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  This book is dedicated to the many


  Motown stars who transformed my youth


  by allowing me to join them on their


  fantastic journeys.




    

    

  




  You’ve been watching me since I was a teenager, since I was sixteen. You watched me go a little bit crazy, watched me get big-headed, watched me

  spend too much money and then watched me catch up with myself and have my family. That’s a close relationship.




  

    Diana Ross to J. Randy Taraborrelli, 1981


  




  My separateness, my aloneness, has always been here and is here now, a recurring theme that has continuously run through my life. Deep down inside . . .

  I am still profoundly alone.




  

    Diana Ross, 1993
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  Introduction




  Diana Ross.




  The name on a page prompts a strong reaction from almost everyone who sees it. For many, it is a trigger for happy memories of a rich, musical legacy. Certainly, no one can deny the deep impact

  her soulful and distinctive voice has had on so many people around the world. Others, however, raise an eyebrow at the mere mention of the name, choosing to view the controversies about her

  unpredictable moods and demanding ‘diva moments’ as being that which actually defines her. Yet, neither of these two aspects of Diana’s reputation – her unique talent or her

  unpredictable nature – can be fairly quantified without the other.




  This is actually my third book about Diana Ross. The first one, Diana, was published in 1985. The second, Call Her Miss Ross, was published four years later. In both books, I

  sought to make sense of this complex and, at times, enigmatic woman. When these works were published, little had been done to unravel the tightly wound spool of facts surrounding the controversies

  of Diana’s life, such as her complex relationship with the other Supremes, her love affair with Motown’s president, Berry Gordy, her temperamental reputation, her drive and ambition . .

  . even the paternity of her first daughter and why she had kept it such a closely guarded secret. I attempted with those two books – and especially with Call Her Miss Ross – to

  present a fair portrait of who this woman was and how she came to be the superstar we know her to be, today. As the foundation of my research, I conducted hundreds of personal interviews over the

  course of many years. I also drew from my own interviews with Diana, her parents, some of her siblings and other family members, all of the Supremes, Motown artists, various intimates such as

  Michael Jackson and hundreds of other friends, foes and business associates. It was an ambitious undertaking. However, as someone who had enjoyed a personal history going back to childhood with

  many of the story’s principals, it was nothing if not also a labour of love.




  I first met Diana Ross when I was just ten years old, after a Supremes concert in Atlantic City, New Jersey. I even started the first international fan club for her and the group, at that time.

  It was a success. I was paying taxes by the time I was twelve, so obviously the venture was a popular one with a legion of fellow Motown fans. At the age of sixteen, I parlayed my adolescent

  appreciation of the Supremes into a professional career as a reporter. It was Diana who was the subject of my very first interview with a celebrity for a feature story in a New York newspaper

  called The Black American. At nineteen, I left my hometown in the suburbs of Philadelphia to accept a job offer from one of the Supremes, Mary Wilson, to work for the group in Los Angeles.

  It was then that I began to consider public relations as a vocation. Touting the talents – or lack thereof – of upcoming disco stars was not for me, as I quickly realized, and so I

  resumed my writing career for a number of entertainment publications. As a result of a series of interviews I conducted with Diana in 1981 for the Los Angeles newspaper I edited and published

  called Soul, I obtained my first book contract – to write Diana for Doubleday. Even after following that book a few years later with another about her – Call Her Miss

  Ross, my first international bestseller – I realized that there were many questions that had been left unanswered for me. I always figured that I would one day go back to this saga of

  success and heartbreak – a story that had held such fascination for me over the years.




  Meanwhile, I went about the business of my own life and career. I first wrote a detailed history of Motown Records and then followed it with best-selling biographies of pop culture luminaries

  such as Carol Burnett, Cher, Michael Jackson, Frank Sinatra, Madonna, Princess Grace and Prince Rainier of Monaco, Jackie, Ethel and Joan of the Kennedy dynasty and, most recently, Elizabeth

  Taylor.




  During those years, I also continued my research into Diana’s life and times . . . just in case chance and circumstance ever conspired to bring another book about her my way. Also, during

  that time, in a plethora of autobiographies more facts, fantasies and other musings were revealed by some of the key players. For instance, Diana’s own memoir, Secrets of a Sparrow,

  gave me a perspective on her particular view of history. Berry Gordy’s autobiography, To Be Loved, helped me understand his side of the story. Mary Wilson followed one very good book

  about her life, Dreamgirl, with another, Supreme Faith, both illuminating her points of view as an original member of the Supremes. Otis Williams of the Temptations wrote a book; as

  did Smokey Robinson; Michael Jackson, his parents and even his sister, LaToya; Berry’s ex-wife, Raynoma Gordy; and Martha Reeves of Martha and the Vandellas. One of the Marvelettes even wrote

  a book! Someone who had once been the Supremes’ hairdresser also managed to squeak one out. Each provided bits and pieces of a puzzle – some fitting perfectly, some not fitting at all.

  Still, the overall picture that was assembled would become the historical record of events, one that would forever more be picked apart, processed and deliberated over by Motown historians such as

  me. Most importantly, however, the time that passed gave me an opportunity to grow up, live my own life and finally see in full, mature perspective Diana Ross’s experience for what it really

  is – an intricate fusion of passion, drive, obsession, insecurity, misery, joy . . . and of course talent.




  Yes, I thought I really knew Diana Ross when I wrote my first two books about her. I didn’t. As it happened, it took many more years for her to fully reveal herself to me, and only after

  more painstaking research and contemplation. My original intention with this project had been to just update Call Her Miss Ross. However, I soon realized I had to do more than just that. I

  really needed to rewrite and revise it. So, while some of the original passages from Call Her Miss Ross can be found in this text – readers of that 1989 book will be able to spot them

  – much of this book is a brand new creation. In preparing for it, I went back to my original interviews with people like her parents, her siblings, the other Supremes . . . her friends, her

  adversaries, her Motown colleagues. Some of the tapes were from the 1970s – I was lucky to even get them to play! Many of the interviews with The Supremes were recorded with nothing more than

  a small suction-cup device on a telephone handset, connected to a cheap tape recorder. I transcribed each one of them personally because only I could make out the voices – mine the sound of

  an excited star-struck kid, theirs wordly and oddly sophisticated considering their own youth. I delved into a dozen file cabinets filled with my original notes, photographs and other minutiae

  compiled over the years – all of the original research for my Motown-related books and much, much more – to now re-create in more detail than ever before the odyssey of Diana

  Ross’s life.




  At its core, the Diana Ross story is nothing if not inspiring. After all, she is a woman who has faced adversity many times over the years, yet has always come away the victor. Her life has been

  a labyrinth of gut-wrenching lows and spectacular highs. She was once a youngster of simple means whose gut told her she was meant to be somebody. She has spent much of her time on this planet

  proving just that. Love her or not, the place she holds in musical history and in our popular culture has been hard earned and well deserved. Today, no label easily fits her, no category clearly

  defines her. Truly, she is her own invention.




  

    J. Randy Taraborrelli


    Autumn 2006


  








  

    

  




  Prologue




  Detroit, Friday, 27 February 1976




  ‘Let me tell you, I was at the funeral for that Temptations guy who shot himself in the head. So I know you gotta get here early if you want a good spot. And at

  that funeral, honey, I saw all the Motown stars, crying and acting so sad and miserable. Got some great pictures, too.’




  The heavyset African-American woman with the beret pulled over her ears and wearing a bulky green coat checked twice to make sure the film was loaded properly into her Instamatic. She said she

  had been waiting since seven in the morning; it was now two o’clock, ‘so you know I’m serious about seeing some stars.




  ‘I went all the way to Philadelphia for that Tammi Terrell funeral a couple years back,’ she continued, grandly. She was speaking of the young Motown chanteuse who had died of a

  brain tumour six years earlier. ‘Of course, I had to take a train to get there, but it was worth the trouble because, honey, Mr Marvin Gaye was there, in person!’




  She noticed ears perking up around her. ‘And I got a colour picture of him crying his eyes out. Poor fool. Loved Tammi so much.’ She shook her head dramatically. Everyone around her

  did the same.




  ‘Well, who’d you see at the Temptations funeral?’ a young fellow in a suit wanted to know. ‘Did you-know-who show up?’




  Looking around, the lady seemed to realize that her audience was growing as people gathered. ‘Hell, no, she didn’t show up. Too uppity, I guess. Making movies now. So grand,

  ain’t she?’




  ‘Sure is,’ sniffed another woman. ‘I heard she fired poor Flo from the Supremes.’




  ‘That’s what I heard, too,’ someone else said. ‘Kicked her ass right out.’




  ‘Pitiful,’ the woman in the green coat decided.




  ‘Poor Flo.’




  ‘And Mary, too. Had to put up with her all those years!’ another lady piped in.




  ‘Yeah, poor Mary.’




  ‘Poor Flo and poor Mary,’ everyone agreed.




  ‘Pitiful.’




  As a limousine slowly inched its way toward the New Bethel Baptist Church, police officers cleared away people who were peering into its tinted windows and blocking its path.




  ‘Who’s in it?’ someone asked. ‘Is it her?’




  When the car stopped in front of the church, a dinner-jacketed chauffeur jumped out. The crowd surged forward. A back door opened. Two more men in black suits got out. Finally, one of them

  opened the remaining door, and a long black-stockinged, high-heeled leg peeked out, toes pointed demurely.




  ‘It is her!’




  She looked very small, almost frail, in a black coat trimmed with sable at the collar and cuffs, a matching knitted cloche-style hat, and gold hoop earrings. Her face was expertly made up,

  contoured, blushed and highlighted. Heavy-lashed eyes were mournful. She was immediately the centre of attention, though she seemed to be oblivious to it all. Flanked by four stone-faced

  bodyguards, she bowed her head as she walked through the charged crowd. Everyone started taking pictures.




  ‘Look this way.’




  Click.




  ‘Look over here.’




  Click.




  ‘Now over here.’




  Click.




  Miss Ross had arrived.




  ‘Well, she certainly has her nerve,’ said the woman who had been waiting since seven in the morning. ‘Coming here in a fancy car like that.’ She snapped a picture

  just before getting elbowed in the ribs by someone else.




  ‘Out of my way! Gotta get her to sign this paper for my daughter.’ The autograph-seeker rushed up to Diana. ‘Diana, honey, can I have your auto—?’ The star and her

  bodyguards ignored the intrusion and rushed by. The scene turned even more chaotic. People began booing as Diana and her entourage made their way through the huge crowd.




  Meanwhile, original Supremes singer Mary Wilson and her mother, Johnnie Mae, stood in the long, slow-moving line of people waiting to be seated. Mary watched the scene with sad eyes. Ernestine

  Ross, Diana’s mother, stood in the same line, also watching quietly, a pained expression on her face. It was obvious to everyone that Diana Ross was not exactly welcome here.




  As the battery of news reporters, television cameramen and photographers documented the mad funeral scene, Diana Ross was hurried into the New Bethel Baptist Church ahead of everyone else.

  Stevie Wonder, the Four Tops, Mary Wilson and other Motown stars as well as the deceased’s family members and friends all stood with their mouths wide open as Ross’s bodyguards pushed

  them out of the way in order to spirit the star inside the church.




  Diana didn’t slip anonymously into the church and sit with her own mother or with Mary Wilson and the other mourners. In retrospect, though, when one really considers it, would such a

  thing even have been possible for a woman so famous, especially in Detroit? Rather, she walked to the front of the church and sat in the first pew – reserved for the desceased’s

  immediate family – next to Florence’s grieving mother and husband. It’s impossible to imagine that she did so without consulting someone about it in advance; this seating had to

  have been prearranged.1 Still, it was a bad idea. It made Diana appear to want to be the centre of attention, and much of the attending public and

  media certainly took it that way. One wonders where Berry Gordy – Diana’s chief protector, but not at the funeral – stood on the matter, or if he was even consulted about it. At

  any rate, Diana seemed oblivious to the stares of those around her. Her eyes were moist, her head bowed. She held one of Florence’s young daughters on her lap and adjusted the yellow bow in

  the child’s hair. The next day, photographs of her and the little girl would appear in newspapers around the world.




  Of course, Diana’s presence in the front row caused even more chaos in the church. ‘Be quiet. Sit down and be quiet,’ shouted the Reverend C. L. Franklin from the pulpit. He

  was the preacher-father of singer Aretha Franklin. It had become impossible for him to control the 2,200 people inside the church, some of whom had come to pay genuine tribute to Florence, but most

  of whom had really come to see what was left of the Supremes – Diana and Mary in a church and Florence in a casket. People were actually hanging over the balcony, taking snapshots with flash

  cameras. ‘The stars have asked us to ask you not to take pictures of them in the church,’ announced one of the deacons. Members of the press disregarded the request and, instead,

  ran up the centre aisle to snap photographs of the star sitting there. It was a circus.




  After Revd Franklin gave his eulogy, Diana rose and what she did next was a perfect example of the kind of inexplicable behaviour that has given her detractors so much to work with over the

  years. As she walked up to the altar, the noisy crowd finally hushed itself. People began to whisper. Was she going to sing? Speak? What in the world was she doing?




  This moment was one that seemed to force much of Diana Ross’s public to get off the fence which they had straddled for so many years. Some had simply accepted her as the figurehead of the

  Motown movement and saw her regal way as appropriate to her status. Others saw a woman who had been extremely lucky – one who would thumb her nose at her humble origins with each grand

  entrance or snubbed photo op.




  One thing any sensible person would agree with, however, was that Diana Ross, for the most part, was misunderstood. That’s not to say there was a consensus that she had been unfairly

  portrayed over the years. More accurately stated, she was, to much of the world, beyond comprehension. The word ‘enigma’ seemed custom-made for her. She had burst out of the housing

  projects of Detroit with such momentum that there was little hint of her beginnings there. She carried herself with a dignity that many blacks saw as snobbish. Yet the mainstream, white-dominated

  world of show business at that time believed there were limits to her ability as a black woman to cross over into white America. In many ways, she didn’t really fit into either black

  or white America. Indeed, it was as though she had created a tier of celebrity all her own.




  The two women who completed the original Supremes had for years represented Diana as a woman with an agenda, one that would cast a shadow over the two of them in order to make her own star shine

  more brightly. In truth, they had managed to keep their heads well below the clouds in which Diana’s was firmly planted. Ironically, though, Florence’s and Mary’s less-polished

  personas made Diana appear even more disconnected from her roots. In a sense, their folksy quality served to magnify the divide between Diana and her meagre beginnings.




  Had Diana been the unfeeling self-consumed monster some thought her to be, she would most certainly have remained in her seat that day – taken the safe route. She’d made her

  appearance, no need to go above and beyond it. Diana, though, felt a call to arms. The daughter of a sensitive, caring mother and an emotionally distant father, she was, herself, a contradiction of

  sorts. The woman she presented onstage was more her mother’s daughter, offering sentiments that her audience received with open arms. In her private life, though, she often seemed removed and

  aloof, like her father. She was a woman trapped in a shell of competing objectives, wanting to reach out and touch a world in which she would never truly feel comfortable.




  On that chilly February day in Detroit, Diana approached the pulpit with a request. ‘Could I have the microphone, please?’ she asked, once she had finally made her way to the altar.

  Her voice was soft and delicate. Someone handed her the mic. ‘Mary and I would now like to have a silent prayer,’ she announced.




  Everyone turned around to stare at Mary Wilson, sitting discreetly in the back of the church and wearing a black fur and matching jewel-studded cap. She looked surprised. From her expression it

  was obvious that the last thing she wanted to do was go up to the altar and be the centre of attention. In fact, she looked like she’d rather crawl into a hole and simply disappear from

  sight. With all eyes upon her, she walked down the aisle and was helped up to the pulpit. Diana greeted her with an embrace. As flashbulbs popped all around them, the two women stood beside a blue

  and white, heart-shaped arrangement of carnations with a ribbon that read: ‘I love you, Blondie – Diana.’ (‘Blondie’ had been Florence’s nickname.) Then, facing

  each other in front of the closed casket, they said a few words. ‘I believe that nothing disappears and Flo will always be with us,’ Diana announced solemnly.




  She handed Mary the mic. ‘I loved her very much,’ she barely managed to say.




  The two women looked down at Florence Ballard’s silver-coloured casket and said a silent prayer. It was clear to both surviving members of the Supremes that her death would impact them

  both; but each in very different ways.




  Mary knew that she had lost a link to her glory days, a woman with whom she could commiserate about the wrongs she felt she had suffered.




  It is likely Diana believed that Florence’s passing would make it impossible for her to solve one of the great mysteries of her life. She had long believed that she had carried the brunt

  of what she called the ‘burden of stardom’ for the group, and that there should have been some element of gratitude to her for making their success a reality. That appreciation never

  surfaced, however. Instead, a building animosity grew towards her from her two partners. They handled it differently, though. Mary, at least at that time, remained fairly close-lipped about any

  resentment she felt towards Diana. But Florence had pulled no punches; she had spoken her mind. Everyone knew how she felt. Indeed, it would have been Florence, had she lived, who could have helped

  Diana answer the question that would trouble her for so many years. It was a question Florence would have addressed in her no-nonsense style, without hesitation, had Diana only chosen to ask

  her.




  The question was simple: ‘What was so wrong with me?’
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  DIANE




   

    

  




  ‘I remain in bondage’




  Once she was famous, the reasons for Diana Ross’s success were evident. But, what about in the beginning? Certainly in Detroit, Michigan, in the 1950s when Diana was

  being raised, many youngsters in her neighbourhood had talent. Some were better singers than others, some had more charisma than the rest . . . and some had luck, and others didn’t. Indeed,

  most didn’t make it in show business at all and ended up doing something else with their lives. It’s a tough vocation and takes a special kind of person to be successful at it. So, what

  was it that Diana Ross possessed that helped to transform her from a gawky, nasal-sounding youngster into one of the most influential and successful entertainers of our time?




  Not surprisingly, in order to understand the life and career of the woman who would one day demand to be called ‘Miss Ross’, one first has to take a look at the childhood of a young

  girl once known simply as Diane.




  *




  Diana’s father, Fred Ross, was born on 4 July, Independence Day, 1920 in Bluefield, West Virginia, to middle-class, well-educated parents, Edward and Ida Ross. He was an

  only boy, with three sisters, Jesse, Edna and Georgee. This author interviewed Mr Ross in 1981 for a series of articles I wrote about his daughter Diana, and also in 1984 for my first book about

  her. He was tough, firm and a stickler for detail in telling his family history. His father, Edward, taught at West Virginia State College in Bluefield; mother, Ida died when Fred was just two

  years old. In 1924, Edward found that he was unable to cope with his job and the responsibility of raising four children, so he divvied them up and sent them off to live with relatives. Fred ended

  up in Rogersville, Tennessee, with Edward’s sister. Edward died a few years after that.




  Another of Edward’s sisters had migrated to Detroit, Michigan, to start a laundry business and it was she who suggested that Fred move north and live with her, in 1937. ‘She had a

  good, solid heart,’ he said, ‘and she wanted to see me have a real chance at life in the north. I was just seven, but already I had a new start in life.’ He attended Balch

  Elementary and Miller Intermediate in Detroit, and then Cass Technical High School, from which he graduated an excellent student. Over six feet tall and weighing 160 pounds, Fred was handsome with

  a winning smile and muscular physique, strong and determined. He became a professional boxer.




  Boxing is not a team sport. Although there may be help from trainers, in the end it is the solitary combatant who determines his own success. Therefore, Fred Ross felt from an early age that he

  was the master of his own fate. No one told him what to do, or how to do it. In the city that produced the ‘Brown Bomber’, Joe Louis, one of the greatest fighters of all time, Fred Ross

  was considered a ‘comer’. He won the middleweight title of the Industrial Championship, the Diamond Belt middleweight crown and got as far as the semi-finals of the Golden Gloves

  competition. Although he was popular with the ladies because of his build and good looks, his peers remember him more for his often-icy reserve. Always cordial but rarely warm, he was a determined,

  serious young man. ‘I think maybe I always resented the way my father had broken up the home,’ he said. ‘It made me more determined as a young man to work hard, make money and be

  a success if only so that I would never have to make the same decision my father made. I never wanted to split up my family because of economic reasons.’




  As Fred Ross jabbed his way through young adulthood, Ernestine Moten had just arrived in Detroit with her sister Virginia in 1936.




  Born on 27 January 1916, in Allenville, Alabama, Ernestine was the youngest of twelve children raised by the Reverend William and Isabelle Moten. There were William, Isiah, Laure, Sherman

  (Mike), Marry (Missy), Shack, Luciel, Ameil, Willie, Gus, Virginia Beatrice (Bea) and Ernestine, so it was a full and lively household even if it was a very small house. Her father, the pastor of

  the Bessemer Baptist Church, was as industrious as he was religious; he owned a small produce farm.




  This author interviewed Ernestine in 1977 on the occasion of her marriage to her second husband, John Jordan, and then again in 1981 for the series of stories I authored about her daughter Diana

  for the newspaper Soul. She told me that as a youngster she attended the Perry County Training School, where she had a strong interest in gymnastics and enjoyed participating in

  competitions. A favourite story of hers was that, as a teenager, she came up with a routine that was a sure-fire showstopper. She would take both legs and put them behind her head. Then she would

  extend both arms through the centre – and walk on them! ‘No one in Bessemer had ever seen anything quite like that,’ she said. ‘I used to win every competition with that

  move, though my mother warned me, “If you keep doing that, you’re gonna get stuck looking like a frog for the rest of your life.” ’ Ernestine was an A student throughout

  grade and high school. ‘I would have been the student with the best grades in the whole school,’ she said, ‘but I ended up in second place because the teacher didn’t like me

  as much as he did another girl. That was fine. But I hated second place. I never thought of myself as being second to anyone.’




  Ernestine said that she lost four siblings when she was a child. ‘The first one to go was Laure,’ she said.




  

    

      I was just a little girl. I remember I woke up and went into the living room and there was my mother with a cross to her bosom, crying. And my father, crying. And all of my

      brothers and sisters. I was so frightened. I started counting them, one by one – and there were only ten. It took me a minute to figure out who was missing. Laure. I asked my mother where

      she was, and she pointed to the ceiling and said, ‘She’s with God, now. She’s taken care of.’ I couldn’t stop crying, then. I remember throwing myself on the couch

      and crying. We never knew what happened to her, really. It was just some kind of flu, or something. Back then in the South black people died all the time, and no one knew why. It wasn’t

      as if we had the best medical care.




      A few months later, I came home from school and – the same thing. Everyone was crying in the living room, kneeling before the cross we had there. I counted again. This time, Isiah was

      missing. He had been in a fight and was shot. I simply couldn’t believe it. Then, in years to come, we lost Ameil of natural causes. Then a mining accident took William.


    


  




  Ernestine attended Selma University in Alabama for a year before she and her sister Bea decided to move north to Detroit for what she hoped would be a better life and gainful employment.

  ‘You just couldn’t find jobs in the South,’ she said, ‘so Bea said, “Why are we staying here?” She was like that. So, we said, fine, we’re leaving. And we

  did.’




  By the age of eighteen, she was a tall, slender woman with chestnut-brown skin and flowing, black hair which hung fully about her shoulders. With dancing, almond-shaped, light brown eyes and a

  bright, full smile, she was gorgeous. She was also a singer, entertaining in local clubs and in church choirs, though she didn’t take it seriously. Like a lot of women of her time, her goal

  was to marry and have children. She loved her life and wanted to complete it with a family.




  Ernestine met Fred Ross in 1937. ‘I was at a friend’s house,’ Fred told me, ‘and this woman walked in, the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen with these great eyes

  and this wonderful smile. And I thought, wow. Just wow. We started dating and we were engaged in a few months.’




  Though both were educated and had a practical outlook on life, Fred and Ernestine were also different in many ways. She was lovable and easy-going, content to leave her studies behind in favour

  of domesticity. He could be distant and aggressive as he continued his boxing with an almost fanatical determination, and his education as well. He enrolled in Wayne State College for a couple of

  years, majoring in business administration. Soon, he left boxing behind and secured a trainee position at the American Brass Company – later known as the Atlantic Richfield Company –

  making sixty dollars a week operating heat furnaces. ‘I wouldn’t marry her if I thought for a minute we’d have any financial instability,’ he recalled. ‘Life is too

  short to be poor. That’s why it took a couple of years. I wanted to be sure we were set up.’




  Fred needed Ernestine in his life. Her easy way with people, and with him, made him relax into the relationship. He changed a great deal when the two began dating, say those who knew him well

  back then. ‘The man was a little reserved,’ said Benny Robinson, who worked with him at American Brass. ‘Falling for Ernestine was what changed things for him. Once he was with

  her, he just wasn’t as angry as he’d been, and I think that was one of the reasons he decided to quit boxing. The boxing was all about his anger, I think. Ernestine’s joy for

  living was contagious, and I think it rubbed off on ol’ Freddie.’




  The couple wed on 18 March 1941 – Fred was twenty, Ernestine, twenty-three. ‘We didn’t have a honeymoon,’ Fred said. ‘Are you crazy? Like we had the money for a

  honeymoon? No, we got married. Then we went home and that was that.’ The newly-weds moved into a small, two-bedroom apartment in a large Detroit complex at 5736 St Antoine, on the third

  floor, number 23.




  On 1 June 1942, Ernestine gave birth to the couple’s first child, Barbara Jean Ross, whom the family would call Bobbi.




  Then, on 26 March 1944, Ernestine had another daughter. She had intended that this child be named Diane but through a clerical error at the Women’s Hospital in Detroit, ‘Diana’

  appeared on the birth certificate. Fred said that he didn’t care what name was on the certificate, his daughter’s name was Diane, and that’s what her friends and family were to

  call her. It’s also interesting that Fred may have wanted everyone to call her Diane – and most people did – but Ernestine almost always called her Diana.




  ‘She was such a beautiful child,’ said Ernestine. Of course, most parents feel that their children are special, but the infant Ross really was striking, with large eyes, wavy black

  hair and mocha-coloured skin. She was a good baby, too, at least to hear her mother talk about her. ‘She didn’t cry a lot, like Bob,’ Ernestine once said. ‘She was serious,

  like her father, always looking right at you. She seemed older than her years. She was the kind of child you felt you should treat like an adult. I would talk to her like she was grown! And she

  would look at me like she knew what I was saying!’




  With the addition of another child, the Ross two-bedroom apartment was suddenly too small. Still, Fred and Ernestine felt that they were lucky to have it. Detroit was still trying to regain its

  balance after a race riot in June 1943, one of the worst the country had ever seen. Strained relations had resulted between the races as poor whites and blacks competed for the same kind of jobs

  and even housing. The Rosses’ lives were stable, though, and Fred and Ernestine were thankful for as much. However, their world was rocked when he was drafted into the army in May 1944, three

  months after Diana was born. This was a tough time, but they did what they had to do to get through it. So, during the almost two years he served on the island of Luzon in the Philippines –

  as an MP, handling prisoners of war – Ernestine supported her daughters by teaching basketball and adult sewing classes one year and kindergarten as a substitute teacher the next.




  The war ended and Fred returned home to Detroit in February 1946. Once back, he first worked at the post office and then returned to the American Brass Company. By this time, Detroit had become

  a northern Mecca where black people, escaping uncertain futures in the South, could achieve financial security by working in factories and manufacturing plants. What had been middle-class white

  communities in the heart of Detroit were quickly taken over by working-class blacks, competing for jobs on automobile assembly lines. ‘I remember it as being a place where we didn’t

  have a lot in terms of money, but we were wealthy in hope,’ said Fred Ross. ‘We had a lot of hope.’ It was in this hopeful world that the Rosses settled to raise their two

  children, both bright, precocious girls who showed signs early in life that they had inherited their parents’ focus and intelligence.




  In 1949, Diana Ross was a skinny five-year-old with long black braids and large questioning eyes when her mother enrolled her in Balch Elementary School. She wasn’t a particularly pretty

  child – she was a better-looking infant, actually – but she was distinctive, with the biggest eyes anyone in the school had ever seen. Her smile was broad and toothy, and she smiled a

  lot. Here’s how she described herself in her memoir, Secrets of a Sparrow: ‘a waiflike child with vibrant energy, vital, curious, full of piss and vinegar and wildly excited to

  be alive . . . she wants love. She feels everything and misses nothing.’ Indeed, she was a happy little girl living a relatively easy life, contrary to the portrait of despair and poverty

  painted over the years about her. The Motown publicity department’s notions of how ‘ghetto girls’ lived probably applied to some of their other female artists, but not to Diana

  Ross. The Ross family had more stable lives and was better off financially than most of its neighbours. Ernestine was remembered by one of those, Lillian Abbott, as ‘the consummate mother,

  always at home sewing and cooking. She kept her daughters fastidiously clean; their dresses crisp and starched, their hair carefully woven into braids and curls.’




  But even taking into account her family’s stability, material possessions and good looks, what most distinguished Diana was her determination at such an early age to make herself the

  centre of attention. Indeed, it was as if a seed of ambition had been implanted by the time she was five. For instance, teacher Julia Page recalled that when Diana and her sister appeared in the

  school’s production of Hansel and Gretel, Diana was to hold a flashlight in front of her and sing a children’s song. However, the little girl insisted on shining the flashlight

  on her own face ‘as if it were a spotlight,’ recalled Page, ‘just to make sure she had her moment. She wanted that moment.’




  Page remembered that Diana was always the one to set up and inspire class programmes because, as the teacher put it, ‘She had an uncanny ability to organize and include her friends in

  little productions, even though it was clear that she was to be the star of the show. She loved school and the excitement it provided, and the attention she generated for herself there.’ In

  1982, almost thirty years after leaving Balch Elementary, Diana donated a large sum of money to the school for renovations and other improvements.




  Of course, the Rosses were always conscious of that which they could never escape: racial intolerance. The children knew it existed, even if they hadn’t seen much of it in their own mostly

  black neighbourhood – at least not yet. There was still time to be exposed to its ugliness as adults. ‘My world was two blocks long, back then,’ Diana once remembered. Still, as

  little children, they certainly heard about racism and sensed its evil. How could they not? Every night on the television news and in newspapers there were images of white police officers shoving

  black demonstrators, black children being sprayed by fire hoses, crowds heckling demonstrators, whites throwing bricks at cars, Freedom Riders being blocked from entering ‘whites only’

  areas and then being placed under arrest. Their parents could only protect them so much from these images. It was a horrible time, and anyone growing up in the midst of it had to in some way be

  informed by it. ‘I knew from an early age that regardless of what I wanted to do, what I went after in life, my journey would be harder than others’,’ Diana would recall.

  ‘That’s because black people have to strive harder. Yes, at times it’s been difficult . . . A part of me comes from our cruel past, from slavery, from the days of lynchings and

  segregation. I will never take my freedom for granted. I will never take my blackness for granted. I will never take my humanity for granted. I know that as a black woman I remain in

  bondage.’
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  ‘Fight like you never fought before’




  By 1950, Ernestine’s sister, Virginia Beatrice – Aunt Bea – had moved into the Ross home; she would remain for years, a second mother in the family. Ernestine had given birth

  to three more children: Margarita – known as Rita – Fred Earl Jr and Arthur – nicknamed T-Boy. The children would be raised as Methodists – Fred’s religion.




  While the three girls slept in the back bedroom, the dining room had been converted into a sleeping area for the two boys. Fred, still working for the American Brass Company, started

  moonlighting as what he calls ‘a shade tree mechanic, meaning I had my own little garage in a back alley and I was rebuilding automobile transmissions back there three days a week for extra

  money. In all, I think I was bringing in, maybe sixty-five dollars a week. Meanwhile, I think I was taking classes at Wayne State University at that time. I had a sensible plan, always.’

  Ross’s ‘sensible plan’ for raising his family certainly seemed to be working. It was a good life, for the most part. The children had a little backyard, and they loved playing

  games with each other. But it was still a scary neighbourhood. Who knew what was going on out there? Fred and Ernestine tried to shelter their children from the real world, but the fact that there

  was a woman who sat on her stoop in front of the building crying all night long was a reminder that things weren’t always light and easy on St Antoine. ‘I can still hear the sounds she

  made,’ Diana would recall, ‘the sobbing and screaming all through the night. Everybody let her cry. I lay beside Bobbi in the double bed and we put our hands over our ears to block out

  the sound, but it didn’t work. Nothing would drown out her agony.’




  Diana was a rough-and-tumble tomboy and, she has said, ‘a real close friend to all the bullies. We used to kill chickens in garbage cans. We’d kill rats with bows and arrows. I was

  the protector of the family.’ Her brother Chico once told this author, ‘Man, she taught my brothers how to fight, that’s how tough she was. My mother said that Diane was an

  unstoppable force as a kid, always running and jumping and squealing.’ School chums, like McCluster Billups, tell stories of young Diana, all skinny arms and wiry legs, rolling through a

  crowd of schoolchildren, over the hedges, and onto the grass in a scuffle. ‘She didn’t like being pushed around and wasn’t afraid to do something about it,’ he said.

  ‘You knew not to mess with her. She could take care of herself.’




  Ernestine didn’t encourage Diana to fight, though. In fact, she would become angry when she’d hear that her little girl was in the streets roughhousing with the other kids.

  ‘I’m serious, Diana. No more fighting,’ she told her when her daughter was about eight. There was enough violence in the world, Ernestine said. ‘What, Mama?’ Diana

  wanted to know. There was still time for the children to remain innocent, Ernestine apparently decided. ‘Just never mind,’ she told her. ‘Now, go play.’




  In the mid-1950s, the Ross children were finally exposed to the horror of racial discrimination in the South. There was certainly racism in the North, but in the South it was much more blatant,

  violent . . . and inescapable. The Rosses still had many relatives in Bessemer, Alabama, on Ernestine’s side of the family and, from time to time, the children were sent to visit them. Diana

  recalls seeing signs above water fountains, over restroom doors and even at the entrances of movie theatres, WHITES on some, COLORED on the others,

  most often in the balconies of so-called ‘white’ theatres. During one trip, the family took a Greyhound bus from Detroit and had to change seats in Cincinnati in order to move to the

  back of the bus. At restrooms, they had to use those designated COLORED.




  In 1952, the Ross children found themselves living in Bessemer for almost a full year when Ernestine became ill. They were very confused as to why they had to leave Detroit, and their questions

  went unanswered. They didn’t know at the time that she was even ill, and wouldn’t find out until they were all young adults, but she had tuberculosis. She checked into the State of

  Michigan Tuberculosis Sanatorium in Howell, Michigan – about fifty miles outside of Detroit – for treatment. ‘I hadn’t known what to do with the kids when Ernestine took

  ill,’ Fred told this author.




  

    

      I was trying to get some of the relatives to take them, but everyone wanted to split them up. I didn’t want what had happened to me and my siblings to happen to my

      kids. It was the one thing I had fought against all my life, splitting up my family. As it turned out, Ernestine’s sister Willie said she would take them all. God bless her. That was a

      lot of work for her. I drove them down there, myself. And I paid her some money to keep them for about a year, about thirty dollars a week.


    


  




  ‘I don’t think I understood why I had restrictions down there,’ Diana later recalled of her time in the South. ‘I just thought that was the way life was, and put it out

  of my head. Children, they don’t understand racism. They’re too busy being children.’




  When Diana’s mother recovered in 1953 and returned home to live, so did her children. Diana’s siblings remember a lot more about their time in the South than Diana does and, in fact,

  when she wrote Secrets of a Sparrow she had to consult them to find out what had really happened in her life at that time. She feels today that she purposely blocked many of the details

  because they are too painful to remember. It was easier to believe that what was going on in the South really didn’t involve her and her family, that the racism experienced down there was

  unique to that area.




  In August of 1955, though, the Ross children became aware that the world beyond their protective cocoon was sometimes a dangerous place. Bobbi raced through the front door with a copy of

  Jet, the leading – and, really, the only – black weekly magazine. She was clearly upset and opened the magazine to a horrifying article, with all of her siblings circling around

  her. A concerned Diana took centre stage, reading aloud for the gathered children.




  It was at this time that the Ross family learned of Emmett Till, a black teenager from Illinois, just fourteen, who had gone to visit relatives near Money, Mississippi. A Chicago native, he was

  somewhat brash, big for his age and fairly naive about racism, at least the kind of horrifying and hateful bigotry found mostly south of the Mason-Dixon line in the mid-1950s. Till’s mother,

  Mamie, understood that in Mississippi race relations were a lot different than they were up North. Prior to his journey into the Delta, she cautioned him to ‘mind his manners’ with

  white people in Mississippi. ‘If you have to get on your knees and bow when a white person goes past,’ she told him, ‘do it willingly.’




  Diane read the story to her wide-eyed siblings.




  One day, the very precocious Emmett went into a store, bought some candy and, on his way out, either whistled or said, ‘Bye, baby,’ to the wife of the white store owner. A few days

  later, two men came to the cabin of Emmett’s uncle in the middle of the night – the owner of the store and his brother-in-law. They kidnapped the boy and drove him to a weathered

  plantation shed in neighbouring Sunflower County, where they brutally beat him and gouged out his eye. A witness later said he heard Till’s screams for hours until the two men finally ended

  his suffering by shooting him. They then tied a seventy-five-pound cotton gin fan around his neck with barbed wire. It was to weigh down his body, which was dropped into the Tallahatchie River.

  Three days later, the boy’s body was found, the corpse unrecognizable. His uncle could only positively identify the body because of an initialled ring Emmett had been wearing. Amazingly, when

  the case went to trial, the defendants, though having readily admitted to killing the boy, were found not guilty by the all-white, allmale jury. Its foreman later explained, ‘I feel the state

  failed to prove the identity of the body.’




  As the Ross children gathered around that article in Jet, it was as if they had just been awakened to a truth that awaited each of them. There was a menace outside the world they had come

  to know, and that menace had a name. Racism. The threat was to become even more real and personal for the Ross children with the sudden death of a close relative.




  Diana’s elder cousin Virginia Ruth was the daughter of her aunt Willie. She would often welcome the Ross children into her home outside Atlanta. They all loved their time away, but one

  child felt an especially deep connection with Virginia Ruth. When Diana visited, Virginia would take her to choir practice at the local church, and she would play with the other children in a

  cafeteria in the basement – at least that was where she was told to go. Diana, though, was drawn to the music upstairs. She would slip away from the other children and listen to her aunt

  singing with the choir. Virginia was a talented woman who had for years been encouraged by many to pursue a career as a professional vocalist. Diana was riveted by the strength and power of her

  aunt’s voice, and would sit in the back of the church during rehearsals, humming along until she knew the words, at which point she would begin to sing. Virginia Ruth would see Diana at the

  back of the church, and smile at the little girl, who tried to duck out of view. She knew her niece felt the magic in music, as she herself had for years.




  Diana felt that her cousin was different from much of her family. Virginia Ruth was somehow . . . refined. In these difficult times, she had managed to attend college and had become a teacher at

  Spellman College in Atlanta, commuting from Bessemer. It may have been the confidence that came from her cousin’s schooling that bestowed on her such grace. But, whatever it was, Diana

  recognized it and was forever changed by it. She saw in her favourite cousin an ability to elevate herself beyond what had been expected. Her cousin had a style all her own, a dignity of self to

  which Diana was drawn. Virginia Ruth offered a glimpse of another kind of black woman, altogether – one with a fire burning inside her. Indeed, the image of Virginia Ruth would stay with

  Diana for many years to come. Yet, those same qualities that so inspired Diana were not welcomed by many in the South, and it may have been those very traits that made her cousin stand out in her

  racially tense Georgian community.




  One horrible night, Virginia Ruth’s body was found on the side of the road. It was said that she’d been in an automobile accident, yet there was no damage to her car. It was just

  parked on the side of the road. Ernestine was devastated by the death, almost inconsolable. The family was convinced that Virginia Ruth had been killed by the Ku Klux Klan. The children were in

  complete disbelief that such a terrible thing could have happened to someone in their close-knit family. Diana was deeply affected by Virginia Ruth’s passing. ‘I was a little

  kid,’ said one of Diana’s brothers, ‘but I remember that there was a lot of scary mystery about Virginia Ruth’s death. It affected us, it really did. It was the thing no one

  wanted to talk about, but the thing that was always there.’




  Shortly after her cousin’s death, Diana came home from school with a large bruise on her cheek. ‘What in the world happened?’ Ernestine asked, very concerned. The two were in

  the family’s bright kitchen, and Ernestine was preparing dinner.




  Diana collapsed into a chair. ‘A boy hit me hard, Mama,’ she cried, according to her later recollection. ‘He called me a name and hit me! And you told me not to fight, so I

  didn’t.’




  ‘What name did he call you?’ Ernestine asked as she went for the ice.




  ‘Nigger.’




  Ernestine stopped what she was doing and faced her daughter. In that moment, it was as if she realized that her children had seen too much, been exposed to too many examples of the recent

  violence against blacks for her to not awaken her child to some harsh realities. She knelt down before her and grabbed her by the shoulders with a sense of urgency. ‘You listen to me,’

  she said. ‘Don’t you ever let anyone call you that, do you hear me? Don’t you ever let anyone hit you and call you a nigger, do you hear me?’




  ‘But, Mama! You said—’




  ‘I know what I said,’ Ernestine told her. ‘I’m changing my mind. I want you to fight, Diana. I want you to fight like you have never fought before if anyone ever

  calls you that again. Do you understand?’




  Diana became frightened. She had never heard her mother talk like this before – to encourage her to be violent. It was so out of character for her, Diana simply didn’t know what to

  make of it. She looked up at her with a confused expression.




  ‘Don’t ever let anyone make you feel bad at yourself,’ Ernestine concluded, now with tears in her eyes. ‘You fight. And you’d better win, too. Because if you

  don’t, when you come home, I’m the one who’s gonna whip your butt.’
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  The Brewster Projects and the Primettes




  In 1955, about a year before Diana entered Dwyer Junior High, the Rosses moved to larger quarters, a new home at 635 Belmont Avenue in Detroit’s prosperous district, a

  former Jewish neighbourhood turning black. It was a pleasant community of two-storey town houses, well-trimmed lawns and front porches decorated with flower boxes. It was while living on Belmont

  that she met the handsome fifteen-year-old uncle of one of her friends. She and her friend, whose name was Sharon, would watch this young man rehearse with his group on their front steps. His name

  was William Robinson – ‘Smokey’ – and of course he would go on to become one of the most prolific of Motown’s songwriters and recording artists.




  Then at the end of the year, in December 1955, Ernestine gave birth to another child, Wilbert Alex – nicknamed Chico. Fred Ross became worried. ‘There were six kids at that

  point,’ he recalled. ‘I wasn’t poor but I sure wasn’t rich, either. I had heard about these low-income projects that were being built and went to see what they were like. I

  was impressed with them. So, I started making plans, and we moved there. They were called the Brewster Projects. In “the projects”, as these kinds of developments were called by the

  locals, we could find a suitable three-bedroom apartment for a reasonable monthly rent.’ Therefore, on 26 March 1958 – Diana’s fourteenth birthday – her family moved to the

  Brewster Projects. Further propagating the Motown hype about her upbringing, Diana remembered the Brewster Projects for a 1977 television special for NBC this way: ‘Not all of us kids

  survived the ghetto, but the ones who did were a mighty tough lot. You see, the ghetto will get you ready for anything. The first big fight is just getting out. But, I didn’t know such words

  as ghetto,’ she concluded. ‘You see, the ghetto was my home.’ It was scripted for her, of course. Still, her father had to disagree with the assessment.




  

    

      Actually, the first big fight was getting into the Brewster Projects, not out of them. If you got in, you were one of the lucky ones because the Brewster

      Projects was a place where large families could afford to live. At that time, a stigma hadn’t yet been attached to the projects. The front yards had nice lawns, the buildings were

      decently built. There were nice courtyards. The apartment we were in had three bedrooms, a full basement, a living room, kitchen and dinette. It wasn’t so terrible at all, believe me.


    


  




  No matter what they may look like today – and they are, admittedly, quite dilapidated in parts – back in 1958 the Brewster Projects stood as testament that low-income housing did not

  necessarily have to be slums. Located on Detroit’s east side, within walking distance of downtown, the projects were more a tight-knit neighbourhood community than a cut-throat, crime-riddled

  urban jungle. The families living there looked out for each other. If someone’s kid was misbehaving, any parent who lived in the neighbourhood felt free to chastise him – and was later

  thanked for doing it. Most of the adults who lived in the projects were hard-working people who were proud of their environment and wanted to protect it from outside influences. As the parents

  socialized in the courtyards on warm summer nights, their youngsters gathered on street corners or on the front steps of their houses to sing and dance to the latest songs blaring from transistor

  radios. They all sensed that they were part of an infrastructure that cared about them. It’s a misrepresentation of the Brewster Projects to think of it as a slum. It wasn’t, at least

  not at this time.




  It was around 1955 that Diana began to sing. ‘I can’t even remember when I actually started singing,’ she would recall. ‘I think I always sang.’ As her record

  player spun songs such as blues singer Etta James’s ‘Good Rocking Daddy’ and ‘Dance With Me, Henry’, young Diana would position herself in front of a full-length

  mirror in her bedroom and mouth the lyrics, performing and posing for her own entertainment. Like many kids standing in front of mirrors and performing for themselves in Detroit at this time, she

  thought she had charisma and talent to spare. The big difference between her and the rest was that she really did!




  She remembered her first ‘public appearance’ this way:




  

    

      When I was maybe nine I had gone to the hospital with bronchitis-pneumonia and my mother told me that while I was going into the hospital in the emergency ward I kept

      singing, ‘Open the door, Richard. Richard, why don’t you open the door?’ So, I was known to be this little singer, you know? When I was eleven, my mother had a big party,

      about twenty people. I was eleven. I used to sing with a lot of records. There was a record out called ‘Your Cheatin’ Heart’ and another called ‘In the Still of the

      Night’. I would sing along with them. So, my parents invited me to the party to entertain the guests and I went and did my thing up there in front of all of these people and they loved it

      and passed the hat. I collected enough money to buy myself a pair of patent leather tap dance shoes. I was taking tap dance lessons at Brewster Center at the time.


    


  




  By 1958, the popularity of black bands and singers had reached an unprecedented level, not only in Detroit but in the rest of the country as well. Black recording artists such as Ella

  Fitzgerald, Sarah Vaughan, Billie Holiday, Big Maybelle, Chuck Willis and Dinah Washington and groups such as the Mills Brothers and the Ink Spots had already made indelible impressions on the

  entertainment business. However, something even more fresh and exciting was beginning to change the face of popular black music, and many of the local teenagers had caught this new fever called

  rhythm and blues. A hybrid with the then-current trend of rock and roll, this new R&B had a more insistent, contagious beat – a sound that the kids in the projects were quick to imitate.

  For fun, they formed their own groups and improvised their own arrangements of songs recorded by Chuck Berry, Little Richard and the Drifters.




  At this time, three youngsters, Paul Williams, Eddie Kendricks and Kel Osborne, migrated to Detroit from Birmingham, Alabama. Under the direction of a fast-talking hustler of a manager named

  Milton Jenkins, they formed a vocal group called the Primes. As the oft-told tale has it, very soon after the Primes began to get a little recognition in the neighbourhood, Jenkins decided that

  they needed a ‘sister group’ with which to perform. It was intended to be a way for them to have back-and-forth interplay on stage with the opposite sex, an ingenious little gimmick to

  distinguish the Primes from the competition, although, as it happened, they never really got to perform together.




  Milton Jenkins happened to be dating Maxine Ballard, one of the siblings of a local girl known by all in the projects to have a big and impressive singing voice, fifteen-year-old Florence

  Ballard. (Eventually, Milton and Maxine would marry.) Maxine told Milton about Florence, mentioning to him that her sister used to love to sing ‘Silent Night’, the Christmas carol. She

  would stand by a half-open window and sing at the top of her lungs. When neighbours would tell her she sounded good, she would open the window just a little wider the next time she sang until,

  finally, she was singing before a fully open window. An audition for Milton Jenkins was quickly arranged. When Milton finally met Florence and heard her sing, he found that she had a wide range, a

  style so belting as to be a little startling. She was a gospel singer, actually, one of those girls who could raise a whole congregation to their feet with her soaring voice. However, Jenkins also

  felt that this girl had potential for success in the secular world and that with a bit of work to refine her she could become a star. Excited about the prospects, he decided that she would be the

  one to form the sister group to the Primes. The name of that group? The Primettes, of course.




  Florence, a buxom and shapely girl nicknamed Blondie because of her light skin and auburn hair, then began the task of forming the new singing group. The first thing she did was recruit another

  local girl, fourteen-year-old Mary Wilson, who also lived in the Brewster Projects and who attended school with Florence. ‘If you ever get a chance to be in a group, you call me,’ Mary

  had told her. ‘And I’ll do the same.’




  Mary, rail-thin but stunning with dancing brown eyes and a gleaming smile, boasted a rich, misty-sounding voice perfect for blending with background harmonies and also not at all bad as a lead

  voice. Mary was no Blondie, though, and she knew it. She was in awe of Florence – especially after hearing her sing an operatic ‘Ave Maria’ in the church choir – and thought

  of her as being the most dynamic singer ‘this side of Mahalia Jackson’.




  The two were an interesting combination: Mary shy and sweet, Florence streetwise and sassy. Florence was also one of those girls in the neighbourhood who always seemed ticked off about

  something. ‘She was fun and people liked her, but they also knew not to cross her,’ says Martha Reeves, also from Detroit and also soon to be a singer with Motown. ‘She’d

  cut you down with her words, her eyes. She was sassy.’ Still, Florence and Mary became fast friends, each balancing the other’s personality.




  The girls began auditioning a number of local youngsters in hopes of finding two more members for the Primettes. Anyone who thinks they took this endeavour lightly is not getting the picture.

  This was no after-school hobby for them. It was serious business. They wanted to sing and become entertainers, and they had the work ethic to get them to the next level. They weren’t lazy,

  misdirected or distracted. They didn’t do drugs, they didn’t drink and only dated when the mood hit them. Rather, they were focused and determined.




  After singing with a few youngsters, they finally settled on Betty McGlown, a tall, dark youngster who had a fair, though not spectacular, voice. She didn’t reside in the projects, rather

  she lived on the west side of town. There was still one spot open in the group, though. One day, Paul Williams came up with a recommendation. He’d met a young girl one afternoon who had been

  singing with friends on the stoop. Her voice cut through the sounds of the rest of the youngsters and seemed . . . different. There was definitely something unusual about that voice, and Paul

  – just a kid, himself – could recognize it. When he went to meet her, she introduced herself: Diane Ross. ‘Hey, I got a group for you,’ he told her. ‘You’d be

  great in it.’




  ‘Oh yeah?’ she asked, suspiciously. ‘I’ll just bet you do.’




  ‘I do,’ Paul insisted, and he told her about the Primettes.




  Diana didn’t jump at the chance. As it happened, she was a bit disheartened at this time after having lost the starring role in a play to someone in school with about half her ability. The

  teacher explained that, in his view, her voice was too weak to carry through the auditorium and, moreover, ‘you sing through your nose, and that’s not good, at all’. It was a

  bitter pill for her to swallow; she hated being told she couldn’t do something she wanted to do, and it was especially tough when there was no way she could change things in her favour. She

  was still stinging from this rejection when approached by Paul. ‘Well, we’ll have to check with my mama,’ Diana said, finally, ‘’cause what she says, goes.’




  Paul then found his buddy Eddie and the two of them accompanied Diana to her home in the Brewster Projects. Once there, they met Ernestine and promised that her daughter would be home

  ‘before the street lights went on’. She said she would think it over and make a decision ‘later’.




  As it happened, the girls would be rehearsing at Milton Jenkins’s third-floor apartment on Hastings Street, where all of the cool jazz and blues clubs in Detroit were located, such as the

  Flame Show Bar, Three Star Bar and the Forest Club. It was also where all of the famous Detroit blues musicians honed their crafts, guys such as John Lee Hooker, Calvin Frazier and Big Maceo

  Merriweather, so this was the place to be in Detroit if you wanted to be surrounded by excitement and by music.




  Milton Jenkins realized that he had to obtain the full approval of the parents before confirming anyone’s membership in the group. Therefore, first on his list of visits was the Ross home,

  outside which he pulled up in his red Cadillac. Ernestine regarded him with more than a little scepticism when he walked through the door dressed in a custom-made sharkskin suit with matching silk

  handkerchief and tie. He had one arm in a sling – though he never did explain why. Obviously, he was a real character. He looked like a pimp, but he wasn’t. He was a hustler, though,

  just trying to figure out how to get ahead in the Motor City. However, he was also unfailingly polite, which went a long way with Ernestine. He reasoned that long hours of rehearsal would keep

  Diana and the other girls off the streets, out of gangs and away from boys – which also sounded pretty good to the Ross matriarch. In the end, Ernestine agreed to allow Diana to sing in the

  group. Jenkins left a happy man, and Diana was excited by now, as well. In the final analysis, though, they were both lucky that Ernestine was the one they approached, and not her husband,

  Fred.
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  Father and daughter in conflict




  ‘Singing became my life,’ Diana Ross would once recall. ‘I lived, ate, drank, and breathed it. It was all that I cared about. I had a dream, and I was

  completely determined to make it real. Nothing could deter me or discourage me for very long. My only obstacle was . . . Daddy.’ Indeed, as soon as Fred Ross heard about the Primettes, he

  raised his objections. He didn’t like the idea in principle, thinking that Diana should, instead, focus on her schooling. He was determined that his children follow his example and credo: The

  only path to success was education.




  

    

      I really didn’t care so much about her singing,’ he says, ‘but I didn’t like the fact that she might start coming in late from playing local record

      hops – or whatever it was those kids used to do. She was still underage, after all. I feared she might not continue her education, and I wanted her to go to Wayne State University one

      day. I had my own ideas as to how things should work out, you know? Like any father. I’m sure she thought I was being unreasonable.


    


  




  Fred’s lack of encouragement hit Diana hard. In fact, she always felt emotionally short-changed by Fred. She got all of the attention she ever needed from her mother, but not from her

  father. It actually seemed to Diana that Fred preferred Barbara Jean to her. Bobbi was pretty – her face more rounded and less angular than Diana’s – and she excelled in

  academics. Therefore, she had already won Fred’s approval – or at least that’s how Diana saw it. Years later, she would recall, ‘Even at the bottom of one of my little

  childhood pictures, someone wrote “the talented one”. And on my sister Bobbi’s they wrote, “the attractive one”. I don’t know why they did that. I would never do

  that to my kids, label them like that.’




  ‘We always fought because I thought she was so beautiful,’ Diana later admitted when asked about Bobbi. ‘I thought she got the most attention. I just wanted my dad to like me

  as much as he liked her.’ Therefore, anything Diana could do to distinguish herself in his eyes was something she would jump at. She worked to gain his approval with her hobbies, her school

  work, her day-to-day interaction with him, but never would she feel she truly had it. This was a dynamic that predated any idea she had about becoming a singer. It simply had always been that way

  between her and her father.




  Of Fred, Diana would write in Secrets of a Sparrow,




  

    

      He was smart, proud, confident, refined and respectful. Emotionally miles away, Daddy was a quiet man who didn’t talk a lot to anyone. I never succeeded in making that

      deeper emotional connection with him. I grew up wanting his love, wanting affection from him. Since he just wasn’t the type to give those things, I mostly tried to keep away from him. No

      matter how long my arms grew, no matter how far I reached toward him, I could never get close enough to touch him . . . and I’m not sure why. I tried not to get in his way; I hoped I

      didn’t have to . . .


    


  




  Of course, Fred loved all of his children and will insist on as much to this day. However, he was never effusive, not forthcoming with compliments and approval. He felt that such nurturing was

  in Ernestine’s purview. His responsibility was to work hard and put a roof over their heads, which he did. Not only did he work for American Brass, he took jobs at the Meyer and Stock

  suitcase factory, a gas station, the post office, rebuilding car transmissions . . . He was always working to keep the family well taken care of.




  Fred’s discouraging attitude towards Diana’s singing quickly became a sticking point between father and daughter and was to be the subject of years of discontent between them. He

  didn’t want her to sing, and that was the end of the matter as far as he was concerned. ‘It was a struggle with him each step of the way,’ she would recall. In fairness to him,

  though, he says that he didn’t really think of it as that big an issue. ‘Look, if I knew then what I know now,’ he said in the mid-1980s, ‘well, I may have proceeded

  differently. Who knew this thing was so important to her? I didn’t. I just thought it was a lark, a hobby, something that would amount to nothing but a distraction. So, yes, I did not

  encourage it. I did not want it for her.’




  Ernestine Ross just wanted her children to be happy and realize their goals. She felt blessed that they even had goals and was completely supportive of each child, treating them with

  equal affection. Diana would later say that were it not for her mother’s encouragement, she probably would not have become a singer – and, indeed, she probably wouldn’t even have

  got as far as the Primettes. ‘I remember her beauty, her zest for life,’ she has recalled of Ernestine. ‘Her goodness almost defies description, as bright as the sunlight that

  poured in through her yellow kitchen windows, as sweet as home-cooked jelly. Her love gave me strength.’




  Also, Ernestine had enjoyed her chance in the spotlight, entering singing contests when she was young and holding her own aspirations for a career in show business. Though she put all of that

  behind her when she married, she still loved to sing gospel hymns around the house, such as the hopeful ‘His Eye Is on the Sparrow’, the name of which Ethel Waters, the great black

  actress and singer, borrowed for the title of her autobiography. Ernestine’s voice was intoxicating. It was sweet, lilting and high-pitched – ‘I sing because I’m happy, I

  sing because I’m free.’ Somehow, though, the sound was also very sad, as if Ernestine really did long to be free . . . But from what? No one knew. ‘My mother was a very classy

  lady who was dressed from the time she walked out of her bedroom,’ Diana would recall. ‘She cared very much about her person and her hair. She always sat up straight in a chair,

  beautiful and tall, very trim and slim. The other mothers were always fat, and I used to joke that she was too good-looking to be my mother. I’d say, “I want a nice, big fat

  mama.” ’




  Still, despite the way she comported herself, there was always a distinct sense that something wasn’t quite right in Ernestine Ross’s life. She was too proud a woman to ever discuss

  such matters of the heart with her children, but something strange was definitely going on in the Ross household, and the children sensed it. They supposed that it had to do with Fred, ever the

  enigma. Though the children had never seen it, they suspected he had a violent side that only their mother knew about. There was a hole in the bathroom door, for instance. The Ross siblings always

  wondered how it got there, but never knew for sure. However, it appeared as though someone had kicked open the door . . . and they believed it to be Fred.




  One night, when Diana was about six, she was awakened by the sound of muffled crying. In the darkness, the little girl crept down the long hallway to her parents’ bedroom. ‘Mama? Is

  that you? Are you crying?’ she asked. She had never before heard Ernestine cry – she had always been so strong and self-reliant – and couldn’t even fathom that such sounds

  were coming from her. Still, she knew that someone was crying in that room, and it wasn’t Fred. She peered into the darkness to see what was going on in the bedroom, but she

  couldn’t. ‘Mama, please,’ she said, now frightened. ‘What’s wrong? Can I come in?’




  ‘Quiet!’ came from the darkness. It was Ernestine, now sounding afraid. ‘Don’t let him know I’m here. If he finds me, I don’t know what he’ll do. Go

  back to sleep, baby. Go back to sleep.’ This was a very upsetting moment; Diana would never forget it. She turned around and ran back to her room, jumped into her bed and pulled the covers

  over her head. Then, she cried herself back to sleep.




  The next morning, Ernestine greeted her in the family’s sunny yellow kitchen. ‘So, what can we have for breakfast?’ she asked, trying to be cheery. However, she couldn’t

  bring herself to make eye contact with her daughter. Diana didn’t bring up the events of the previous night, for her mother had made it clear – it was not to be discussed.
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  The Primettes start rehearsals




  ‘Oh please, Fred, stop being so difficult,’ Ernestine scolded him, according to his later recollection. The two were seated at the kitchen table discussing Milton

  Jenkins’s visit. Diana stood before them, shifting from one foot to the other nervously. Her parents had been arguing about this subject for three days, and Fred was not budging. He

  didn’t want Diana to sing, and once he had a strong position against something, it was almost impossible to change his mind. ‘Just let the girl sing, Fred,’ Ernestine said.

  ‘She wants to sing. She wants to see things, do things. Let her sing.’




  ‘Please, Daddy—’ Diana began.




  ‘All right, fine,’ Fred finally decided, cutting her off. He had been worn down. ‘But I don’t like it. Not one bit.’




  Ernestine stared him down, almost as if to say, ‘You don’t have to like it. Just agree to it so we can get on with things.’ Diana squealed with delight and ran from the

  room.




  The first rehearsal of the Primettes at Milton Jenkins’ ‘pad’ on Hastings was more fun that the girls ever could have imagined. Diana recalls, ‘I think the first song we

  learned was “The Night Time Is the Right Time”. I’m pretty sure it was a twelve-bar blues number because I think that’s all Paul [Williams] could play on the guitar.’

  When the girls lifted their voices on that Ray Charles hit for the first time, everyone in the room nodded in agreement. The sound was pretty much perfect.




  The four of them – Diana, Mary, Florence and Betty – immediately bonded with one another and formed alliances which, of course, brought forth petty personality clashes. They were

  just kids, after all; there were bound to be petty arguments. Since Florence had the biggest, most impressive voice and an innate sense of how to use it to its best advantage, she did most of the

  lead singing on songs like the aforementioned ‘Night Time Is the Right Time’ and also Chubby Checker’s ‘The Twist’. Mary once observed, ‘Whenever Diane would

  insist on a lead and then sing, we would sort of look at each other and try not to laugh. She had this weird, little whiny sound.’




  The more serious problem wasn’t Diana’s voice, anyway, but rather her need to be the centre of attention. This proved particularly galling to Florence. As founder of the Primettes,

  Florence considered herself the leader of the group. Whenever possible, she resisted the notion of Diana taking the spotlight from her. The other girls could sing lead from time to time, but she

  wanted everyone to know that the position in front was reserved for her. Mary remembered the afternoon when Diana pulled Florence aside after a rehearsal and told her that she wanted to sing more

  leads. ‘But you’re not the lead singer, Diane,’ Florence said.




  ‘Well, what makes you think you are?’ Diana challenged. ‘Just because everybody says so?’




  Florence reminded Diana that she could out-sing her, and she also warned her to ‘stop messing with me’. The two girls stared each other down. Then Diana turned and walked away. She

  and Florence were not off to a good start. On the whole, though, they agreed that they were doing something worthwhile with their lives and were excited about the possibilities. Milton Jenkins was

  very encouraging, as were the members of their brother group, the Primes. Soon, the girls – sporting letter sweaters, pleated skirts, bobby socks and sneakers – were on stage with the

  Primes, just as had always been planned, and each making a whopping fifteen dollars a show.




  Despite the fact that Fred had given his approval of Diana’s activities with the Primettes, there was still to be trouble at home over a nightly ritual: Diana would come home late after a

  performance and insert her key in the front door as quietly as possible in hopes of not waking him. Just as she would begin to turn the lock, the door would swing open and she would be face to face

  with an angry Fred Ross. Father and daughter would then engage in a loud war of words over the lateness of the hour. ‘She was sixteen by this time, and it would be after midnight before she

  would get home,’ said Fred, years later. ‘Forgive me, but I knew what was going on out there in the streets and it was my job to protect her from it. It was always a war, though . .

  .’




  When Milton Jenkins booked the Primettes to appear at the Detroit/Windsor Freedom Festival, which was to be held on Fred’s fortieth birthday, 4 July 1960, the engagement became a point of

  contention between father and daughter. It was an amateur talent show sponsored annually in Windsor, Ontario, on Independence Day by radio stations on both sides of the Canadian border. Fred

  didn’t care what it was; he still saw his daughter’s involvement in it as a worthless venture, and the whole subject was beginning to gall him. ‘I definitely didn’t want her

  to go to Windsor,’ he later recalled. ‘I felt that things were getting out of control. Her grades were slipping.’




  In trying to make a decision about the Freedom Festival one morning in the Ross family’s small kitchen, Fred told Diana that her ‘hobby’ had got out of hand. Diana

  couldn’t believe it. Things were going so well with the Primettes, and she couldn’t fathom why he couldn’t see as much – especially since they now had an important booking

  on the horizon. ‘What do I have to do to please you?’ she asked him, raising her voice. ‘I’m becoming a success, can’t you see that?’ Sobbing, she stormed from

  the room. ‘That’s it,’ Fred said, according to his later recollection. ‘You are not going to Windsor.’ Even Ernestine wasn’t able to change his mind about

  it. In the end, it took visits from Florence, Mary and Betty – during which, as Fred recalled it, ‘There was a lot of moaning and groaning, which I hated and never allowed in my

  house’ – to convince him to change his mind and let Diana appear at the event.




  As it happened, the Primettes won first place at the contest in Windsor; they really were good and their performance in front of thousands of people was exhilarating. Winning the trophy was

  certainly a thrill, but not much of a surprise to Diana. ‘Failure was impossible,’ she said later, ‘because I made no space to consider anything negative. I could only visualize

  success.’




  After the show, a man named Robert Bateman took Florence aside, identified himself as a talent scout for someone named Berry Gordy who was starting a record company in Detroit, and suggested

  that the girls audition. Robert gave Florence his card and told her to give him a call. She didn’t, however. Inexplicably, she also didn’t think the encounter with the talent scout was

  worth mentioning to her singing partners.
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  Berry Gordy Jr: pioneering a movement




  Berry Gordy Jr was born in Detroit on 28 November 1929 to Berry and Bertha Gordy, an upwardly mobile couple who hailed from Georgia. He joined three older siblings: Esther,

  Fuller and George. His enterprising father, Pops as he was known, owned a plastering and carpentry business and was about to open a printing shop. Meanwhile, Bertha continued her education,

  graduating from the Detroit Institute of Commerce and then becoming one of the founders of a leading insurance company in Detroit. Ambition and a sense of duty and purpose had become the hallmark

  of the Gordy family and Pops and Bertha continued to instil those values in their own family, which would grow with the birth of four more children: Gwen, Anna, Louyce and Robert.




  Berry Jr was always his own man, independent in his thinking. For instance, he wasn’t that interested in formal education, despite his parents’ influence in that regard. He quit high

  school in the eleventh grade at the age of sixteen to become a professional featherweight boxer; by that time he had already fought fifteen amateur fights. He wasn’t to box for long,

  though.




  Berry had always been interested in music and entertainment and began to wonder if there might be a future for him in that field. But, first, he had to serve in the army after he was drafted. At

  that time he also obtained his high school equivalency certificate. A few months after his discharge, at the age of twenty-four, he married nineteen-year-old Thelma Louise Coleman. Then, to make

  ends meet, he began working in his father’s successful plastering business. For him, this was unfulfilling, back-breaking labour. At night, though, his life would become more exciting. He

  began frequenting Detroit jazz clubs, befriending and socializing with jazz musicians and vocalists. In 1953, he first tried to turn his love for music into a business venture when he borrowed $700

  from Pops, and started his own retail record store, the 3-D Record Mart in Detroit, specializing in jazz music. The venture didn’t work out for him, however; it went out of business within

  two years.




  Meanwhile, Berry and Thelma had their first child, Hazel Joy, and another was on the way. In 1955, to support his growing family, Gordy took a job on the Ford Motors assembly line, earning

  $86.40 a week. In Berry’s view, it wasn’t challenging work. He was beginning to feel that the Gordy family’s tradition of upward mobility had hit a snag, and that he was

  responsible for it.




  In 1956, after his son Terry was born, the Gordy marriage began to crumble; Thelma filed for divorce. It would be three years before it would become final.




  It was while his divorce was pending that Berry first became interested in songwriting. Meanwhile, his sisters Anna and Gwen became the photography and cigarette concession owners at a nightclub

  in the city called the Flame Show Bar. They began introducing their younger brother to the jazz artists who frequented the establishment, and he would try to sell them on his latest compositions.

  Peter Benjaminson, author of The Story of Motown, an excellent history of the Gordy empire, wrote, ‘Gordy’s first venture into record producing was undistinguished. He bought a

  secondhand record-making machine and began producing records with anyone who walked in off the street and paid him $100. The fee also bought Gordy’s promise to work to get the record played

  on the radio.’




  In 1957, Berry was introduced to an entertainment manager named Al Greene, an associate of the popular rhythm and blues singer Jackie Wilson. With the assistance of his friend and collaborator

  Billy Davis, Berry wrote a rollicking little song called ‘Reet Petite’ specifically for Wilson. The singer recorded it and, when it was finally issued in 1957, it sailed to number

  eleven on the rhythm and blues charts. Berry then wrote more hits for Wilson, such as ‘Lonely Teardrops’ and ‘To Be Loved’, which garnered heavy radio play and placement on

  the record charts. It was becoming apparent that Berry Gordy Jr was not only an impressive but also an instinctual songwriter; it seemed to come easy to him.




  In 1958, Berry met Raynoma Liles, an attractive and talented musician. Raynoma was supportive of Berry’s ambition, sharing his imagination and determination and helping him to marshal his

  creativity and give it focus. After the two married, they went into business together, first forming a backup vocal group called the Rayber Voices and then writing and producing songs for a soul

  singer named Marv Johnson.




  It was at around this time – 1958 – that Berry met eighteen-year-old William ‘Smokey’ Robinson, an aspiring singer and songwriter who had a group he called the Matadors.

  After Berry took Smokey under his wing, the two become fast friends. Then, in 1958, the Matadors changed their name to the Miracles and recorded the song ‘Got a Job’, which was written

  and produced by Berry. It would be the group’s first single on a small New York label, End Records. However, writing and producing records for new artists failed to make an immediate fortune

  for Berry Gordy; in early 1959, he claimed an income of $27.20 a week! Berry was to have a small taste of success later in the year, though, when he and teenager friend Janie Bradford wrote the

  prophetic song ‘Money (That’s What I Want)’. It was recorded by Barrett Strong and leased on Anna Records, which was owned by his sister. This rocking rhythm and blues number

  continues to be one of Gordy’s most popular songs. ‘I was broke until the time I wrote “Money”,’ Berry has recalled. ‘Even though I had many hits and there were

  other writers [I worked with] who had many hits, we just didn’t have the profits from them. And coming from a business family, my father and mother always talked about the bottom line, it

  being turning a profit: “Are you making money, or not?” ’




  By the end of 1958, Berry was tired of writing songs and leasing them to a white, unappreciative – and, he suspected, cheating – New York record label. It was Smokey who encouraged

  him onward. ‘Why work for the man?’ Smokey asked him. ‘Why don’t you be the man? You’re a cat who knows music, Berry. You know people. You be the

  man!’ It was advice for which Berry would always be grateful. Smokey knew that Gordy was savvy enough to figure out how the complicated record business worked and sophisticated enough to

  understand how to finance such an enterprise. None of that would have mattered, however, if he hadn’t also developed a keen sensitivity to what people wanted to hear on the radio. Indeed,

  Berry’s greatest asset would always be his musical intuition.




  In January 1959, Berry – with the support and encouragement of his wife, Raynoma – started his own record label, Tamla Records – originally named Tammy after the Debbie

  Reynolds film, of which Berry was a big fan. He borrowed a mere $800 from his family to get this new operation off the ground; all of them took different administrative jobs at the company –

  as would have been expected of them – and the rest would be history.
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  Auditioning for Berry Gordy




  It was just a modest place on a quiet street, a small wood and stucco structure at 2648 West Grand Boulevard in Detroit, sandwiched between a funeral home and a beauty shop.

  Once someone’s home, it was now painted a glossy white with blue trim but was still inauspicious enough in appearance to surprise anyone who learned what was actually going on behind its

  walls. It had been Berry Gordy’s idea to dub the building Hitsville, and the record label it housed, Tamla. Smokey Robinson described it this way: ‘Downstairs became headquarters. The

  kitchen became the control room. The garage became the studio. The living room was bookkeeping. The dining room? Sales. Berry stuck a funky sign in the front window – “Hitsville

  USA” – and we were in business.’




  Once the word was out that Berry Gordy would sign any youngster who could prove himself in an audition, Hitsville became a Mecca for young, black performers. Indeed, in the late 1950s, black

  music was really happening in Detroit. Scores of young people, hoping to make it big, were forming singing groups and rehearsing in basements, apartments and on street corners – anywhere they

  could, wherever they were able to raise their voices in close harmony. But this was not unusual. Every city had talent. There were youngsters all over the country doing the same thing. ‘The

  one difference, the big difference,’ says Smokey Robinson, ‘is that Detroit had something no one else had. We had Berry Gordy. We had Berry Gordy.’




  The youngsters came in droves to Hitsville with high hopes, singly and in groups. All dreamed of getting a recognizing nod and, more importantly, a recording contract from the man himself. They

  all had the same goal, after all, which was to make records that would become hits. Not necessarily to make money – no one thought that far in advance. They just wanted to make music, and

  wanted others to hear it . . . and love it. It was all for one, one for all and everyone wanted to chip in to do his or her part. For example, Janie Bradford – the teenager who co-wrote the

  prophetic hit ‘Money (That’s What I Want)’ with Berry – spent her days behind a desk as a receptionist. She didn’t mind it at all. She certainly didn’t think

  that just because she had written a hit record, she was somehow better than anyone else. She just wanted to do her part. They all started from nothing, still had nothing and wanted more.




  Thus, it was in the summer of 1960 that the Primettes – Florence Ballard, Mary Wilson, Betty McGlown and Diana Ross – found themselves at Hitsville, waiting for their chance to

  audition for Berry Gordy. It had been Diana who had managed to wangle the audition by asking her former next-door neighbour, writer-producer Smokey Robinson. The morning of the audition was

  exciting in the Ross household. Ernestine had sewn a crisp, white collar onto a silk blouse for Diana to wear that day. Then, she ironed Diana’s white cotton dress and spent the time

  encouraging her daughter, all but practically guaranteeing to her that she and the group would get the record deal they wanted so badly. Even Fred seemed somewhat enthused – or, at the very

  least, he didn’t say anything overtly discouraging. Diana’s siblings couldn’t stop chattering with excitement. Diana kept reminding everyone that her friend, Smokey Robinson, had

  a record, ‘Got a Job’, that had been played on the radio. To her, that was a sure sign that anything could happen, and that it could just as easily happen for her and her group.




  At the appointed hour, Betty, Mary and Florence showed up at the house, and then the four nervous girls took a bus to Hitsville. They must have composed themselves on the way, because Janie

  Bradford, who met them at the studio, recalled their poise that morning. ‘They were four very confident girls in their white skirts, matching scarves and bobby socks, acting pretty much as if

  they were the hottest thing to ever happen.’




  When the time arrived for their audition, Hitsville talent scout Robert Bateman and record producer Richard Morris ushered the Primettes into a back room; Smokey was there but he stayed in the

  hallway rather than make the girls even more anxious with his presence. Standing in a semi-circle, the Primettes then sang ‘The Twist’ and then ‘Night Time Is the Right

  Time’ both a cappella and with Florence singing lead. She gave it her all, hitting the high notes, holding them with perfect pitch, selling the song . . . giving the total entertainer’s

  package. Florence, even at such an early age, was what people in the music business called ‘the real deal’, and that much was evident from her audition. Berry walked into the room. Just

  five foot seven inches, he was a short guy with a big presence and the girls were instantly intimidated. He had a baby face with large, very intense, practically hypnotic brown eyes. He wore his

  hair in a short-cropped natural hairstyle. His attire was casual: a white turtleneck sweater, black slacks. As Florence sang, he walked in and out of the room, seeming remote, distracted and wholly

  uninterested. He left the room. Then, toward the end of the second song, he sauntered back in. Diana announced, ‘We have one more song we’d like to do.’ The four then began a

  timid version of the Drifters’ hit song ‘There Goes My Baby’, this time with Diana on lead.




  Fully confident and never thinking about any limitation or how she might be compared to the bigger-voiced Florence, Diana just stood in the middle of the room and let it rip with a voice that

  was as at once whiny, nasal and piercing. It was also bursting with emotion. The sound stopped Berry in his tracks. Now, he seemed fascinated; his eyes narrowed slightly as he assessed

  Diana’s exuberant performance. Florence was a big and loud singer. But big and loud could be found on any street corner in Detroit so being another one of them didn’t make Florence very

  unusual. Diana Ross? Now, she was unusual. Not only was her voice unique, her look – all popping eyes, flashing teeth and bony frame – was something that a person just

  couldn’t turn away from – or that seemed to be Berry’s immediate reaction to her. At least, he finally stopped and listened to the group. After Diana was finished, Berry leaned

  over to Bateman and whispered in his ear.




  ‘Okay. So, can you do that one more time, girls?’ Bateman asked.




  ‘Sure,’ one of them answered. Diana then counted off four and began again, singing in her high-pitched tone while her partners provided harmonic oohs and aahs. After they again

  finished, Berry finally introduced himself.




  ‘So, you sing through your nose?’ he asked Diana.




  ‘Well, I don’t know,’ she answered, now suddenly seeming nervous. ‘If you want me to, I guess I can.’




  ‘You already do,’ he said, laughing. ‘Sit down and we’ll talk,’ he suggested, motioning to four wooden chairs. The girls sat down before him, each leaning

  forward to hear his every word. When he told them they weren’t ‘too bad’, they immediately jumped up and squealed with delight. ‘But you’re not too good,

  either,’ Berry hastened to add, which did calm them down. He wanted to know their ages. He learned that Mary and Diana were sixteen, Florence, seventeen and Betty, eighteen. Berry shook his

  head solemnly. ‘Well, that’s too bad because you, you and you are too young,’ he said, pointing to Diana, Mary and Florence. ’So, come back when you’re through with

  high school, and we’ll see about things, then,’ he suggested.




  Berry was getting ready to leave the room when Florence spoke up. ‘But, hey, wait a second,’ she said. ‘We won the contest, you know?’ She was referring to the

  Detroit/Windsor Freedom Festival. ‘And that guy right there,’ she continued, pointing to Bateman, ‘said for us to come down here, and so here we are. Now, you’re telling us

  you don’t want us? What kind of stuff is that?’ She was loud and ballsy, and her attitude immediately rubbed Berry the wrong way. He turned and walked over to her, put his face right to

  hers and then cut her down with two words: ‘Get lost!’




  ‘But—’




  ‘Look, girl, I’m the boss and I said goodbye.’ Berry then opened the door and waved them out of the room. He smiled to himself, probably knowing that this would not be the last

  he would see of the four of them. As the girls were walking out, Diana happened to notice that Florence looked as though she was about to once again open her mouth. Diana dug her fingernails deep

  into her friend’s arm and pulled her along, all the while chastising her to ‘Be quiet! You want to ruin our chances forever?’




  Once outside the room, Diana whirled to face Florence. ‘So, why didn’t you tell us what happened the day we won that contest?’ she demanded to know. In that moment, according

  to what Mary would remember, she actually looked as if she were going to go for Florence’s throat. Though not easily cowed, this time Florence seemed taken aback by Diana’s accusatory

  tone and demeanour. ‘I decide for the Primettes,’ Ballard managed to say with a faint show of bravado. She looked to Mary and Betty for support, but none was forthcoming, as if

  neither girl wanted to end up on the wrong side of this little power struggle. ‘Talking to Hitsville, that’s too important for you to decide for yourself,’ Diana told Florence.

  ‘You should’ve told me about this. Why didn’t you?’




  ‘’Cause I forgot, all right?’ Florence mumbled.




  Once Diana was able to detect weakness in Florence’s position, she really lit into her. ‘Well, don’t you ever forget anything so important again,’ she told her, angrily.

  ‘Don’t you dare ever forget!’




  Mary and Betty just watched the scene unfold, both a bit frightened by it. ‘We thought, oh, wow, this girl is really something else,’ Mary later said, referring to Diana. ‘I

  think we were a little anxious about her, wondering what we had gotten ourselves into.’




  The four friends then walked silently towards the front yard of the Hitsville building, the argument between Diana and Florence too fresh to let go of yet. Still, Diana and Florence tried to

  rectify things. They didn’t want to dislike each other. They sensed that they were on to something exciting and didn’t want to ruin it – as long as they understood each other.

  They also couldn’t bring themselves to leave the premises. Instead, they sat in the reception area and just stared at the recording artists, producers and songwriters coming and going from

  the building. What would it take, they wondered to each other, for them to be a part of all of this excitement? It was then that Diana made what would turn out to be a fateful decision for the

  group. ‘We’re coming back here every day until something happens for us,’ she said. ‘And Berry Gordy? He’s just going to have to get used to seeing us around because

  we’re not giving up. Agreed?’ They agreed, and wholeheartedly. ‘Berry Gordy was not the only one who knew what he wanted,’ Diana would say many years later. ‘I have

  never been able to take no for an answer, and he definitely had not seen the last of me. In fact, it was quite clear to me that the relationship had only just begun.’
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  The first recording sessions




  Just as sixteen-year-old Diana Ross had vowed, the Primettes soon became a permanent fixture at the Hitsville building. ‘From their audition onward, those girls were

  always in sight,’ Robert Bateman once recalled.




  ‘I’d hear them in the kitchen, Ernestine Ross recalled, ‘and they’d be saying, “You ask her, Mary.” “No, you ask her, Diane. She’s your

  mother.” “No, you ask her, Florence.” And I’d come in and say, “All right, I know you want a quarter for the bus. Here it is. But, now how are you going to get

  home?” And they’d say, “Oh, don’t you worry about us.” ’




  ‘We’d get all dressed up in our prettiest dresses,’ Diana recalled, ‘and we were pretty cute kids; we had pony tails and we flirted and I wasn’t so skinny then.

  We’d always manage to get a ride home with some of the boys. There were a lot of sixteen-, seventeen-year-olds recording with the company then, so everybody was nice to us and let us hang

  around. We’d pester everybody to teach us things about singing, and eventually, just to get us off their backs, they would.’




  Toward the end of the summer of 1960, Betty McGlown decided that she wanted to stop singing and instead get married. Diana felt that Betty was making a mistake, but it was her life and her

  choice, and her mind was made up about it. Mary and Florence attended Betty’s wedding without Diana, and also began to question the logic of having Diana in the group at all. She had proved

  to be a bit more trouble than they had expected when they recruited her at Paul Williams’s suggestion. In the end, however, they decided to keep Diana around rather than have to replace two

  girls in the group. In short order, they found someone for Betty’s spot, a tall, light-skinned girl and a decent though not spectacular singer named Barbara Martin. Barbara never really felt

  like a part of things, though. She was the new girl and hadn’t been through what Diana and Mary had up until that point, so the two never really took to her. It would just be Diana and Mary

  from this time on whenever there was a problem to solve. Still, they needed a fourth girl professionally, and Barbara filled the bill. Once she was properly ensconced, the Primettes were then

  contacted by someone from another local record label, Lu-Pine, and asked to record a couple of songs: ‘Tears of Sorrow’ with Diana on lead, and ‘Pretty Baby’ with Mary on

  vocals, and an introduction by Florence. It wasn’t Hitsville, but at least it was a start, they’d decided. When the 45 was released, it failed in the marketplace. Indeed, it seemed that

  things were not going well.




  In the fall of 1960, back at Hitsville, Berry Gordy booked studio time for a blues singer named Mable John, the first female artist he had signed. A small, lovely, dark woman with big, luminous

  eyes, she was the first female solo artist signed to the label. Background singers were needed for her recording session, for which Gordy was to be the producer. ‘Let’s give those young

  girls a shot,’ he decided, referring to the Primettes. ‘What have we got to lose?’




  ‘They were real determined,’ Berry Gordy told writer David Ritz when thinking back on those days. ‘They were anxious to please, to work hard. And they had all the ingredients.

  They were young, bright, maybe somewhat shy but very determined and energetic. They were captivating, they had energy, dynamism. And they had the sparkle of Diana Ross.’




  When the girls got the news, the four of them jumped up and down in the studio hallway, embracing and laughing. ‘This is it,’ Mary said. ‘This is the chance we’ve been

  waiting for.’




  On the day of the session, Mable John positioned herself in the small phone-booth-like cubicle in which all of the lead vocals to Tamla’s songs were recorded. The Primettes were in the

  same studio but outside the booth, standing behind two microphones next to a black concert grand piano. The four girls, each dressed in a neatly ironed white skirt and blouse, stood on clusters of

  tangled wire cables that seemed to go nowhere and everywhere at the same time. Mable John recalled:




  

    

      First, Berry made it clear to the Primettes that this session was only a test and that it did not mean they would be signed to the label. It was clear from the beginning

      that Diane was the leader, the in-charge, take-charge type. Mary had the better ear for harmony, but if there was a question about anything it was directed to Diane. I also noticed right off

      that Diane was a flirt. She was attentive to anything Berry wanted, asking a lot of questions, soaking up information. During a break, she actually had the nerve to ask me, ‘So, what do

      you really think of him? Is he fair? Is he honest?’ As if I was going to tell her otherwise. She was very direct, though. A bottom-line kind of girl.


    


  




  Diana’s eyes were pinned on Berry’s face for most of the time in the studio, as he directed the group in how he wanted them to sing their parts of the song. After the session was

  over, the teenagers embraced each other, jumping up and down with joy and laughing. They were doing exactly what they had set out to do, and the victory was a sweet one. If anything, it served to

  further bond them as a group. If they had got this far, what else might they be able to achieve? When they finally left the studio, it was in single file with Diana at the rear. Just before they

  walked out the door, Diana turned and gave Berry a wink over her shoulder. Then she executed a saucy little hip manoeuvre for his pleasure. Berry did an incredulous double-take. ‘Hey! Did

  that one on the end just wink at me?’ he asked the recording engineer.




  ‘Yeah, man. The skinny chick is flirting with you, Berry.’




  ‘Well, shit, man. What do you make of that?’




  Diana was sixteen. Berry was thirty-one. Frankly, he didn’t know what to make of it.




  Later, Berry and Mable sat in the control booth and listened to the final product. ‘So tell me the truth,’ Berry said to her, according to her later recollection. ‘What do you

  think of those four girls, the Primettes? I mean, they’re sort of interesting, aren’t they?’




  ‘Well, the one named Diane is something else,’ Mable answered. ‘You’d better watch out for her, Berry. And I ain’t lyin’.’ Mable and Berry were close

  friends; she was one of the few people at the company who could chide him and get away with it.




  ‘What do you mean?’ he asked.




  ‘You know what I mean,’ she answered.




  Berry’s brown eyes crinkled and he cracked up, laughing. Years later, Mable John recalled,




  

    

      Berry and I agreed that she was the type of kid who probably knew what she wanted and how she was going to get it. Years later, you heard a lot about how he thought of the

      four girls as equals from the beginning. Well, don’t believe it. From that first session on, Diane demanded attention from Berry. She was always in his face saying, ‘Let’s do

      this!’ and, ‘Please, Berry, let’s do that!’ The next thing I knew, they were doing background vocals and handclaps for Marvin Gaye and then for everyone else at the

      label. They were becoming part of the family, not because they were that talented but because they were so determined. She was so determined.


    


  




  ‘You know what? I think I’m going to sign that Ross kid to the label,’ Berry told Mable a couple of weeks after the first session.




  ‘Oh yeah? And what about the other girls?’ she asked.




  ‘Oh yeah, them too,’ he answered.




  ‘Now, don’t go breaking up the group, Berry,’ Mable warned him playfully. ‘They look like nice girls. Don’t mess with them, now.’




  ‘Who, me?’ Berry asked with wide eyes.




  ‘Yeah, you.’




  After that first recording session for Berry Gordy, the Primettes continued, as they had in the past, to go to Hitsville every day by walking, taking the bus, hitchhiking or doing whatever it

  took to get there. With the passing of just a few weeks, they learned that if they spent enough time at the studio, something always came along for them. There seemed to always be musical tracks

  that needed accompanying handclaps and, now and then, background vocals to be added to them as well. Soon, they were being paid a small salary for their work, though it wasn’t always easy to

  get their money. After a couple of free sessions, Florence started to complain that she was ‘tired of working for free’. The girls were a little depressed one day, and Florence came to

  rehearsal with applications to join the navy, which she had cut from a magazine. ‘I’m sick of Detroit,’ she said. ‘I want to move on, so I’m joining the navy.’

  The girls were surprised. ‘You ain’t joinin’ no navy,’ Mary told her. ‘Oh yes I am, and so is Diane,’ Florence said. She looked at Diana and, right on cue, Diana

  played her part. ‘It’s true,’ she said with a poker face. ‘Florence and I are joining the navy.’ Then, she and Florence dutifully filled out their applications and

  promised Mary and Betty that they would soon be gone. It was a fun fantasy, and of course they would never do it. Days later, they threw away their applications. Or, as Mary later put it, ‘I

  told ya’ll you weren’t joining no navy.’




  *




  A few weeks later, the Primettes got their chance to be, as Diana put it, ‘in’. On 1 October 1960, they were booked into the Hitsville studio to record a ballad

  called ‘After All’, which was to be produced by Smokey Robinson. The song wasn’t released because Berry felt it didn’t meet his standards of quality. (In the years to come,

  much of what the Supremes recorded would go unreleased for precisely the same reason.) It was interesting, though, because all four girls had a lead verse, which was unusual. It’s actually

  the only time Barbara Martin sang solo on a record.




  Two more months passed. Finally, on 15 December, the girls were back in the studio again, this time recording ‘I Want a Guy’, with Berry as producer. Two new staff writers at the

  company, Brian Holland and Freddie Gorman (who was also the Ross family’s mailman!) had written the song – not their best effort, especially listening to it today. Gorman remembered,

  ‘Diana heard me playing the song one day in the studio and said she wanted to record it. Berry agreed to it. Later, I walked into the room where they were rehearsing it. Diana was seated at

  the piano with Brian with the other girls gathered around her. They had to stand. That’s when I knew who was boss.’




  During rehearsals for ‘I Want a Guy’, Diana sang in her nasal, oddly pitched tone. Though the finished product couldn’t have been more mediocre, Berry was still heartened by

  it. A week later, he gave the Primettes the good news: he was offering the group a recording contract with Tamla – and Diana a job as his secretary. In a 1983 interview, Diana recalled,

  ‘I was still in high school and I remember I had an art class and I made these cufflinks for him. I guess I won him over by being so kind to him, because the truth is, I wasn’t a

  secretary. I couldn’t even type or take shorthand.’




  Although Diana was soon known around the company as ‘the new secretary who thinks she can sing’, she knew how to make the best of an opportunity. Anyone walking by her desk would

  inevitably hear phrases from her such as ‘Oh, Mr Gordy, you are so talented!’ or ‘Oh, Mr Gordy, how’d you get to be so smart?’ Of course, every now and then, when the

  timing seemed appropriate, she would ask when her group was to get another opportunity to record. Finally, Berry gave in, again.




  Years later, Smokey would remember that Berry was perplexed by Diana’s singing voice. Was it a voice, he asked Smokey, or just an oddly pitched sound. ‘So, man, what do you

  think?’ Berry asked Smokey as he played ‘I Want a Guy’ for him. ‘Be honest with me. She sounds kinda whiny, huh? Kinda weird, ain’t she?’




  Smokey was about as close to a musical prodigy in Detroit at this time as anyone could be and he was easily able to identify the commercial possibilities of anyone’s voice. Admittedly, the

  untidy arrangement for ‘I Want a Guy’, with its annoying organ breaks, made for one of the most appalling recordings Smokey had heard from Hitsville thus far. Still, that state of

  affairs certainly wasn’t Diana’s fault. Smokey told Berry that Diana may not have had the best of singing voices, but she did have a lot of ‘personality’ supporting it, and

  the combination made for – Berry was right – an interesting sound. ‘And there’s nothing wrong with having a sound,’ Robinson concluded. ‘Plenty of chicks

  have great voices, but this is something different, something better. If she catches on, man, watch out!’




  Berry agreed with Smokey and, a few weeks later, decided to sign the girls to a recording contract. However, their group name would first have to be changed. He said he didn’t understand

  just what a Primette was, and he didn’t like it. ‘Well, you see, it means—’ one of them began to explain.




  ‘Never mind,’ Berry snapped. ‘We’re changing it.’




  The four girls were stunned by Berry’s decision. After all, they had spent the last two years establishing what they thought was a reputation in the Detroit area for the Primettes.

  Actually, no one knew who they were or cared, but could they be blamed for having group pride, and for getting as far as they had in Detroit? Still, Berry had a bigger vision for them. ‘Look,

  by the time I finish with you girls, everyone will know who you are,’ he promised then. They couldn’t very well argue with that.




  Diana continues the story:




  

    

      Janie Bradford was working at the offices at the switchboard. And Berry said we had to get a new name right away. Well, we thought about it and just couldn’t come up

      with one. We made lists of names. I had a list, Mary had one and Florence another. We couldn’t agree, and they needed this name on the contracts. So Janie handed a list that she thought

      might be good ideas, and Florence just picked the name, the Supremes. By the time we got to the studio, ‘The Supremes’ was on the contracts and it was all settled. I hated the name.

      Florence just grabbed it because it wasn’t Primettes or Marvelettes or any other kind of ‘ette’. It was the only name on the list which wasn’t. So that’s why she

      took it. The Supremes!
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  Fred Ross’s bad idea




  When Diana Ross returned home one day with the news that she had an opportunity to sign a contract with Berry Gordy Enterprises, her father, Fred Ross, told her, ‘You are

  not signing any contract with anyone’s fly-by-night enterprise.’ Father and daughter had had many months of arguments about Diana’s show business aspirations, all of which

  basically boiled down to the fact that he didn’t want her to have any. He still wanted her to attend college and do something ‘sensible’ with her life, as both he and his wife had

  done. Academia and practicality had been important hallmarks of the Ross family history, and Fred Ross was determined that his daughter Diane continue the tradition. It also began to seem to some

  observers as if Fred actually felt threatened by Diana’s raw ambition. He wanted to be in full charge of his family and started to regard Diana’s strong-willed determination as a sort

  of defiance against him.




  While she was well aware of his feelings about her future, she certainly never dreamed he would betray her – or try to sabotage things for her. However, that’s exactly what appears

  to have happened a few weeks after the girls auditioned for Berry Gordy at Hitsville. Diana came down with the flu right before the group was scheduled for a few local bookings and a recording

  session. She was upset, and she knew that she couldn’t sing. As she and Ernestine discussed the matter, Fred had an idea, and not a very good one, as far as Diana was concerned. He suggested

  that her older sister, Barbara Jean – the member of the Ross family with whom Diana was most competitive – temporarily replace her in the group. ‘She can fill in,’ he said,

  offhandedly. ‘She can sing, too.’ Diana simply couldn’t fathom how he could suggest such a thing. She made it clear that his idea was not a solution – if she were not

  present there would be no performance. It would have to be rescheduled, she insisted. ‘And don’t you dare even mention it to anyone else,’ she told him before she fled from

  the room, crying. Even Ernestine, who tried to understand everyone’s position in a family debate, fell clearly on the side of Diana. After all, she had spent so much energy on every aspect of

  the Primettes: their sound, their look, the choreography. For Fred to suggest that she could be replaced seemed cruel. Moreover, Fred knew full well how competitive his daughters were with one

  another, that Diana was also jealous of all of the approval Barbara managed to elicit from him.




  It’s unclear whether he truly saw this proposition as an acceptable scenario, or if he was trying to undermine Diana’s confidence. She, after all, had begun to jeopardize his

  position of power in the family. Her unstoppable confidence and unwillingness to accept failure made it clear that she could very well eclipse him in many ways. He would later say he was just

  trying to be involved in his daughters’ lives but, arguably, he had picked a questionable way of going about it if, indeed, that’s what he was trying to do.




  Whatever his motives, Fred didn’t like being told what to do, especially by his sixteen-year-old daughter. Therefore, when Diana warned him not to tell anyone of his idea, he did just the

  opposite and called Richard Morris, the man who had produced the Primettes’ recent recordings. Apparently, at least according to what Morris later told Mary Wilson, Fred told him that Barbara

  Jean would be a suitable replacement because she had more of a ‘group mentality’ than Diana.




  In the end, Barbara Jean did get into the group. She didn’t make it into the recording studio, but she managed to get through a couple of singing engagements in her sister’s stead.

  Fortunately, she had neither the voice nor the ambition to pursue a vocal career. She was only too willing to relinquish her temporary spot with the Primettes as soon as Diana recovered. But, that

  wasn’t really the point. Diana felt that Fred had betrayed her, and the hurt she felt over it was deep and abiding. What’s also interesting is that Fred may not have even understood the

  ramifications of what he had done because, many years later, when asked about it, he didn’t even remember doing it! ‘I may have,’ he said. ‘Or, maybe not. Look, I

  can’t remember everything, can I?’ he remarked to this author in an interview. Then, to make things even worse, he took another step. ‘I thought, okay, she’s mad at me

  now,’ he recalled, ‘and so, as a present – and I thought this was a very generous thing to do – I went and enrolled her in Wayne State College, and I paid for her tuition in

  advance. When I told her I had done this, she wasn’t real happy about it, I can tell you that much. She and I were at odds now, for sure.’




  It’s likely that Fred’s stubborn nature may have led to bigger problems. Indeed, it seemed that his and Ernestine’s marriage was ending. ‘We separated in 1960,’ he

  said in 1984. ‘Why? Well, a lot of reasons. Who knows why a marriage doesn’t work. Pressures. Disagreements about the children. There was a lot of stress. I loved Ernestine, though, and

  she knew it, and knows it. It would be about seventeen years before we finally divorced. I took a two-bedroom apartment in Detroit on Elmhurst, where I would live for more than twenty years. The

  kids would come by on weekends, on Sundays . . . We tried to all stay close. It’s not like Ernestine and I hated each other. The thing is,’ he concluded, ‘she just didn’t

  want to be married to me anymore. That’s a fact.’




  After the matter of being temporarily replaced in the Primettes blew over, Diana came home with a recording contract from Berry Gordy Enterprises and Tamla Records.




  ‘I decided to leave the decision to her mother,’ Fred remembered. ‘I was at a loss. I knew this would be the end of her education. She was hostile about it, and I was

  emotional. I was supposed to co-sign the contract, and I just couldn’t.’ Fred didn’t know it at the time, but Barbara Martin’s mother felt exactly the same way; she wanted

  her daughter out of the group and into college.




  The next day, Diana brought her mother to Hitsville, where they were joined by the other Primettes and their mothers. Berry’s sister Esther Edwards, an elegant, articulate, impressive

  woman, explained the contract to the parents. The lecture Edwards gave regarding growing up at Hitsville was more important to the mothers than any terms of the agreement. Diana recalls,




  

    

      Miss Edwards was telling us all about the details and how they didn’t want to have any trouble with the girls’ groups, like their running out and getting married

      or if they travelled out on the road there was the danger that they would mess around and get into trouble. She pointed out that they were unreliable. She didn’t want to have to bring us

      home to our mamas expecting babies. But we insisted that we weren’t going to be like that and we were going to work hard.


    


  




  Diana and Mary were about to turn seventeen in March; Flo was already seventeen and Barbara, eighteen. Throughout the meeting, a young baby-faced black man in a white angora sweater sat in a

  corner and listened, but said nothing.




  When the meeting was over, Ernestine leaned over and asked Diana the name of the man in the sweater. ‘Why, that’s Berry Gordy!’ Diana enthused.




  Ernestine sized him up and didn’t comment until she and Diana got home. ‘You aren’t signing no contract with no kid like that,’ she decided. It really was one obstacle

  after another along the road to Motown for Diana, wasn’t it? When Ernestine finally understood that Berry was only about ten years younger than Fred, she decided that perhaps he could be

  trusted. A couple of weeks later, the Primettes and their mothers – who would co-sign their contracts – returned to Hitsville. Though Ernestine had certain apprehensions and Fred was

  dead set against the idea, their daughter Diana Ross was signed to Berry Gordy Enterprises and Tamla Records on 15 January 1961.
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  A loss of innocence




  The Brewster Projects was a safer place to live than many Detroit-area neighbourhoods – but that’s not to say it was ideal. Considering the options in the Detroit

  area for lower-income housing, Fred Ross had made the right decision in moving his family into these particular projects. But, over a period of just three years, from 1958 – the time they

  moved into their home – until 1961, the Brewster Projects had become a very different place, with drug-trafficking and other illegal activity going on right alongside all of the singing and

  dancing on street corners. Many of the parents in the close-knit community were concerned about these changes, but there was really nothing anyone could do about them. ‘We just had to keep

  our children close by and under watch, which became tougher to do as they got older and wanted their freedom,’ said one former neighbour of the Ross family’s. ‘Fred’s

  concern, though, that Diane would end up in the streets at night during her gigs with the Supremes, became a reality, though. It didn’t take long for that to happen.’ Indeed, as much as

  Fred and Ernestine might have wanted to protect their children from what was happening outside the safety of their home, there was no holding them back – especially Diana. She was young and

  excited about life and about her singing ambitions. She was a happy kid, but she was also headstrong, as everyone knew.




  As soon as the Supremes were signed to Hitsville, their producer and manager, Richard Morris, began booking them at clubs like the 20 Grand in Detroit as the opening act for rhythm and blues

  stars such as Wilson Pickett. The 20 Grand was fairly safe. It was popular and even somewhat prestigious as a venue, and performing on the same show with someone like Wilson Pickett, who was a star

  even back then, was a real coup. There was a lot of excitement about it from the girls. However, Morris also sent them to dangerous ghetto establishments, which wasn’t quite as thrilling and

  was also just a tad scary.
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