightful place in history. Joseph watched proudly as each of his sons touched the plaque of the Tree of Hope: First, Jackie;

  then Tito; Jermaine; Marlon; Michael; then, ‘cousin’ Johnny. The group ran out on to the stage as the audience offered its applause. Michael, though, was the last one at the footlights.

  He ran back to touch the Tree of Hope one more time . . . just to be on the safe side. It must have worked; the boys won the contest, an enthusiastic audience response sealing their victory.
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  ‘My poor, poor family’




  Ever since Michael Jackson was a teenager, the public has speculated about his personal life. Straight, gay or even asexual, it is fascinating that the sexual proclivity

  of a performer with as much on-stage sexual appeal as Michael has always been such a mystery.




  At an early age, Michael received mixed signals about sex. The message from Katherine was loud and clear; with her strong faith as a Jehovah’s Witness, lust in thought or in deed was

  considered sinful. According to 1 Corinthians 6:9, none of the unrighteous – ‘neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate men,

  nor abusers of themselves with mankind’ – would inherit the Kingdom of God. Therefore, physical intimacy was reserved for marriage.




  However, from Joseph, who shunned the religion Katherine had embraced, the boys received a message that came more from his actions than from his words. In the group’s early days, Joseph

  booked the boys into dives and strip joints. Ordinarily strict, he apparently gave his sons free rein at those times, allowing nine-year-old Michael to stand in the wings and watch as the male

  audience leered and whistled at voluptuous women who stripped until naked on stage. Once, Michael watched in fascination as a well-endowed stripper took off everything but her underwear. Then, at

  just the ‘right’ moment, she pulled two large oranges from her bra and took off a wig to reveal that ‘she’ was actually a he.




  When the boys played the Peppermint Lounge in Chicago, there was a peephole in their dressing room through which they had a clear view into the ladies’ bathroom. They would each take turns

  peering into it. ‘We learned everything there was to know about ladies,’ Marlon recalled. (Some years later, the group was performing in London when Michael, thirteen, and Marlon,

  fourteen, discovered a peephole that looked directly into an adjoining dressing room occupied by theatre star Carol Channing. ‘Look, she’s naked!’ Marlon said excitedly as he

  peered through the hole. ‘I can’t look,’ Michael protested. ‘But she’s naked,’ Marlon enthused. ‘Carol Channing is naked.’ Michael took a

  quick look. ‘Ugh,’ he groaned. ‘She is naked.’)




  It’s safe to say that these kinds of experiences would impact on Michael for the rest of his life. At nine, Michael was not psychologically equipped to fully understand any sexual

  stimulation he may have received from what he had witnessed, such as the strip teases. He must have been conflicted: he had an overly rigid view of the world from his mother and an overly

  promiscuous view of the world from his father.




  One of The Jackson Five’s early performance numbers was their rendition of soul singer Joe Tex’s raucous ‘Skinny Legs and All’. As part of the act, Joseph encouraged

  young Michael to go into the audience, crawl under tables, lift up women’s skirts, and peek at their panties. No matter how embarrassed Michael was by this

  gimmick, he embellished each performance by rolling his eyes and smiling wickedly. He knew that the audience members loved the bit enough to throw money on to the stage afterwards. The boys would

  then scramble for the loose change. After a show like this one, the boys would go home to their religious mother, who would then tuck them into bed and remind them of the virtues of being a good

  Jehovah’s Witness. She truly never knew anything about the nightclub act until many years later.




  Of course, when the Jackson boys were on the road, Katherine remained at home with the younger children. Her absence gave Joseph carte blanche to date other women – mostly groupies. The

  boys were well aware that he was exploiting their talent for the purposes of having sex. Marlon has recalled his father coming into his sons’ hotel rooms with shapely beauties on both of his

  arms. ‘G’night, fellows,’ he would say. The boys, in bed in their pyjamas, would watch silently as their father and his lady friends closed the door behind them. They could then

  hear laughter and other sounds from Joseph’s room, next door. It was as if he wanted them to know what he was doing behind Katherine’s back. What was he thinking? Who knew?

  He’d become an enigma, just as much a mystery then, in his thirties, as his son, Michael, would be at the same age.




  However, a few things about Joseph seemed clear: he was an insecure man with crippled judgement. Also, he never felt fully appreciated by his family. No matter how successful and popular Joseph

  would make his sons, or how much he gave to his wife and daughters, he always felt a lack of gratitude and respect from them. They rarely showed him affection. Tender moments between any of them

  were uncommon. Perhaps it was because he had stopped being a demonstrative person once his focus in life completely shifted to the success of his sons (and he had never been that effusive, anyway).

  His family did not know how to relate to him, and he couldn’t understand them either. Therefore, Joseph wandered outside the household for appreciation, for validation.




  ‘He used to do the meanest things to us,’ Michael once told me of his father. He said he was revolted by the thought of whatever was occurring in Joseph’s room with his

  girlfriends. (The lyrics to his song ‘Scream’, come to mind: ‘Oh, father, please, have mercy ’cause I just can’t take it/Stop fucking

  with me!’.) At such a young age, Michael was forced to wonder how Joseph could repeatedly betray Katherine and, apparently, not be the least bit ashamed of his actions. Decades later, he is

  still conflicted by his father’s actions. ‘I loved Joseph,’ he said during a break from his 2003 interview with Martin Bashir. Unexpectedly, tears welled in his eyes. ‘At

  the same time, I hated him for what he did to my mother.’ He swallowed hard, trying to push back the emotion. ‘My poor mother,’ he said. ‘My poor family,’ he added,

  sadly. ‘My poor, poor family.’




  None of her sons would ever hurt Katherine by revealing to her what her husband was doing while they were on the road, and they certainly didn’t dare betray Joseph in that way, either.

  Having to lie to their mother was an additional burden. ‘Katherine, of course, has never had a lover. She’s always been faithful to Joseph,’ recalled Susie Jackson, who was

  married to Johnny Jackson, the group’s drummer. ‘This only made them love their mother even more. The kids just had to learn to lie to heir mother, be hypocritical, and be very good at

  it. She would ask, “Well, what does Joseph do while you guys are out there working?” And they would say, “Nothing. He just lays around.” It was true, but not by

  himself.’




  Dr Carole Lieberman, a Los Angeles-based psychologist, who has not treated Michael, speculated, ‘The father’s infidelity would certainly have hit the youngest child exposed to it the

  hardest. [In this case, that would have been Michael, since he was the youngest member of the group privy to Joseph’s indiscretions. It would be years before his younger brother and sister,

  Randy and Janet, would know about their father’s philandering.] He would have thought that by not telling the mother he had betrayed her the most. Of course, this would have impacted him in

  many ways, and lying about it at such an early age obviously just taught him, simply, that it was okay to lie.’




  ‘I may be young,’ little Michael used to say while introducing the Smokey Robinson song ‘Who’s Lovin’ You’ in the group’s act, ‘but I do know what

  the blues are all about.’ Though the line was just a part of the group’s stage patter, the truth of it was more accurate, and more painful, than anyone in the audience ever could have

  guessed.




  The Jackson family was ecstatic over the boys’ tremendous success at the Apollo Theater, and with good reason: this success marked a

  defining moment for them in terms of their future. ‘I’m so damn happy, I could fly to Gary without an airplane,’ Joseph said afterward, his grin wide. Elated at their performance

  and proud of their determination to be the best, Joseph was determined to continue doing whatever was necessary to ensure his family’s fortune in a tough, competitive business. To that end,

  he decided to work only part-time at Inland Steel so that he could devote more time to his sons’ careers.




  In 1968, Joseph would earn only fifty-one hundred dollars rather than his usual eight to ten thousand. He would give up relative financial security in order to gamble on his family’s

  future. However, the gamble quickly paid off; the boys started making six hundred dollars per engagement. With the influx of money, Katherine and Joseph were able to redecorate their home and buy

  their first colour television.




  Now flushed with success, the Jacksons continued to work on their performance in daily rehearsals that would often become emotional. Once, when Joseph tried to convince Michael to execute a

  dance step a certain way, Michael refused. According to Johnny Jackson, Joseph smacked Michael across the face. Michael fell backwards.




  ‘Now, you do it the way I told you to, you hear me?’ Joseph hollered at the nine-year-old.




  Michael began to cry, his right cheek red and sore. ‘I ain’t doin’ it that way,’ he said.




  Joseph glared at him and took one step forward, his hand raised to strike again.




  Michael scrambled up off the floor. ‘Don’t hit me,’ he warned his father. ‘’Cause if you ever hit me again, it’ll be the last time I ever sing, and I mean

  it.’ Father and son exchanged angry stares. However, Michael must have said the magic words because Joseph turned and walked away, muttering something about his ‘ungrateful’

  son.




  Michael has recalled that as Joseph got older, he became more violent. It became a running theme in his young life: his father was a bully, and he would have to live with it. ‘If you

  messed up during rehearsal, you got hit,’ Michael would remember, ‘sometimes with a belt, a switch. Once, he ripped the wire cord off the refrigerator

  and whooped me with it, that’s how mad he was at me.’ It was a vicious cycle: the more his father beat him, the angrier Michael became at him. The angrier he became, the more he

  antagonized him . . . and the more he got beaten by his father. The beatings were fierce, recurring and traumatizing. ‘I’d try to fight back,’ Michael would recall, ‘just

  swinging my fists. That’s why I got it more than all my brothers combined. I would fight back and my father would kill me, just tear me up.’




  Once, Michael was late arriving at rehearsal, and when he walked in, Joseph came up from behind and shoved him into a stack of musical instruments. Michael fell into the drums and was badly

  bruised. ‘That’ll teach you to be late,’ Joseph said.
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  Rebbie Marries




  At about this time, 1968, when Michael was almost ten, the Jacksons faced a family crisis. Eighteen-year-old Maureen had fallen in love with Nathaniel Brown, a devout

  Jehovah’s Witness. She announced that she wanted to marry him and move to Kentucky. Katherine, happy for her daughter, encouraged her. In Katherine’s view, there was no more important

  role for any of her daughters to play than that of being a wife and mother.




  However, Joseph was against the marriage. ‘It was all cooked up by Maureen and her mother,’ he would later explain. ‘I wasn’t happy about it at all.’




  Because Maureen – Rebbie, as she was known in the family – had a powerful singing voice, her father had hoped she would consider a career in show business. He felt that if she

  married and raised a family, she would never be able to devote her attention to the entertainment field. However, though Maureen had taken dance and piano lessons as a child, she was not interested

  in a musical career. She preferred the comfort and security of a happy home life to the instability of show business.




  Also, of course, Rebbie wanted to get out of that house. There was always so much drama occurring within the walls of that small home on Jackson Street; from the

  exuberant high when the boys would win a talent show, to the crashing low when they were chased and bullied by Joseph. Rebbie wanted out. Who could blame her? As it would happen, her defection from

  the ranks would be just the first of such crises in the family, as several of the children chose to marry at an early age against their father’s wishes in order to get away from him.




  The arguments went on for weeks until, finally, Joseph relented. Fine, Rebbie could get married. However, he would have the final word: he would not give her away.
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  The First Record Deal




  After winning another talent contest, this one at Beckman Junior High in Gary, the boys were brought to the attention of a man named Gordon Keith, who owned a small local

  label called Steeltown Records. Keith immediately signed the brothers to a limited record deal.




  On a Saturday morning filled with great promise, Joseph took his brood to Steeltown’s recording studio. The boys were led into a small glass booth. Michael was given a large set of metal

  headphones which came halfway down his neck. His brothers plugged their instruments into amplifiers. There were backup singers and a horn section. This was the record business – at last! The

  Jackson youngsters were thrilled, as anyone could see by looking at their young, bright faces. Of course, this was a big day for Joseph, too. It took a few hours to record that first song. After

  that, they would return every Saturday for the next few weeks for more recordings. One song was an instrumental; Michael sang lead vocals on the other six. It was obvious that he was to be the

  centrepiece of the group, he was so obviously unique with such a true ‘sound’ and amazing self-assurance at an early age.




  Two singles were eventually released on Steeltown in 1968: ‘Big Boy’, backed with ‘You’ve Changed’, and ‘We Don’t Have

  to Be Over 21 (to Fall in Love)’, backed with ‘Jam Session’. Both were mediocre numbers that don’t really hint at Michael Jackson’s potential as a vocalist, but the

  boys were thrilled with them just the same. After all, these were their first records. From here, it seemed, anything might be possible. What a memorable moment it must have been for them, then,

  when the family gathered around the radio to hear the broadcast of that first recording. Michael recalled that as it played, they sat in the living room, stunned. ‘Then, when it was over, we

  all laughed and hugged one another. We felt we had arrived. This was an amazing time for us as a family. I can still feel the excitement when I think back on it.’




  Ben Brown, then a high-level executive at Steeltown, remembered the day the Jackson boys posed for publicity photographs, in March 1968. ‘After the photographer positioned the boys,

  Michael left the lineup and stood off to the side, pouting,’ Brown said. ‘ “This isn’t gonna look like a publicity portrait,” Michael complained. “It’s

  gonna look like a family portrait.” “Well, fix it,” Joseph said. Then, Michael went and rearranged the whole group, put himself in front on one knee, and said, “Go ahead,

  take the picture now.” We took it, and you know what? That was a great shot. How did he know how to do that, how to take a publicity photo? He was such an old soul, as if he had been a

  superstar in another life.’




  In May 1968, the group was invited back to the Apollo to perform and, this time, be paid for their appearance. They were on a bill with Etta James, Joseph Simon and another family group, The

  Five Stairsteps and Cubie – a singer who was just two years old. ‘Michael was a hard worker,’ rhythm-and-blues singer Joseph Simon said in an interview, adding in an echo of the

  memories of practically everyone who ever worked on the same stage as the young Jackson star, ‘there was a part of me that thought he was a midget. His father was a slick businessman, I had

  heard. It would’ve been just like him to pass a midget off as a child, I heard. I remember going up to Michael and looking at him real close, thinking, Okay now, is this kid a midget or

  not?




  ‘ “Hey man, stop starin’ at me, okay?” he told me.’




  ‘I remember him being talented, yes,’ Etta James said of Michael, ‘but polite and very interested too. I was working my show, doing my thing on

  stage, and as I’m singing “Tell Mama”, I see this little black kid watching me from the wings. And I’m thinking, Who is this kid? He’s distracting me. So I go over to

  him in between songs, while the people are clapping, and I whisper, “Scat, kid! Get lost. You’re buggin’ me. Go watch from the audience.” I scared the hell out of him. He

  had these big ol’ brown eyes, and he opened them real wide and ran away.




  ‘About ten minutes later, there’s this kid again. Now he’s standing in front of the stage, off to the side. And he’s watching me as I work.’




  After the show, when Etta was in her dressing room taking off her makeup, there was a knock on the door.




  ‘Who is it?’ she asked.




  ‘It’s me.’




  ‘Who’s me?’




  ‘Michael,’ the young voice said. ‘Michael Jackson.’




  ‘I don’t know no Michael Jackson,’ Etta said.




  ‘Yes, you do. I’m that little kid you told to scat.’




  Etta, a robust black woman with dyed blond hair and a big, booming voice, cracked the door open and looked down to find a nine-year-old gazing up at her with large, wondering eyes.

  ‘Whatchu want, boy?’ she asked.




  In a manner that wasn’t the least bit timid, Michael said, ‘Miss James, my father told me to come on back here and ’pologize to you. I’m sorry, ma’am, but I was

  just watchin’ you ’cause you’re so good. You’re just so good. How do you do that? I never seen people clap like that.’




  Etta, now flattered, smiled and patted the boy on the head. ‘Come on in here and sit with me,’ she said. ‘I can teach you a few tricks.’




  ‘I don’t remember what I told him,’ Etta recalled, ‘but I remember thinking as he was leaving, Now, there’s a boy who wants to learn from the best, so one day

  he’s gonna be the best.’




  While Joseph was at the American Federation of Musicians’ hall in New York filling out certain forms for the Apollo engagement, he met a young, white lawyer by the name of Richard Arons.

  After talking to him for just a few moments, Joseph asked Arons to help him manage his sons. Joseph relished the idea of having white assistance – a

  preference that would cause problems for him in years to come. Arons, as a co-manager, began seeking concert bookings for the group while Joseph tried to interest the record industry in them. At

  one point, he tried to contact Berry Gordy, president of Motown, by sending him an audiotape of some of the Jacksons’ songs; there was no reaction from Gordy, or from anyone else at

  Motown.




  In 1968, when The Jackson Five played The Regal Theater in Chicago, Motown recording artist Gladys Knight arranged for some of Motown’s executives – but not Berry – to attend

  the show. There was some interest in the group at that time; word got back to Berry that the Jacksons were an up-and-coming act, but still, there was no interest from him in terms of signing them

  to the label.




  In July 1968 – when Jackie was seventeen; Tito, fourteen; Jermaine, thirteen; Marlon, ten; and Michael, nine – the group performed at Chicago’s High Chaparral Club as an

  opening act for a group called Bobby Taylor and the Vancouvers. After he saw the Jackson boys in action, Taylor telephoned Ralph Seltzer, head of Motown’s creative department and also head of

  the company’s legal division, to suggest that the group be allowed to audition for Motown.




  ‘I had some doubts,’ Ralph Seltzer would recall. ‘Creative considerations aside, I had concerns about their age and the way they would change when they grew older, in terms of

  their appearance and their voices. But there was so much excitement about them from Bobby, I finally told him to bring them on to Detroit.’




  Though the Jacksons were scheduled to leave Chicago for a local television programme in New York, Bobby Taylor convinced Joseph that he should, instead, take the boys to Detroit for an audition.

  Taylor arranged to film their performance. If the boys were impressive, he said, Ralph Seltzer would then forward the film to Berry Gordy, who was in Los Angeles, for his approval.




  Later that day, Katherine called the High Chaparral Club to talk to her husband. She was told that he and the boys had gone to the Motor City. ‘Detroit?’ she asked, puzzled.

  ‘You mean to tell me they gave up that television show to go to Detroit? What in the world for?’




  ‘Motown,’ said the voice on the other end. ‘They’ve gone to Motown.’
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  The Jacksons Sign with Motown




  It was quarter to ten in the morning on 23 July 1968 when the Jackson family’s Volkswagen minibus eased into a parking space in front of a cluster of small white

  bungalows at 2648 West Grand Boulevard, Detroit. The sign above one of the structures said it all: Hitsville U.S.A. This was Motown Records, the place from which had sprung forth so many memorable,

  chart-topping hit records. By 1968, Berry Gordy, Jr., had made an indelible impression on the entertainment world with this company. Gordy was a maverick in the record business in every way, a

  visionary who had plucked young, black hopefuls from urban street corners to then transform them into international superstars, with names such as The Supremes, The Temptations, The Miracles, The

  Vandellas and The Marvelettes. His success with those kinds of groups and solo artists, like Stevie Wonder, Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell, was largely the result of his brilliance at surrounding

  the singers with the most talented writers, producers and arrangers Detroit had to offer: Smokey Robinson, Brian Holland, Lamont Dozier and Eddie Holland, Norman Whitfield, and Barrett Strong, to

  name just a few. Using the notion of team work as their foundation, they and the artists formulated an original, contagious style of music that sold millions of records. It was called the Motown

  Sound.




  A muscular rhythm section, engaging hook lines and choruses, and witty lyrics were all standard elements of songs like ‘Where Did Our Love Go?’ and ‘I Can’t Help

  Myself’. ‘Dancing in the Streets’, ‘Please Mr Postman’, ‘Stop! In the Name of Love’, ‘The Tracks of My Tears’ and seemingly countless others

  became not only anthems of an entire generation, but also emblems of the period in American history in which they were recorded.




  Berry Gordy was a tough taskmaster who encouraged intense competition among his groups, writers and producers. The biggest criticism levelled at Gordy – by outsiders at first and then,

  later, by the artists themselves – had to do with the complete control he exercised over his dominion. Practically none of the artists had a clue as to how much money they generated for the

  company, and they were usually discouraged from asking questions about it. They sang and performed, and that was all that was expected of them. ‘I never saw a

  tax return until 1979,’ Diana Ross, who signed with Gordy in 1960, once said. ‘Berry was such a mentor and strong personality, you found yourself relying on that. You didn’t

  grow.’




  Joseph had heard some rumours about Motown – nonsense about it being linked to the mob, for instance – and had also heard that some artists had trouble being paid for their work.

  However, none of that was on his mind when he took his boys there that day in 1968 for their audition.




  Joseph and Jack Richardson, a close family friend who travelled with them and acted as a road manager, were in the front seat of the van as they drove up to Hitsville. Crammed in the back were

  the Jackson boys with a plethora of instruments, amplifiers and microphones.




  ‘Get out and in line for inspection,’ Joseph ordered.




  The youngsters clambered out on to the already-warm Detroit street, where, as if a military troop, they lined up according to age: seventeen-year-old Jackie; fourteen-year-old Tito;

  thirteen-year-old Jermaine; ten-year-old Marlon, and nine-year-old Michael. Seventeen-year-old Johnny Jackson joined the group. Though they were not related, Joseph treated him just like he treated

  his own sons, and Johnny obeyed just as quickly. ‘All right,’ Joseph growled. ‘It’s ten o’clock. Let’s go. Remember everything I taught you and, except when

  you’re singing or being spoken to, keep your mouths shut. And remember what I always say . . .’ He looked at Jermaine.




  ‘Either you’re a winner in this life, or a loser,’ Jermaine said. ‘And none of my kids are losers.’




  ‘Thata’ boy,’ Joseph said, patting him on the back.




  Inside the main building, the first person to greet the gang was a sharply dressed, black man. When he asked how he could assist them, Joseph explained that they were the Jackson family from

  Gary and that they had an appointment for an audition. The man said that he’d been expecting them. ‘You must be Michael,’ he said, looking at the smallest. Then, pointing to the

  boys in turn, he correctly called each one by his name. ‘And you, sir, you must be Joseph,’ he announced as he and the family patriarch shook hands. The boys looked at each other,

  amazed.




  The family was then led into a small studio. As they walked in, they noticed a person setting up a film camera on a tripod. There were ten folding chairs in

  front of the small, elevated wooden platform which would serve as a stage.




  Suzanne dePasse, creative assistant to president Berry Gordy, entered the studio wearing a blue miniskirt and a yellow blouse with ruffles. Her high heels clicked as she approached the group to

  introduce herself. She was an attractive, young black woman with shoulder-length, soft hair and a bright, friendly smile. The boys liked her immediately.




  Ralph Seltzer was the next to appear. A tall white man wearing a dark suit and conservative tie, Seltzer seemed more intimidating than dePasse. He shook the hand of each boy, and then

  Joseph’s and Jack’s.




  ‘We’ve heard a lot about your group,’ he said to Joseph. ‘Mr Gordy couldn’t be here, but—’




  ‘You mean Mr Gordy’s not here?’ Joseph asked, unable to hide his disappointment.




  When Seltzer explained that Gordy was in Los Angeles, Joseph said that they should reschedule the audition when he was back in Detroit. He wanted his sons to audition for the boss, not his

  flunkies. However, Seltzer explained that they intended to film the audition, and then have it sent to Gordy on the West Coast. ‘Mr Gordy will render a decision at that time,’ he

  said.




  ‘He’ll render a decision,’ Joseph repeated, more to himself than to Seltzer.




  ‘Yes, he will,’ Seltzer said, nodding his head. ‘Mr Gordy will render a decision at that time.’




  ‘Mr Gordy’s gonna render a decision,’ Michael repeated to Marlon.




  ‘What’s that mean?’ Marlon whispered.




  Michael shrugged his shoulders.




  After all of the boys’ equipment was lugged in from the van and set up, eight more staffers who did not introduce themselves filed into the studio, each with a notepad. Michael was ready

  to speak into the microphone when he heard someone in the corner snicker and say, ‘Yeah, the Jackson Jive.’ (‘The Jackson Jive’ is an old slang expression.) It sounded like

  an insult. Ralph Seltzer cleared his throat and glared at the person who made the remark.




  ‘First song we’d like to do is James Brown’s “I Got the Feeling”,’ Michael announced. ‘Okay? Here we go.’ He

  counted off – ‘A-one, a-two, a-three’ – and then Tito on guitar, Jermaine on bass, and Johnny Jackson on drums began to play.




  ‘Baby, baby, baa-ba. Baby, baby, baa-ba. Baby, baby, baa-ba,’ Michael sang. He grimaced and grunted, imitating James Brown. ‘I got the fe-e-e-lin’ now. Good Gawwd

  almighty!’ He skated sideways across the floor, like Brown. ‘I feel goooood,’ he screamed into the microphone, a wicked expression playing on his little face.




  Suzanne dePasse and Ralph Seltzer smiled at each other and nodded their heads. The other Motown executives kept time to the music. Joseph, standing in a corner with his arms folded across his

  chest, looked on approvingly.




  After the boys finished, no one in the audience applauded. Instead, everyone feverishly wrote on their notepads.




  Confused, the youngsters looked at each other and then at their father for a hint as to what they should do. Joseph motioned with his hand that they should continue with the next number.




  ‘Thank you. Thank you very much,’ Michael said, as though acknowledging an ovation. ‘We ’predate it.’




  Michael then introduced the group, as he did in their live show, after which they sang the bluesy ‘Tobacco Road’.




  Again, no applause, just note-taking.




  ‘Next song we’d like to do is a Motown song,’ Michael announced. He paused, waiting for smiles of acknowledgement that never materialized. ‘It’s Smokey

  Robinson’s “Who’s Loving You” Okay? Here we go. A-one, a-two, a-three . . .’




  They closed the song with a big finish and waited for a reaction from the Motown staffers. Again, everyone was writing. ‘Jackson Jive, huh?’ someone in the room said. ‘These

  boys ain’t jivin’. I think they’re great.’




  Michael beamed, his eyes dancing.




  Ralph Seltzer cleared his throat and stood up. ‘I’d like to thank you boys for coming,’ he said. His voice gave no hint of how he felt the audition had gone. He shook each of

  their hands before walking over to Joseph and explaining to him that the company would put them all up at a nearby hotel. ‘I’ll be in touch with you,’ Seltzer concluded, ‘In

  two days . . .’




  ‘When Mr Gordy renders a decision,’ Joseph said, finishing Seltzer’s sentence. He didn’t sound happy. The boys were also clearly

  disappointed. As they filed out, no one said a word.




  Two days later, Berry Gordy saw the sixteen-millimetre black-and-white film. He made a quick decision. ‘Yes, absolutely, sign these kids up,’ he told Ralph Seltzer.

  ‘They’re amazing. Don’t waste a second. Sign ’em!’




  On 26 July 968, Ralph Seltzer summoned Joseph into his Motown office for a meeting. During the two-hour conference – while the boys waited in the lobby – he

  explained that Berry Gordy was interested in signing The Jackson Five to the label, and then outlined the kind of relationship he hoped the company would develop with the Jackson youngsters. He

  spoke of ‘the genius of Berry Gordy’ and Gordy’s hopes that The Jackson Five would become major recording stars. ‘These kids are gonna be big, big, big,’

  Seltzer enthused, his manner much more cordial than it had been on their first visit. ‘Believe me, if Mr Gordy says they’re gonna be big, they’re gonna be big.’ Joseph must

  have felt like he was dreaming.




  Then Seltzer presented Joseph with Motown’s standard, nine-page contract. It never occurred to Joseph that he should probably have shown up with independent legal counsel for such an

  important discussion, and Seltzer hadn’t suggested it.




  ‘Berry did not want outside lawyers looking over any of our contracts,’ Ralph Seltzer would explain in an interview long after he and Gordy had parted ways. ‘Quite simply, he

  did not want outsiders influencing the artists. I thought it was more than fair for an artist to be able to take the contract home and read it, think it over. Berry told me that if I ever allowed

  an artist to take a contract home, that artist would not sign the contract. I tried once, and he was right: the artist did not sign. It was best, Berry decided, that potential contractees read over

  the agreement in my office and then just sign. If they had a problem with that, they did not become Motown artists. It was that simple.’




  Seltzer began with clause number one, which stated that the agreement was for a term of seven years.




  ‘Hold it right there,’ Joseph interrupted. ‘That’s too long.’




  Joseph felt that they should be committed for only one year. That brief length of time was unheard of at Motown, where the minimum arrangement was five years.

  Gordy felt it took that long to fully develop an artist, and then see a return on the company’s investment.




  Ralph Seltzer picked up the telephone and called Berry Gordy in Los Angeles. He explained the problem and handed the phone to Joseph, whom Berry had never met. After a brief conversation, Joseph

  hung up.




  ‘He said he was gonna think about it,’ Joseph told Seltzer, who smiled knowingly. Two minutes later, the phone rang again. It was Gordy wanting to talk to Joseph. He explained to

  Joseph that, as far as he was concerned, the real issue was a basic matter of trust. If Joseph really believed in Gordy and Motown, he wouldn’t mind having his children obligated to the

  company for seven years. After all, Gordy was willing to pay for their accommodation, recording sessions, rehearsal time, and so forth. However, if Joseph insisted on changing the clause,

  then it would be changed, ‘because, after all, I just want what’s best for the kids,’ Gordy explained.




  Joseph smiled and gave Richardson the thumbs-up signal. He handed the phone to Seltzer who got back on the line and spoke to Berry for a moment. Then Seltzer put Gordy on hold and summoned an

  assistant into his office who took some quick dictation from Gordy. About five minutes later, the assistant returned with a new clause, which stated that the group was obligated to Motown for only

  one year. Joseph beamed; he had won a strategic battle against Berry Gordy.




  Ralph Seltzer quickly explained the rest of the contract. Joseph nodded his head, then called his boys into the office.




  ‘We got it, boys,’ he announced.




  ‘Oh, man, that’s too much!’




  ‘We’re on Motown!’




  ‘We got us a contract!’




  They all began jumping up and down and hugging one another.




  Ralph Seltzer gave each boy a contract. ‘Just sign right there on that line, fellas.’




  They looked at their father.




  ‘Go ahead. It’s okay. Sign it.’




  Though Joseph had not even read the contract – he just had it explained to him – and neither had any of his sons, each boy signed.




  ‘And here’s an agreement for you, Mr Jackson,’ Ralph Seltzer said, handing Joseph a paper. ‘This is a parental approval agreement and it

  says, quite simply, that you will make certain that the boys comply with the terms of the contract they just signed.’1




  Joseph signed the agreement.




  ‘Well, congratulations,’ Ralph Seltzer said with a smile and a firm handshake for Joseph. ‘And let me be the first to welcome you to Motown.’




  In years to come, many would wonder why Joseph Jackson allowed his sons to sign Motown contracts – and why he himself would sign an accompanying agreement – without

  first reading the documents? In litigation against Motown, years later, Joseph would explain, ‘I did not read these agreements nor did my sons read these agreements because they were

  presented to us on a take-it-or-leave-it basis. Since my sons were just starting out in the entertainment field, we accepted these contracts based on the representations of Ralph Seltzer that they

  were good contracts.’




  Ralph Seltzer would disagree, and in a way that was a bit unsettling. ‘I have no recollection of ever saying to Joseph Jackson or The Jackson 5 that the agreement being offered by Motown

  was a good agreement.’




  Later, after leaving Ralph Seltzer’s office, Joseph telephoned Richard Arons, the man he had hired as his lawyer and the group’s unofficial co-manager. Arons would recall,

  ‘Joseph called me up and said he had signed with Motown. There wasn’t much I could offer at that point.’




  It’s easy to understand why Joseph would just sign the deal. It was Motown, after all. However, there were significant problems with the contract, many of which would cause trouble

  for the family later on down the road.




  Clause Five, for instance, stated that The Jackson 5 would be unable to record for any other label ‘at any time prior to the expiration of five years from

  the expiration or termination of this agreement’. This was a standard Motown clause that applied whether an act was signed for seven years, five years, or, as in the case of The Jackson 5,

  one. So Berry Gordy’s concession to Joseph Jackson proved meaningless; The Jackson 5 were still tied up for at least six years.




  Furthermore, the third clause stated that Motown was under no obligation to record the group or promote its music for five years, even though this was purportedly a one-year contract! Some other

  contractual stipulations that Joseph might have questioned had he read the agreement: Motown would choose all of the songs that the group would record, and the group would record each song until

  ‘they have been recorded to our [Motown’s] satisfaction’. However, Motown ‘shall not be obligated to release any recording’, meaning that just because a song was

  recorded, it would not necessarily be issued to the public. The group was paid $12.50 per ‘master’, which is a completed recording of a song. But in order for the recording to be

  considered a master, the song had to be released. Otherwise, they were paid nothing. In other words, they could record dozens of songs and see only one issued from that session, and that would be

  the one for which they’d be paid. As for the rest, well, they would just be a waste of time.




  It’s been written that the Jacksons received a 2.7 per cent royalty rate, based on wholesale price, a standard Motown royalty of the 1960s. Actually, according to their contract, the boys

  would receive 6 per cent of 90 per cent of the wholesale price (less all taxes and packaging) of any single or album released. It was the same rate as Marvin Gaye, and also The Supremes, got.

  Marvin, as a solo artist, did not have to split his percentage, though. The Supremes had to divide it three ways. And this amount had to be split five ways among the Jackson brothers. In other

  words, Michael would receive one-fifth of 6 per cent of 90 per cent of the wholesale price – or a little under one-half of a penny for any single and $0.0216, about two cents, per album

  released (based on an assumed wholesale price of $0,375 a single and $2.00 an album).




  Also, as per the terms of the contract, Motown was obligated to pay the cost of arrangements, copying and accompaniment and all other costs related to each recording session, whether the song

  was released or not – but these expenses and others would have to be recouped by the company from the royalties generated by sales of the records that were released. This arrangement would

  lead to many complaints by Motown artists, and it would be a big problem for The Jackson 5. But Joseph never imagined that the group would record so many songs that

  would not be issued – and they did, perhaps as many as a hundred! Later, it would be virtually impossible for the group to make any money on the ones that were released, because the

  boys would still have to pay for all the ones that weren’t.




  Also, if Michael or any of his brothers were to leave the group, he would have no right ever to say that he was a member of The Jackson 5, ‘and shall have no further right to use the group

  name for any purpose whatsoever’. Joseph may not have realized it, but this could be a big problem. For instance, when Florence Ballard was fired from The Supremes in 1967, she was not able

  to promote herself as having been a member of the group. Her press biography for ABC, when she signed to that label as a solo artist in 1968, could state only that she was ‘a member of a

  popular female singing group’.




  Also Motown could, at any time, replace any member of the group with any person the company chose. In other words, if Tito acted up, for instance, he could be bounced from the act and replaced

  by someone else selected by Motown, and not by Joseph.




  An even more limiting clause – number sixteen – stated that ‘Motown owns all rights, title and interest in the names Jackson 5 and Jackson Five.’ In other words,

  they may have gone to the company as The Jackson Five, but they sure weren’t going to be leaving that way. When The Supremes wanted to leave the label in 1972, they were welcome to go –

  but they’d have to change the group’s name to something else. They stayed.




  The contract with Motown could have also stated that Joseph would be obligated to hand Randy and Janet over to the company to raise as Gordy saw fit, and he might have agreed to it. The

  important thing was that the boys were with Motown, on any terms.




  Thus, on 26 July 1968, in tiny, barely legible handwriting, Michael signed the deal: ‘Michael Joseph Jackson’.2
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  ‘Hollywood Livin”




  On 27 September 1968, Motown Records booked The Jackson 5 to appear in a benefit concert at Gilroy Stadium in Gary, Indiana, the purpose of which was to defray the costs

  of Richard Hatcher’s mayoral campaign. On the bill that day were Motown recording artists Gladys Knight and the Pips, Shorty Long, and Bobby Taylor and the Vancouvers. The Jackson 5 opened

  the show. In years to come, the official Motown story would be that this was where Diana Ross saw the boys for the first time, ‘discovered’ them, and brought them to

  Gordy’s attention. In truth, The Jackson 5 were already signed to the label. Moreover, Diana Ross was nowhere near Gary at the time. She was in Los Angeles, rehearsing with The Supremes.




  Around Christmastime, Berry Gordy hosted a party at the Detroit estate he had purchased in 1967 for a million dollars. (Though he had moved to the West Coast, he still maintained his Michigan

  residence.) The Jackson 5 were asked to perform at the party for the Motown artists and other friends of Gordy’s. This was a big deal.




  Gordy’s three-storey mansion boasted a ballroom with marble floors and columns, an Olympic-sized swimming pool, a billiard room, a two-lane bowling alley, a private theatre linked to the

  main house by a tunnel, and a pub whose furnishings were imported from England. All of the rooms were decorated with gold leaf, frescoed ceilings and elaborate crystal chandeliers. Expensive oil

  portraits of Gordy’s friends and family decorated the entryway.




  If the Jacksons had ever seen a home like this before, it was only in movies where the occupants usually were royalty – white royalty. ‘Black people actually live like this?’

  Joseph recalled asking himself as he wandered throughout the mansion, shaking his head. ‘I just can’t believe that this kind of thing is possible.’ When Gordy happened to overhear

  the comment, he put his hand on Joseph’s shoulder and whispered something in his ear that made Joseph smile. The two men shook hands in agreement and Gordy led Joseph into the living

  room.




  ‘So tell me, man, what do you think about this?’ Gordy asked, stopping before an enormous painting of Gordy dressed as Napoleon Bonaparte. It had

  been commissioned by his sister, Esther.




  ‘Jesus. What can I say?’ Joseph asked. ‘That’s you? Man, it’s too much to believe.’




  ‘Well, do you like it?’ Gordy pressed.




  ‘I, uh … You, uh …’ All Joseph could do was stammer. Just at that moment, his son Michael came running up to him. ‘Hey, who’s that funny-lookin’ guy

  in the picture?’ he asked.




  Joseph cringed and shot his son a look. Gordy smiled.




  ‘I’ll never forget that night,’ Michael would say. ‘There were maids and butlers, and everyone was real polite. There were Motown stars everywhere. Smokey Robinson was

  there. That’s when I met him for the first time. The Temptations were there, and we were singing some of their songs, so we were real nervous. And I looked out into the audience, and there

  was Diana Ross. That’s when I almost lost it.’




  After the boys’ performance, Berry introduced them to Diana for the first time. Diana looked regal in a white, draped silk gown and her hair pulled back in a chignon.




  ‘I just want to tell you how much I enjoyed you guys,’ she said as she shook their hands. ‘Mr Gordy tells me that we’re going to be working together.’




  ‘We are?’ Michael asked.




  ‘Yes, we are,’ Diana said. Her smile was almost as overwhelming as the diamonds she wore at her ears and around her neck. ‘Whatever I can do to assist you,’ she said,

  ‘that’s what I’m going to do.’




  ‘Well, Miss Ross, we really appreciate it,’ Joseph Jackson managed to say. Usually a smooth talker, Joseph was not having an easy time that night.




  Diana’s smile was warm and sincere. She turned to Michael. ‘And you, you’re just so cute.’ When she pinched his cheek, Michael blushed.




  Immediately after signing to the label, the Jacksons began to record at the Motown studios under the direction of producer Bobby Taylor, the man who had really discovered them

  in Chicago. For the next few months, they would spend their weeks in Gary attending school and their weekends – and many of their weeks as well – in Detroit, sleeping on the floor of Taylor’s apartment. They recorded fifteen songs, most of which would surface later on their albums. Taylor would say later that he was not paid for those

  sessions. ‘Sure, I would have liked the recognition for having discovered The Jackson 5,’ he said. ‘But recognition don’t pay the bills.’




  (One day, Berry Gordy and Bobby Taylor were talking about the boys, and Bobby was saying how thrilled he was to be in on the ground floor of something as exciting as The Jackson 5.

  ‘Taylor, let me tell you something,’ Gordy said, according to Bobby’s memory. ‘As soon as they get rich, they’re gonna forget who you are.’)




  The next eight months would prove to be difficult. Berry did not feel The Jackson 5 were ready to have a single release yet; he wasn’t satisfied with any of the songs they had thus far

  recorded. Everyone in the family was becoming impatient, especially since conditions in Gary were getting worse with street gangs terrorizing the neighbourhood. Joseph was mugged and, later, a punk

  pulled a knife on Tito. Every day, the family would wait for that call from someone – anyone – at Motown, telling them what the next step in their lives would be.




  On 11 March 1969, the Motown contract was finally fully executed. The delay had been caused when Ralph Seltzer discovered The Jackson 5 were still committed to Steeltown Records, despite Richard

  Aron’s previous efforts to extricate them from that deal. Motown had to make a settlement with Steeltown, much to Gordy’s chagrin. By this time, according to Ralph Seltzer, Motown had

  spent in excess of thirty thousand dollars on The Jackson 5, and this sum did not include any settlement made to Steeltown. Gordy was anxious to begin recouping his investment.




  In August 1969, more than a year since their audition, the call came from Motown: Gordy wanted Joseph, his five sons and Johnny Jackson and Ronny Rancifer to move to Los Angeles. They would

  attend school on the West Coast while recording at Motown’s new Hollywood facilities. Though Gordy wasn’t enthused by any of the Jacksons’ songs, he was impressed with young

  Michael. ‘Michael was a born star,’ he would later say in an interview. ‘He was a classic example of understanding everything. I recognized that he had a depth that was so vast,

  it was just incredible. The first time I saw him, I saw this little kid as something real special.’




  Joseph, Tito, Jack Richardson, drummer Johnny Jackson, and keyboardist Ronny Rancifer drove to Los Angeles in the family’s new Dodge Maxivan. Motown paid

  for Jackie, Jermaine, Marlon and Michael to fly out a few days later. It was Joseph’s decision not to move the entire family from Gary to Los Angeles until he was certain that their future

  there would be secure. It was possible, after all, that Berry could be wrong, that the group would be a failure, and that they would have to start all over again. So Janet, Randy and LaToya stayed

  behind with Katherine in Gary.




  Berry registered the family at one of the seediest motels in Hollywood, the Tropicana, on Santa Monica Boulevard. Michael, Marlon and Jermaine shared one room while Tito and Jackie were in

  another. Joseph was down the hall. The family saw little of their rooms. Since it was still school vacation, they spent most of their waking hours at Motown’s Hollywood studios rehearsing and

  recording.




  Eventually, Gordy pulled the family out of the Tropicana and moved them to the Hollywood Motel, across the street from Hollywood High and closer to Motown headquarters. This was an even more

  dreadful residence for young boys; prostitutes and pimps used it as a place to conduct business. However, none of that mattered to the Jacksons. Why would it? They were living in California. Even

  if they didn’t see movie stars on every corner as they had dreamed, Los Angeles was heaven compared to Gary.




  To the Jacksons’ young eyes, everything seemed new. Michael had never seen a real palm tree before he got to California. ‘And here were whole streets lined with them,’ he once

  recalled. There were expensive, luxury automobiles everywhere they looked, and everyone driving them seemed to wear sunglasses, even on those overcast mornings when the sun didn’t emerge

  until noon. In fact, as the young Jacksons would soon learn, many people wore their sunglasses at night too. ‘Now that’s Hollywood livin’,’ Joseph said.




  One afternoon, Berry called a meeting of the gang at Diana Ross’s home. This was the first time the boys had seen her since the show they gave at Berry’s home in

  Detroit the previous winter. Diana’s house may not have been spectacular by Hollywood standards – she was a single woman, at the time, living in a

  three-bedroom temporary residence in Hollywood Hills while in the process of purchasing a new, more opulent home in Beverly Hills – but when the five Jackson boys and their father compared

  her digs to their garage-sized house in Gary, it was hard for them to act cool.




  Michael has recalled that Gordy sat the boys down in Diana’s living room and had a talk with them. ‘I’m gonna make you kids the biggest thing in the world,’ he told them.

  ‘You’re gonna have three number-one hits in a row. They’re gonna write about you kids in history books. So get ready, ’cause it’s coming.’




  That was exactly what the Jacksons wanted to hear. Joseph had wanted nothing more for his sons than to be successful, and it seemed a sure-thing, now. He told them that they were to do whatever

  ‘Mr Gordy’ asked of them, with no questions. Simply put, Joseph was in awe of Berry. However, he was also intimidated by him. ‘Here’s a black man who has made millions of

  dollars in show business,’ Joseph had said. ‘If I can just learn a few things from this guy, then I’ll have it made too.’




  As the meeting was about to conclude, Diana swept into the room looking like … well, Diana Ross … in a black satin hot pants outfit, huge natural hairstyle and gold hoop

  earrings. ‘She always looked like a goddess,’ Jermaine recalled. ‘I remember that when she walked into the living room that day, all of our mouths dropped open.’ Although

  the boys had met her before, they were still awed. Joseph fell all over himself to make an impression.




  ‘I just want to tell you boys once again that I’m here for you,’ she said. ‘If there’s anything I can do for you, I hope you’ll let me know.’




  She seemed sincere, Jermaine would remember. ‘It was hard to believe that she was saying those words to us,’ he said. ‘I mean, what did we do to deserve her assistance? Talk

  about luck.’




  What Jermaine remembers most about the day is the telegram that Diana showed them. ‘This is from me to lots and lots of people,’ she explained. It read: ‘Please join me in

  welcoming a brilliant musical group, The Jackson 5, on Monday, 11 August 6:30 to 9:30 p.m. at the Daisy, North Rodeo Drive, Beverly Hills. The Jackson 5, featuring sensational eight-year-old

  Michael Jackson, will perform live at the party, [signed] Diana Ross.’




  ‘I think you made a mistake,’ Michael told her. ‘I’m not eight. I’m ten.’




  ‘Not any more you’re not,’ Berry said with a grin.




  Berry explained that the discrepancy was a matter of public relations. What ensued was a brief discussion with Michael about the art of PR; he was reminded that, as far as the media were

  concerned, Diana Ross was the one who had brought him and his brothers to Motown. He should always remember that because, as Diana explained to him, ‘It’s all for your image.’




  ‘Got it,’ Michael said. ‘I’m eight. And we were discovered by the great Miss Diana Ross.’




  ‘You got it, all right,’ Diana said with a grin. She hugged him tightly. ‘You are just so cute,’ she said, again.




  Michael would later recall, ‘I figured out at an early age that if someone said something about me that wasn’t true, it was a lie. But if someone said something about my image

  that wasn’t true, then it was okay. Because then it wasn’t a lie, it was public relations.’




  On 11 August 1968, Diana Ross introduced her new protégés, The Jackson 5, with the kind of pomp and pageantry usually accorded major Hollywood debuts. Three hundred of

  Gordy’s and Diana’s ‘closest’ friends and business associates crammed into the chic Beverly Hills private club, the Daisy, all having been personally invited via Diana

  Ross’s telegram. They stood and cheered as Michael Jackson and The Jackson 5 – as they were introduced by Diana – performed Motown songs such as Smokey Robinson’s

  ‘Who’s Loving You’ and even Disney classics like ‘Zip-a-dee-do-dah’. The boys wore identical lime green vest suits with gold shirts and matching green boots. Every

  move had been carefully choreographed for them, and rehearsed in the professional Motown tradition. They were a hit. Afterwards, a Motown press release was distributed to everyone in attendance,

  with two years shaved off the age of each boy.




  Beaming with pride at their reception, Berry announced that The Jackson 5 would next appear in concert with Diana Ross and The Supremes at the Forum five days later, and then later in October

  when Diana would play hostess on The Hollywood Palace television show.




  Each Jackson boy met the press in a receiving line, with Diana Ross making the introductions: ‘This one’s Michael. Isn’t he cute? And

  that one’s Jermaine. Isn’t he adorable? And over there’s Jackie. Look how tall he is,’ and so forth.




  Soul reporter Judy Spiegelman recalled, ‘I remember being impressed with the courteous, outgoing attitude of the youngsters. After all, they were just kids but yet not at all

  affected by the attention.’




  Pauline Dunn, a reporter from the Sentinel, a Los Angeles black newspaper, approached Michael.




  ‘How’s it feel to be a star, Michael?’ she wanted to know.




  ‘Well, to tell you the truth, I had just about given up hope,’ Michael said with a grin. He was wearing a black bowler hat over his Afro-style hair. ‘I thought I was gonna be

  an old man before being discovered.’ Then, in a hushed, dramatic tone he concluded, ‘But then along came Miss Diana Ross to save my career. She discovered me.’




  ‘And just how old are you, Michael?’ she asked.




  Michael looked up at Diana, who was standing proudly behind him, her hand on his shoulder. Berry Gordy stood nearby.




  ‘Eight,’ Michael said.




  ‘But I thought you were older. Going on eleven, maybe,’ the suspicious journalist pressed.




  ‘Well, I’m not,’ Michael insisted. ‘I’m eight.’




  ‘But I heard—’




  ‘Look, the kid’s eight, all right?’ Berry broke in. ‘Next question.’




  ‘Next question, please,’ Michael corrected him. He smiled and winked at Pauline Dunn as if to say, This is how we play the game.
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  Creating The Jackson 5’s First Hit




  The early 1970s were the most significant transitional years Motown Records had undergone since shoring itself up as a major musical force. By that time, although the

  company was still producing superb pop and rhythm-and-blues music, some of its biggest stars had begun grumbling about Motown’s conveyor-belt method of

  creating hit records.




  The seventies was a period of change, both socially and politically, and the production of pop music did not go unaffected. To keep pace with the times, many labels eventually dismantled their

  songwriting/production staffs and signed prolific singer-songwriters and self-contained bands who wrote and performed their own music. Berry Gordy was not thrilled about this trend. He had always

  discouraged his acts from writing and producing their own material because, it was said, he did not wish for them to share in the music’s publishing, which was the inevitable next request. He

  preferred having his own stable of writers and producers, all of whom were signed to his own publishing company, Jobete. In the end, much of the money stayed in Motown’s coffers.




  However, some of Motown’s acts craved more artistic freedom. For instance, Stevie Wonder and Marvin Gaye both felt that they’d outgrown manufacturing music the Motown way –

  singing songs supplied to them by staff writers and producers. They must have finally realized that staff producers and writers like Smokey Robinson and Norman Whitfield were earning large sums

  from songwriting royalties without having to sweat through gruelling forty-city tours and public appearances. Wonder and Gaye were now asking Berry for the opportunity to express themselves

  musically through song-writing and, by extension, share in the publishing of their songs.




  The fact is that music wasn’t at the forefront of founder Berry Gordy’s reasoning when he decided to relocate Motown from Detroit to Los Angeles. Berry picked up and moved two

  decades’ worth of Michigan roots for the same reason optimistic high school graduates and pretty young runaways swarm to the City of Angels every day from all over the world: the Silver

  Screen. Berry wanted to get into films, and his protégée Diana Ross was to be his ticket. In masterminding the westward move, Gordy was his usual methodical self. He used the occasion

  to clean house: employees and artists considered deadweight would be left behind in the Motor City, while desired staffers could keep their jobs, but only if they were willing to relocate to Los

  Angeles.




  When Berry Gordy saw the film of The Jackson Five’s Detroit audition, he realized that these youngsters had arrived at a precipitous time. Not only would

  this group usher in a new musical era for Motown, but they would do so with a hit single supplied by Motown’s own production staff. These kids didn’t want to write and produce their own

  songs, they just wanted to be stars. For Berry, this must have been déjà vu. How he longed for a time not so long ago when Stevie and Marvin cared only about singing and not about

  publishing. Signing a group that would be exclusively reliant on Motown for its material would validate the tried-and-true Motown process for at least a few more years. (Even Gordy couldn’t

  have predicted, though, how much Jobete would prosper as a result of his signing of The Jackson 5.)




  In 1969, Motown’s West Coast Division was operated under the direction of one of the company’s top staff writer-producers. As an integral part of a

  writing-producing team at Motown called the Clan, Deke Richards was responsible for some terrific songs (such as The Supremes’ ‘Love Child’). He and Berry enjoyed a close

  relationship; Deke even had a phone line exclusively for Berry’s use, and Berry would call him at all hours of the early morning, brimming with ideas.




  Integral to Deke’s job as Creative Director of Talent for Motown’s West Coast Division was an on-going search for promising new writers and artists to bolster the company’s

  roster. That year, he was introduced to two talented young writers, Freddie Perren and Fonce Mizell. He thought both had amazing ability and couldn’t wait to bring them into the Motown

  family.




  For the next three months, Deke Richards, Freddie Perren and Fonce Mizell collaborated on a song entitled ‘I Want to Be Free’, which was intended for Gladys Knight and the Pips. The

  team went into the Motown studios with a talented corps of musicians to cut the instrumental track for ‘I Want to Be Free’, remembered fondly by Perren as ‘one of Motown’s

  greatest instrumental performances’.




  Meanwhile, Berry invited Deke to the show The Jackson 5 gave at the Daisy, presented by Diana Ross. Deke was impressed.




  He had heard through the Motown grapevine that Bobby Taylor was presently recording material with the brothers in Detroit. Though Taylor was producing some good songs, everyone knew that there

  wasn’t a hit record to be found in the bunch. When Deke played the track of ‘I Want to Be Free’ for Berry, he liked it so much he thought it might

  be ideal for the Jackson boys. ‘Give the song a Frankie Lymon treatment,’ he told Deke, ‘and we’ll see what happens.’




  Deke recalled, ‘Berry lived with the track for a while and had a couple of ideas which were good. He was starting to get excited. I wanted Berry to get involved. This was starting

  to become a very exciting proposition for all of us.’




  Deke decided to call the team of Fonce Mizell, Freddie Perren, himself and Gordy the Corporation, which would reinforce the democratic premise that there would be no overblown egos involved in

  the work and that everyone would be treated fairly. He remembered, ‘After the basic instrumental track was finished, it was time to begin rehearsing the kids’ vocals to record over it.

  The boys came over to Berry’s house, and that’s when we started talking about the song with them and developing a rapport. For the next few weeks, those kids worked a tremendous number

  of hours on this one song. It was hard work. Eventually, the song was retitled “I Want You Back”.’




  ‘The biggest problem with The Jackson 5 was not the willingness to work,’ said Deke. ‘The problem was that you not only had to be a producer, you had to be a phonetics and

  English teacher. It was draining, teaching them the pronunciation of words. We had to go over and over words one at a time, which was tough.




  ‘If Michael had any problems other than phonetics, they had to do with attacking and sustaining words and notes. Like any kid, he tended to throw away words, he would slur a note rather

  than hold on to it. He’d be thinking about dancing or whatever and not concentrate on getting the lyrics out. I’d have to tell him, “I need those notes, Michael, every last one of

  them.”




  ‘As a singer, though, he was great. As far as tone and all, he was terrific. We put a lot of pressure on him, because whenever you find a little kid who can sing like that, the feeling is,

  “Yeah, he’s so great I want him to be even greater.” I felt that if he could be that good in the raw, imagine how amazing he could be if you really polished him up.’




  ‘I remember that Deke Richards was one of my first teachers,’ Michael Jackson said. ‘God, we spent so much time on “I Want You Back”. He was really patient with me,

  all of us. I think I must have recorded that thing two dozen times. I had no idea that recording could be such work. I remember falling asleep at the mike. I wondered if it would ever be finished. Just when I thought we were through, we’d have to go back and do it again.’




  The final recording session for ‘I Want You Back’ lasted until two in the morning. ‘This had to be the most expensive single in Motown history, up to that point,’ Deke

  Richards added. ‘It cost about ten thousand dollars. At that time the cost of a Motown single was about two thousand. We kept adding and subtracting music until the very end. In fact, the

  original song started off with just a guitar, but at the last minute I wanted a piano glissando at the top. I had Freddie and Fonce go in there and run their fingers down the piano to kick the song

  off.’




  On 2 October 1969, after the final mixing of ‘I Want You Back’, Berry asked Deke how he thought the group’s name should appear on the record’s label. ‘Jackson

  Five’? ‘Jackson Five featuring Michael Jackson’? Deke said he thought the group should be called simply The Jackson 5, with the numeral 5. Berry agreed. Joseph Jackson

  wasn’t even consulted. Imagine what kind of tension might have resulted in the family if Deke had suggested ‘Jackson Five featuring Michael Jackson’?
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  Michael Moves in with Diana




  On 1 October 1969, as his father and brothers were being shuffled from one hotel to another by the Motown brass, it was decided that Michael Jackson would move in with

  Diana Ross in her Hollywood Hills home. ‘It was a calculated thing. I wanted him to be around her,’ Berry Gordy explained. ‘People think it was an accident that he stayed there.

  It wasn’t. I wanted Diana to teach him whatever she could. Diana’s a very influential person. I knew that Michael would pick up something just by being around her. Diana had said

  that he sort of reminded her of herself at age eleven. Michael was anxious and interested, as well as talented, like Diana was when I first met her. She was sixteen, then.




  ‘I asked her if she minded and she didn’t. She wanted him around. It was good for her to have someone else besides herself to think about. It was

  just for four weeks, the month of October.’




  As much as she may have wanted to help, Diana was so consumed by the demands of her own career, she probably wasn’t prepared for the role of surrogate mother. Still, she gave it everything

  she had, treated Michael like a son and became attached to him. However, Michael’s lifestyle in the Ross household must have seemed to be everything he had been brought up by his mother to

  shun as wicked. Nothing else really mattered in these surroundings, it seemed, but show business. ‘You are going to be a great, great star,’ Diana would remind him over breakfast.

  ‘Now, eat your cereal.’




  Though Diana remained at home during the month of October, she was extremely busy. She was about to leave The Supremes and embark on a solo career. Meanwhile, she and Berry were having a

  tumultuous romance. Michael, no doubt, heard many arguments between the couple, and then probably watched as they smiled and cooed at one another for the sake of reporters. He was learning a lot

  about show business public relations, but only time would tell how he would be affected by it.




  Michael attended school during the day and recorded in the studio until late at night, but had noted that during the time he lived with Diana Ross, she found time to teach him about art.

  ‘We’d go out, just the two of us, and buy pencils and paint,’ Michael wrote of his time with Diana in his autobiography. ‘When we weren’t drawing or painting,

  we’d go to museums.’




  Michael’s fascination with Diana – some would later see it as an obsession – would last for many years. As well as a mother figure when his own was thousands of miles away, she

  was an accomplished performer; he studied her constantly. ‘I remember I used to just sit in the corner and watch the way she moved,’ he recalled of Diana. ‘She was art in motion.

  Have you ever seen the way she works her hands? I was,’ he struggled for the right word, ‘enthralledhy her. All day long when I wasn’t rehearsing my songs, I’d be

  listening to hers. I watched her rehearse one day in the mirror. She didn’t know I was watching. I studied her, the way she moved, the way she sang, just the way she was. Afterwards, I told

  her, “I want to be just like you, Diana.” And she said, “You just be yourself and you’ll be a great star.”’




  Michael, at age eleven, did have some lonely moments living in the Ross home while she was away at work; he missed his mother and talked to her on the telephone

  constantly, running up Diana’s phone bill.




  Katherine was troubled by Michael’s life during that time, according to one family friend, a woman who asked for anonymity because she is someone in whom Katherine still confides.

  ‘Katie truly was concerned about Diana Ross’s lifestyle and how it might influence her son,’ said the friend. ‘She didn’t want her son to be corrupted by Diana or her

  show-business circle of friends. Also, she knew very little about Diana. She knew her as a star with a reputation for being egotistical and self-involved. The whole time Michael was away from her,

  Katie could only imagine what was going on in the Ross household and how Michael was coping with it. Her imagination ran wild. It was a time of great concern, wondering what kinds of values Diana

  Ross was passing on to her son.’




  Perhaps making matters more difficult for Katherine, Diana seemed reluctant to talk to her directly. When Katherine would telephone to check in on Michael, she would have to talk to one of the

  household staff if Michael wasn’t available. Diana would usually not come to the phone.




  If Katherine was distressed about the possibilities of wild parties at the Diana Ross residence, she need not have been. Diana was a serious person, not a party girl. She would go to bed early

  in order to be up on time for her many appointments. If anything, she passed on to Michael a work ethic that would serve him well as a youngster. She wanted to be an example to him, and she was

  sure to not allow him to see anything but her best side.




  ‘I got to know her well,’ Michael would say many years later, ‘and she taught me so much by example. I remember she would be in the recording studio until all hours of the

  morning, get home, have a costume fitting, a rehearsal, lunch, a TV show, and then she would crash for maybe two hours. Then back in the studio. I remember thinking, I don’t have it bad at

  all. Look at her. And she’s Diana Ross!’
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  Success!




  Stardom for The Jackson 5 was just around the corner, but with a detour or two along the way. When ‘I Want You Back’ was released in October 1969, it

  wasn’t an immediate hit. The song entered Billboard’s Top 100 at number 90. Motown’s promotion and sales department had to continually encourage disc jockeys to play it and

  record stores to stock it. Then, finally, ten weeks later, on 31 January it shot to number one, displacing B. J. Thomas’s ‘Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head’.




  With ‘I Want You Back’, Berry Gordy, Deke Richards, Fonce Mizell and Freddie Perren managed to launch Motown’s latest find with a blast, and the record label into a new and

  exciting decade. A precocious yet completely adorable and endearing Michael led his older brothers into the hearts, homes and stereos of middle-class white America. The rousing single also found

  success on the black or rhythm-and-blues charts.




  As with the successful Supremes’ formula of the sixties, The Jackson 5 sound presented a wholesome, non-threatening soul music, easily digested and readily accepted by all races of record

  buyers. Though the record was only number one for a week in America, it went on to sell an amazing 2,060,711 copies in the United States, and another four million abroad. In the UK, the song peaked

  at number two and remained on the chart for thirteen weeks, selling 250,000 copies.




  ‘The pros have told us that no group has ever had a better start than we did,’ Michael Jackson has remembered. ‘Ever.’




  Once ‘I Want You Back’ was released, The Jackson 5 had an image makeover. Motown’s famous charm school – the artist development classes held in Detroit to turn street

  kids like The Temptations into savvy show people – was no longer in business now that the company had relocated to Los Angeles. All of the image-changing work now had to be done by whomever

  Gordy could coax into helping the cause. Suzanne dePasse – now president of Motown Productions – became responsible for repackaging the youngsters. Stylists with Colourform models

  worked with them to come up with the best haircuts and stage outfits for each group member. Suzanne and the boys went shopping for the most outrageous outfits they

  could find – and some of them were truly atrocious, with wild colours and designs. Yet, oddly, it all worked. It was the seventies, after all.




  18 October 1969, marked another major milestone for The Jackson 5: their first appearance on national television, on The Hollywood Palace, hosted by Diana Ross. (The Supremes were there,

  too, though Mary Wilson and Cindy Birdsong didn’t get much air time that night.) Backstage, Joseph kept peppering his boys with last-minute advice, the way he always did before they

  performed. Michael once recalled that it was usually easy to tune Joseph out; he’d said the same things a hundred times before. This evening, Joseph was even more intense, according to Jack

  Lewis, a set designer on the ABC programme.




  ‘Joe paced back and forth backstage like a lion,’ he remembered. ‘There’s no doubt in my mind he was more nervous than his kids. The boys were excited about the break.

  Diana Ross kept going backstage and having private conversations with Michael. She patted him on the head a lot, which I noticed annoyed Joe.’




  Diana wore a white midriff-baring halter and white slacks which emphasized her reed-thin figure. Her hair was pulled into an elaborate topknot; her shoulder-length silver earrings flew to and

  fro when she danced with Michael backstage before the show. ‘Come on, get down!’ she said, beckoning him. ‘You’re the man! You’re the man!’ Michael did a quick

  James Brown spin and collapsed to the floor on his knees, then back up again in a flash. ‘I’m the man,’ he said, laughing. ‘You got that right.’




  Berry Gordy was backstage too. Right before they went on, Gordy pulled all of them together in a huddle and had an impromptu conference. Then when he finished, Joe – not to be outdone

  – did the same thing.




  From behind the curtain, they heard Diana’s introduction: ‘Tonight, I have the pleasure of introducing a young star who has been in the business all of his life. He’s worked

  with his family, and when he sings and dances, he lights up the stage.’




  At that moment, Sammy Davis, Jr., came bounding out on to the stage for a comic bit. He supposedly thought Diana was introducing him, but she explained that she was actually referring to –

  and then she made the introduction – ‘Michael Jackson and The Jackson 5.’




  At that, the curtain opened and The Jackson 5 bounded out, singing the Sly Stone composition, ‘Sing a Simple Song’. The fellows were dressed alike in

  the costumes they had worn for their debut appearance at the Daisy: pale, lime-green, double-breasted, wide-lapelled, sleeveless jackets with matching bell-bottom slacks and suede boots in exactly

  the same shade. Their shirts, with the full-gathered sleeves, were gold. (While many observers assumed that these outfits were paid for by Motown, actually they were purchased off the rack by

  Joseph and Katherine back in Gary.)




  As they sang, according to set designer Jack Lewis, Joseph Jackson and Berry Gordy became embroiled in a heated argument, backstage.




  ‘What’s this “Michael Jackson and the Jackson 5” stuff?’ Joseph demanded. ‘No one told me about that. No one cleared that with me.’




  Berry shrugged his shoulders. ‘It wasn’t written that way on the cue card,’ he explained. ‘Diana just blurted it out. She’s that way. She does what she wants to do.

  Been trying to tell her what to do for years,’ he said with an easy smile. ‘It ain’t gonna happen.’




  ‘Well, I don’t like it,’ Joseph fumed. ‘All the boys are equal. We’re not singling Michael out from the rest. It’ll just cause problems.’




  ‘But, look, Joe, he’s obviously the star.’ Berry said, not taking his eyes off the performance. ‘Come on! Look at him. You gotta be kidding me?’




  ‘No, they’re all stars,’ Joseph countered.




  ‘Well, it’s too late now,’ Berry said, shrugging his shoulders, again. Then the two of them watched the rest of the performance, Berry with a big smile and Joseph with a sour

  frown.




  When the brothers finished their next two songs – ‘Can You Remember?’ and ‘I Want You Back’ – the applause, led by Diana, was generous. They made a solid

  impression, there was no doubt about it.




  After the show, there was pandemonium backstage, with the boys whooping and hollering, slapping one another on the back, jumping up and down and hugging each other. Joseph was in the middle of

  it all, enjoying a sweet moment of victory with his sons.




  Diana walked into the backstage area and went right to Michael. ‘I am so proud of you,’ she enthused. ‘You are the best! Just the greatest.

  You’re gonna be a big, big star.’ She took such pride in Michael’s achievement; one might have thought she was his actual mother, not just a figure-head in his life. Then,

  she turned from her ‘son’.




  ‘Will someone please get me a towel?’ Diana asked no one in particular. She raised her voice. ‘There should have been a towel back here waiting for me. I want a towel.

  Now, where is it? Somebody?’




  ‘I’ll get you one, Miss Ross’ Michael offered. He disappeared for a moment and came back with a fluffy white towel.




  Diana smiled and took it. ‘Thanks, Michael,’ she said, patting him on the head.




  He beamed and ran off.




  Berry walked over to Diana and, as Jack Lewis listened, he asked, ‘What was with that introduction, “Michael Jackson and The Jackson 5”?’




  Towelling off her bare shoulders, Diana looked at Berry with a proud expression. ‘Oh, I threw that in myself,’ she said. ‘Pretty good, huh?’




  ‘I figured. But the father was really pissed off about it,’ Berry said.




  Diana looked at Berry as if he were daft for caring what ‘the father’ thought … ‘So what?’ she asked. ‘Here, take this,’ she said, handing him the

  towel as if he was her assistant instead of the president of her record company. ‘Michael! Oh, Michael,’ she called out as she walked away. ‘Now, where is that boy?’




  Not since Sammy Davis, Jr., had the world seen a child performer with as innate a command of himself on stage as Michael Jackson. Both as a singer and dancer, young Michael

  exuded a presence that was simply uncanny. After this youngster was heard recording Smokey Robinson’s plaintive, bluesy ‘Who’s Loving You?’ the question among Motown’s

  staffers was ‘Where did he learn that kind of emotion?’ The answer is that he didn’t have to learn it, it just seemed to be there for him.




  Producers were always astonished at how Michael would, in between recording sessions, play games that pre-teen children enjoy such as cards and hide-and-seek, and then step behind a microphone

  and belt out a song with the emotional agility and presence of an old soul who’s seen his share of heartache. Equally amazing was the fact that, aside from

  listening to demonstration tapes of the songs sung by a session singer to give him direction on the lead melody and Deke Richards’ constant prodding to clean up his diction, Michael was

  pretty much left to his own devices in the studio. When he was told to sound like a rejected suitor, no one in the studio actually expected him to do it, to understand the emotion involved in

  heartbreak. How could they? After all, he was eleven.




  ‘I’ll tell you the honest-to-God truth. I never knew what I was doing in the early days,’ Michael confessed to me once. ‘I just did it. I never knew how to sing, really.

  I didn’t control it. It just formed itself. I don’t know where it came from … it just came. Half the time, I didn’t even know what I was singing about, but I still felt the

  emotion behind it.’




  Producer Deke Richards used to have to sit Michael on top of a trash can in order for him to sing into the boom mike above him. Jermaine and Jackie would stand on either side of Michael –

  Marlon and Tito rarely recorded backing vocals in the early days since neither had a knack for harmony – and sheet music would be positioned in front of Michael’s face on a music stand.

  From the control booth, all Richards could see in the studio were Jermaine and Jackie standing on either side of two sneakers dangling at the sides of a trash can.




  When Michael and his brothers became professional performers, there were probably a million youngsters with as much raw dancing talent. What set Michael apart from the schoolyard hoofers was his

  execution, undoubtedly gleaned from years of observing headliners in the rhythm-and-blues revues in which he and his brothers used to appear. The kid had an eye for what worked.




  From legendary soul singer Jackie Wilson, Michael mastered the importance of onstage drama. He learned early on that dropping dramatically to one knee, an old Wilson tactic, usually made an

  audience whoop and holler. However, for the most part, watching young Michael at work was like observing an honour student of ‘James Brown 101’. Michael appropriated everything he could

  from the self-proclaimed ‘hardest-working man in show business’. Not only did he employ Brown’s splits and the one-foot slides, he worked a microphone bold-soul style just like

  Brown – passionately jerking the stand around like a drunk might handle his girlfriend at the corner pool hall on a Saturday night.




  Michael also pilfered James Brown’s famous spin. However, back then, the spin didn’t go over nearly as well with a crowd as Michael’s version of another dance of the day that

  Brown popularized, the Camel Walk. When Michael strode across the floor of American Bandstand during The Jackson 5’s first appearance on that programme, even the audience of pretty

  white teenagers got caught up in the frenzy of excitement.




  From Diana Ross, Michael got not only a sense of style, but an appreciation of power. Diana had a quiet authority, the power of presence. He’d observed how people reacted to her

  when she walked into a room. She was revered. She was given deferential treatment. She had a special power. He liked that.




  There was one other thing Michael got from Diana: his early ooohs. Michael’s early vocal ad-libs were almost always punctuated with an oooh here or there; not a

  long-drawn-out oooh, but rather a stab, an exclamation mark. Diana used this effect on many of The Supremes’ recordings. Michael delighted in it and put it in his grab bag of

  influences. Indeed, for little Michael Jackson, every little oooh helped.




  At the beginning of November 1969, Berry Gordy leased a house for the Jackson family at 1601 Queens Road in Los Angeles. Michael moved out of Diana Ross’s home and in

  with his father and brothers. A month later, Katherine, LaToya, Janet and Randy joined the rest of the family. Motown paid for their flights, their first plane ride.




  As they arrived at the house, the boys were waiting on the front lawn. Michael was the first to throw himself into his mother’s arms. ‘But you got so big,’ she exclaimed. Tears

  streamed down her face as she hugged each of her boys in turn. Jackie, ever the tease, lifted Marlon up and tossed him in the air. ‘Me next, me next,’ three-year-old Janet squealed.




  Katherine would recall that, once inside the house, she took a long look around the living room. It was so large – twice the size of the entire house in Gary – that she was

  dumbstruck. ‘It ain’t Gary, that’s for sure,’ Joseph told her with a proud smile. Then Joseph had Katherine close her eyes. He led his wife

  out to the backyard patio. ‘Okay, you can open them now,’ he told her.




  A panorama of dusk-time Los Angeles lay stretched below the hillside home, thousands of lights twinkling like earthbound stars. A dark-blue sky above, clear and cloudless, was full of stars.

  ‘This must be what heaven looks like,’ Katherine said, when she could speak. ‘I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.’




  ‘Well, it’s here for you every night,’ Joseph told her. He was happy to see her, his wife and partner. Sometimes, Katherine’s sadness was so acute, it bordered on

  depression. Joseph knew he was responsible; he tried not to think about what he was doing to her, focusing instead on what he was doing for her – such as being able to present her with

  such a new and exciting lifestyle. Though Joseph had his dalliances, he had always insisted that Katherine Jackson was the only woman he had ever truly loved and the rest were … diversions.

  Joseph could be cruel and unconscionable, at times. He could be selfish. Over the years, he would watch as Katherine’s love for him foundered on the rocks of his blatant infidelity and dogged

  ambition. However, when he was alone with her, what they shared in those quiet moments was real and powerful, and it lasts to this day. They have been married for fifty-three years.




  Katherine recalled that she asked to be left alone for a moment in the outdoors of her new home. There she stood, among the orange trees and flower beds, all illuminated in a spectacular way.

  Joseph had turned on the outdoor sound-system so that romantic music could be heard playing softly in the background. The air smelled of jasmine. It was magical.




  ‘Lovely, isn’t it?’




  Katherine whirled around at the sound of the woman’s unfamiliar voice, but before either of them could say anything, Michael was at Katherine’s side. ‘Momma, this is

  her. This is Diana Ross,’ he said, excited. ‘Isn’t she beautiful? Isn’t she just beautiful?’




  Later, telling a friend about the incident, Katherine would remember that Diana was as slim, young and attractive as she appeared on the television screen. Katherine, who was short and rounded,

  became painfully aware of how plain she herself may have looked to the glamorous singer. She walked towards her with a limp. Diana glided, as if on air. She was warm and friendly. Her large, dark

  eyes dancing, she took Katherine’s hand. ‘Mrs Jackson, I am so happy to meet you,’ she said. ‘Your kids have talked about you so much. They

  are just the best.’




  As pleased as she was to hear her children praised, Katherine could not help wondering why Diana was at the house, and when she had arrived. Diana must have sensed her unspoken questions.

  ‘Oh, I was just visiting,’ she said by way of explanation. She hugged Katherine warmly and kissed her on the cheek.




  Katherine told Diana that she was grateful for all she had done for her boys, especially Michael, and that she was happy to be able now to raise him herself. ‘He needs his mother,’

  she said, firmly. ‘I have been gone too long,’ she added pointedly. At that, Diana seemed to become uncomfortable; her attitude changed. ‘I’m happy for you,’ she said,

  softly. She seemed crestfallen by the subtle reminder that she might no longer be as influential in young Michael’s life. She loved being his ‘mother’, even for just such a short

  time. She would miss it. Her life had been lonely, one devoted to career pursuits since she was about fifteen. However, it wouldn’t be long before she would have children of her own –

  three girls and then later two boys – and devote as much of herself to them as she would to her career. ‘I’d love to chat,’ she told Katherine, ‘but I can’t

  because I’m very busy.’




  ‘Can’t you at least stay for a cup of coffee?’ Katherine offered.




  ‘No, not really. I must run now. I’m sure you understand.’




  ‘Oh … sure,’ Katherine said.




  Without another word, Diana turned and walked into the night.




  ‘Bye,’ Michael called out after her, but Diana didn’t answer.




  Katherine hugged Michael. Then, without a backward glance at the breathtaking view, mother and son walked hand in hand into the house to begin their new life.




  

    

     

  




  PART TWO




  

     

  




  
1‘ABC and ‘The Love You Save’




  By the end of 1969, Michael Jackson, now eleven years old and reunited with his mother, was a bubbly, energetic and happy youngster. ‘All I want now is to see how

  far we can go as a family,’ he told Soul magazine reporter Judy Spiegelman. ‘I like show business, Hollywood, and all that stuff, the things people like Berry Gordy do to make

  you look good. I’m real excited about things.’




  In December, Motown Records released the brothers’ first album, Diana Ross Presents The Jackson 5. It would go on to sell 629,363 copies, an amazing number for a debut album. In

  Britain, it peaked at number sixteen and remained in the Top 100 for four weeks. ‘Honesty has always been a very special word for me – a special idea,’ Diana Ross wrote in the

  liner notes. ‘But when I think of my own personal idea of honesty, I think of something being straight out, all there, on the table – the way it is … That’s how I feel

  about The Jackson 5 – five brothers by the name of Jackson whom I discovered in Gary, Indiana. They’ve got great talent,’ Diana Ross concluded. ‘And above all, they’re

  honest.’




  Michael read an advance proof of the album jacket in one of the Motown offices as his brothers and a promotion man looked on.




  ‘Wouldn’t even let us play our own instruments on the album,’ Tito grumbled. ‘But here we are in the picture holdin’ ’em like we played ’em. Don’t

  seem right to me.’ In truth, Tito and Jermaine were not permitted to play their bass and guitar in the Motown sessions because Berry didn’t think they were ready for studio work. All of

  the instrumental music was recorded by Motown’s top team of musicians before the Jacksons even got to the studio. The boys would then have to learn to duplicate the sound as best they could

  for live performances.




  ‘I think we should be playin’ on this record album, here,’ Tito decided.




  Michael rolled his eyes. ‘So?’ he asked.




  ‘So, it’s not true,’ Tito said. ‘It’s not honest, like Miss Ross said on the jacket.’




  ‘And what about this part?’ Jermaine asked, still looking over Michael’s shoulder. He pointed to Diana’s line about discovering the group. ‘That ain’t honest,

  either. Bobby Taylor was the one.’




  Michael shrugged his shoulders. ‘It’s called public relations,’ he said, matter-of-factly. ‘C’mon, guys. Get with it.’




  ‘He was really into this image thing at a pretty early age,’ said Stan Sherman, the independent promotion man who witnessed the exchange. ‘The other boys were sort of befuddled

  about all the lies, but not Michael. Once you explained it to him, he not only agreed with it but, I think, he even started to believe it. To me, that was frightening. He seemed willing and even

  eager to adjust to the fantasy of it all.’




  Later in the month, on 14 December 1969, The Jackson 5 appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show. Although they had already made one national television appearance on The Hollywood Palace,

  in October, being asked to perform on The Ed Sullivan Show was an important milestone in their career.




  The programme couldn’t credit its success to its host. Stiff and usually unsmiling, Sullivan, a columnist for the New York Daily News, did little more than introduce his guests,

  whose names he routinely mispronounced or forgot. Once, when Smokey Robinson and the Miracles appeared, he introduced them as ‘Smokey and his little Smokeys’. The lure of the show was

  its roster of guests, though. Newcomers knew they had the brass ring in their reach when they were asked to perform; those already established were assured they were still on top. Ed Sullivan never

  bothered with has-beens or wanna-be’s.




  As soon as Sullivan introduced this ‘sensational group’, Marlon, Jackie and Michael, flanked by Tito and Jermaine on guitar, started their set with their rendition of the Sly Stone

  song ‘Stand’. They were dressed in a variety of mod clothes purchased off the rack in Greenwich Village by Suzanne dePasse.




  Michael, again, was the star. When he sang, his eyes sparkled. He looked adorable in his magenta cowboy hat. Anyone who saw the performance would remember how

  impossibly cute this little kid was while on that stage. No diamond in the rough, he already seemed a polished, seasoned performer. When he sang ‘Can You Remember?’ his voice had a

  purity and range of tone that belied his years. By the time The Jackson 5 finished the set with a rousing ‘I Want You Back’, the audience had been completely won over. Just to appear

  with Ed Sullivan was an accomplishment, but to receive such rousing applause seemed a clear prophecy for success.




  As was his tradition, Sullivan engaged in some minimal banter with his guests, but he soon turned his attention to a member of the audience: ‘The person who discovered The Jackson 5, Diana

  Ross.’ Diana, clad in what can only be described as a grown-up version of a little girl’s pink organdy party dress, stood and modestly took a bow.




  The difficult task at hand for Motown was to follow The Jackson 5’s first number-one record with another chart-topper. Since it was his policy to allow the writers and

  producers of a hit song the opportunity to come up with another one just as successful, Berry Gordy gave the chore to Deke Richards and the Corporation. ‘One night I was at Fonce’s

  [Mizell] and Freddie’s [Perren] apartment and we were fooling around on their electric piano,’ recalled Deke Richards, ‘and I started thinking about Holland, Dozier and Holland

  and how they often did the same types of records over and over again, using the same progressions. Theirs was a proven hit formula. So I took a section of “I Want You Back” – the

  part where the group sings the chorus – and decided to make those exact same chords the foundation of their next single.




  ‘I was sitting at the piano, playing chords and I came up with the lyric, “A, B, C”. Fonce and Freddie looked at me like I was crazy.




  ‘“So, now what?” I asked myself. “I know, how about, one, two, three.” By now the guys thought I was nuts. And then I came up with the next line, “Do, re,

  mi.” And I finished with a big bang: “You and me.’”




  ‘That’s it,’ Deke told his partners, laughing. ‘That’s a hit.’




  In a short time, the three men were in the studio recording the song ‘ABC’, with Michael and his brothers.




  ‘I loved “ABC” from the first moment I heard it,’ Michael said. ‘I had more enthusiasm for that than I did for “I Want You

  Back”. It was just such a hot song, such a great idea with a hot track. I couldn’t wait to record it. I remember when Deke and the other guys were coming up with the middle of the song

  right there on the spot. “Siddown girl, I think I love you.” Then it was “Shake it, shake it, baby”, you know, like The Contours and old groups like that. I

  didn’t know you could do that in the studio, just come up with parts like that at the last minute.’
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