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With the family, in the seventies.
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Office meeting: With Sly Stone, dressed for work.
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The Smithsonian has its own spaceship, just like P-Funk.
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For Carlon





INTRODUCTION: LET’S TAKE IT TO THE STAGE (1978)



We were in Richmond, Virginia, waiting on the band. It looked like it might be a long wait; bad weather was whipping much of the United States, and violent storms had forced the FAA to cancel hundreds of flights. A few of us weren’t flying. We had driven down from Detroit a few days earlier, stopping along the way for a fishing trip, and when we got to Richmond, we didn’t go straight to the Coliseum, where we were headlining that night. Instead we met up with Bootsy Collins and his band and went into the studio to cut a track for his new album. The recording session was a ray of light in a dark afternoon. The storms weren’t lifting, and the handful of musicians we had with us in Richmond weren’t enough to carry the show. We needed everyone. And “everyone” was an understatement: we had ten players for the core of Parliament-Funkadelic, and another four on horns, and then the musicians for Parlet and the Brides of Funkenstein, the two female-fronted offshoot bands of the P-Funk empire. We were an orchestra and then some. And we were peaking—Parliament had hit the top of the charts with “Flash Light” the year before, and Bootsy was the biggest solo star in the funk world. But people had kept us at our peak, specific people, and many of them were trapped in other cities. Our road manager called around frantically, speaking to airlines and charter companies, until he finally found a pilot who flew private and was willing to bring the band in; the pilot was a Vietnam vet who had flown for the rock singer Alice Cooper, and after those two things, nothing scared him. In midafternoon, with only a few hours until showtime, the plane reached the band back in Detroit and they boarded for Richmond.


We were also waiting for costumes. During our tour the previous year, we had been outfitted by Larry LeGaspi, who had a store named Moonstone on Christopher Street in the West Village and made crazy sci-fi costumes for Labelle and other bands. Larry made us look wild and interstellar. In 1978, we simplified a bit and opted for silver Mylar costumes that were put together by a friend of the band. We loved the look, but the location was a problem. They were in Los Angeles, where planes were also stuck to the ground. We couldn’t find another Vietnam pilot, so we waited and hoped the bad weather out West would lift. I hid out in the studio while Archie Ivy, my manager, held down the fort at the Coliseum, trying not to let the people over there catch wind of the fact that we were down a dozen people and about as many costumes.


Hours passed without a good word from the airports. Bootsy and I finished up at the studio and drove over to the Coliseum. Another hour passed. Still no band. Still no costumes. I wasn’t the type to overreact or create a crisis where one didn’t exist, but I also wasn’t the type to cheat a crowd out of a show, and I wasn’t sure how we were going to do what we needed to do with a skeleton crew dressed in jeans and T-shirts. I kept looking at the doors to the backstage area, one on the left side and one on the right side. Both were closed. They didn’t move for so long that I didn’t even think of them as doors anymore. They were walls.


It was two hours before showtime, and then it was an hour, and we still didn’t have either the band or the costumes. Archie was starting to get nervous. He checked his watch too often, and more than once he left the room to make a phone call. I wasn’t sweating so anyone could see, but I was sweating. Then there was a rattle on the other side of the wall that had once been a door, and Cordell “Boogie” Mosson, our bassist, came through, leading a trail of musicians. At the same time the other wall opened up to reveal the band’s costumes. We quickly assembled ourselves, got instruments, got dressed. I’m not sure the promoters ever knew how close we were to disaster. When we walked out onto the stage, we saw thousands of flashlights out there in the crowd, fireflies in the darkness. People said we were geniuses for selling flashlights at our shows, but that didn’t start until later in that tour—in Richmond, it was grassroots pure and simple, an idea that came from the people. We went up there in front of the darkness and the fireflies and started in with the drums, and the bass, and the guitars. The singers joined in, and as the lights above us surged, I went forward into the music, and the music went forward into the Coliseum crowd: P-Funk, Uncut Funk, the Bomb. 





THE BOMB



The Bomb. That’s the first thing I remember. It was the end of World War II, and I was four years old, living in Washington, D.C., where all the talk was about the atomic bombs the United States had just dropped on Japan: Little Boy on Hiroshima and Fat Man on Nagasaki. People hoped that they would bring an end to the war, because the country was getting worn-out, and not just the soldiers overseas. They were having blackout drills where you had to turn your lights off at seven o’clock at night, and the planes flying overhead couldn’t even see the city. Other days there were military aircraft in the sky, rows and rows of them, and an overall sense of power, or threat, depending on your point of view. Nowadays people say they come from military families but back then every family was military: I had uncles who had been in the war and an aunt who was in the WACs. When the first bomb fell on Japan, people were happy, but they were also holding their breath: no one knew what was going to happen next. The only other thing I remember was potato chips. The Wise potato-chip factory was near us, and we could smell them in the air. Atom bombs, potato chips—you can’t eat just one.


I hadn’t been born in D.C. I was a proud product of the state of North Carolina, coming into the world in Kannapolis on July 22, 1941. I wasn’t born in a hospital, and there are rumors that I wasn’t even born in a house, that I emerged into the world in an outhouse. I can’t confirm or deny that. I was brought to the city not long after. My parents, George and Julious, didn’t live together for the most part, but for a little while they lived near each other. Both of them were government employees: my father worked at the U.S. Mint, disposing of money that had been taken out of circulation, and my mother cleaned up at the Pentagon. When the war ended, we moved again, this time to Chase City, Virginia, a small town about seventy-five miles from Richmond. I remember picking asparagus and running in fields. There were two white kids named Richard and Robert who used to take me and my brother Bobby Ray—a year younger than me—fishing and teach us about farming. They also told us how we should stay inside some nights because the Klan would come riding through on horses, wearing sheets. The way they described them to us, I imagined headless horsemen, holding their own heads like flaming pumpkins. I never actually saw them coming through town, but it’s a vivid enough memory anyway. Other than that, racism was only an abstract concept to the younger kids in town. There was one movie in town and we all went to the movie, black folk upstairs and white people downstairs.


I was a pretty quiet kid. I watched the world because the world seemed so big. About thirty years later, in 1978, I went back to that house in Chase City, and I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. There was a well outside that couldn’t have been more than two feet deep that I had thought was six feet deep at least. There was a little creek that I thought was a river. I thought the backyard was a mile long and two miles wide. I would run around and not come back until dark. At that age, I didn’t have a clear sense of being a musician or a songwriter or an entertainer or anything. I wanted to be whatever I was seeing in the movies: a cowboy, probably.


Around 1950, I said good-bye to Virginia, too. It was spring, I think. My father didn’t show one day, and not very much was said about it. Some time later, a few weeks maybe, he reappeared, but something was different. He was driving a big black new Kaiser automobile, for starters, and the second he stepped out of the car he told us that we were leaving Virginia for New Jersey. I was excited to leave. It sounded like a fresh start, and not just because of the word New. We were going north. We were going in style, from the first moment we got on the highway all the way into New Jersey. From then on, to this day, I traveled the same routes and got familiar with all of the places, all of the road signs, the cigarette advertisements and so on. When we got into Philadelphia there were advertisements for Buttercup bread, Gillette razors. There were lots of Howard Johnsons lining the highway, and gas-station signs I had not seen before. That sparked my infatuation with being on the road and seeing the rest of the world. How could you not love it?


When my family pulled into New Jersey that first day, it was like a different world from Virginia. In Chase City, there had been only one movie house. In Jersey, there was one every four or five blocks, playing King Solomon’s Mines or Harvey. There were more cars and kids and street peddlers and less sky and air. My mother moved north soon after my father did, and she ended up in East Orange, about ten minutes from where we lived in Newark. Now and then we’d head into New York City, and that was another thing altogether. There were buildings that blotted out the sky. There were more people than I ever knew existed.


Work brought my father to New Jersey, and work kept him there. He unloaded ships at the docks, and when he came home at night he had a wagon piled high with potatoes and apples and cabbage that he would sell. That strong work ethic of his was passed down to us, both by example and by constant lecture. All of us who made the move there—me, Bobby Ray, Tommy, and Shirley (we had three others, Brenda, Robbie, Marie, who moved there later, and Jimmy and Patsy were born in Jersey)—were working from pretty early on: not only did we do our chores at home, but he made sure that we got jobs at local stores, too, sweeping up at the end of the day. We did good clean work, not always fun, but that’s what my father wanted. He was the boss, and all of us did what he said: get up in the morning, eat, wash up, clean up, keep things neat, don’t get into trouble. He didn’t play at all.


If I got my sense of hard work from my father, I got my love of music from my mother. My father was a churchgoing man and he liked singing gospel, but he worked all the time so it never really had a chance to take hold. He was part of little groups out of church, though, who organized living-room events where a few friends would get together and sing the hits of the day. He was a Sunday singer. My mother, on the other hand, had the music bug and had it bad. She played records around the house all the time and sang along with them. She liked blues, but not only the pure blues—she liked jump blues and rhythm and blues, too, everything from B.B. King and Muddy Waters to Louis Jordan and Wynonie Harris. It was the same kind of music that I would hear later on, in the sixties, coming back to me through British bands like Cream.


New Jersey in the fifties was a breeding ground for the next generation of American music—or, more specifically, African-American music, though it wasn’t called that then. In East Orange, my mother lived right next door to Reverend Mancel Warwick’s grocery store. He had been a Pullman porter and then a cook, and he had ended up as a promoter for gospel records. He was also Dionne Warwick’s father. When we went to visit my mother, the Warwick kids were always out playing in the neighborhood, and I got to know them all: not just Dionne, but Cissy, Dee Dee, the whole family. I used to steal candy out of the reverend’s store, and my friends and I played at the ballpark up the street, right there in East Orange. I wasn’t any good at baseball. I couldn’t even be on my own team. They called me Porky and Feet—I had huge feet, adult-size by the time I was twelve years old.


There was another branch of my family over in Passaic: my aunt and my cousin Ruth, who took me to the apartments in town where the Shirelles were working on “Mama Said.” I was swept up right then and there. Ruth also took me to the Apollo, where I saw the Drifters, the Chantels, and dozens of other groups. I listened to them obsessively and loved them unconditionally. I loved the Flamingos, who had a huge hit with “I Only Have Eyes for You.” I loved the Spaniels and especially their lead singer, Pookie Hudson, who became the model for almost every young singer within earshot. I loved the Bobbettes, who were from Spanish Harlem and had a hit with “Mr. Lee” in 1957, and the Blue Belles, who were from the Trenton-Philadelphia area and featured a girl named Patsy Holt. They had a hit with “Over the Rainbow,” and she had a real powerful voice even then. Cindy Birdsong, who would later replace Florence Ballard in the Supremes, was also in that group. Years later, when Patsy was renamed Patti LaBelle and I was a hairdresser, I would end up doing her hair.


Even without the music, I loved living in Newark, in part because I was royalty. All you had to do was look at the signs. One of the main drags in Newark was called Clinton Avenue, and there was a whole area called Clinton Hills. They were all named after the early American politician George Clinton, who had been the governor of New York and the vice president under Thomas Jefferson and James Madison. Some days the world seemed to revolve around me, a George Clinton who could go walking down a street named for him in an area named for him. In the middle of this neighborhood where I was royalty, in 1956, they built a new junior high school, and if you can believe it, they called it Clinton Place. And if you can believe that, in that first graduating class, there were no kids whose last names ended in A or B, so I was the first graduate: George Clinton of Clinton Place. You can believe it all because it’s all true.


As I got a little older, I moved out of the jobs my father got for me and into jobs of my own. I remember delivering milk, working on the Alderney Dairy trucks. I rode a route on Avon Avenue, and the driver of the truck would tell me about all the people who lived there. One of them, he said, was Sarah Vaughan. I knew of her from my parents, who had lots of her records, and a little later she had a big hit with “Broken-Hearted Melody.” I never saw her, just dropped bottles at her door. Years later we met backstage somewhere and I told her about it. “I brought you milk,” I said. She kind of squinted and frowned until she realized what I meant.


Maybe my most important early employment was on the street named for me, Clinton Avenue. There was a record store there called Essex Records, and I had an after-school job there sweeping up. They didn’t do returns too much back then—when records didn’t sell, they didn’t go back to the label, but into the trash bin behind the store—and so lots of records ended up there. Some of them I kept for myself, and some of them, especially the white doo-wop groups and the white rockers, I took to school to sell to the kids. I was the record king of Madison Junior High School for a little while. When American Bandstand started, there was suddenly a way of seeing the differences between the artists—some of them, much to my surprise, were white. But in the mid-fifties, no one knew and no one really cared. You moved to what moved you and you got your hands on anything that made you feel larger. Little Richard would have been one of the records I sold to the white kids. I got fifteen cents a record. Jerry Lee Lewis was another one of the artists that moved, especially “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On.” Jerry Lee was my favorite too. He had a band that was tight as a motherfucker. Elvis was made to be funky and he had a crew surrounding him, but Jerry Lee was funky for real, stupid funky. When he got going he tore shit up. I also loved bands like the Isley Brothers: they were doing it like motherfuckers since “Shout” in 1959, moving and singing like three Jackie Wilsons all rolled into one.





IF YOU HEAR ANY NOISE, IT’S JUST ME AND THE BOYS



Frankie Lymon was Michael Jackson fifteen years before the real Michael Jackson, a wrinkle in time, a little kid with a voice and stage presence no one could forget. His parents had been in a gospel group called the Harlemaires, and Frankie and some of his brothers were in the Harlemaire Juniors. Around 1955 or so, he got a new group called the Teenagers and released a song, “Why Do Fools Fall in Love,” that was like a wake-up call for my generation. Maybe, come to think of it, he was more than Michael Jackson. Maybe he was Elvis Presley and Michael Jackson all rolled into one. He and the Teenagers headlined at the London Palladium. They made such a splash it’s hard to fully communicate. Frankie was a little younger than I was, but we were all more or less the same age, and we had been singing just like him ever since the sixth or seventh grade. When Frankie Lymon hit, though, we were fourteen, and we saw immediately where it all might lead—to being cool, to getting girls, to being at the center of the school’s social life. That happened in every school up and down the East Coast; once the Teenagers hit it was inevitable. Everyone sang, and everyone only sang. The acts that really mattered were vocal acts: the Platters, Sam Cooke, those kinds of people. No one played in a band, really—jazz was too old, a kind of fogey music that we heard and appreciated but didn’t exactly understand. I only really knew two people from the neighborhood who were trained musicians: Wayne Shorter and Larry Young Jr. They were jazz players, though Larry also had a singing group called the Four Most. Wayne, a saxophonist who went on to play with everyone from Miles Davis to Art Blakey before founding Weather Report, was a couple years older than us. His playing sounded so strange, even when everybody started talking about how famous he was getting, as if it was beamed in from another dimension. We would hear him practice and we didn’t process it at all. The way that horn sounded, we all thought it was busted.


At first my group’s lineup was me, Charles Davis, Herbie Jenkins, Robert Lambert, Gene Boykins, and Gene Carlos. That was the first group of singers who stood still long enough to have pictures taken. Back then, the first thing you did after you got a group together was to name it. There weren’t endless options, really: vocal groups were, for the most part, named after birds, cars, and cigarettes. I picked cigarettes, even though I didn’t smoke. He caught me smoking cigarettes once when I was about eight, and he made me smoke a whole pack of Camels, which cured my taste for them immediately. The same thing happened with alcohol: I tried it when I was ten or eleven and my father made me drink a pint of Wild Turkey to prove a point, which got me sick enough to require a hospital visit. Still, I thought cigarettes were cool as a symbol, a little dangerous, a little adult, and Parliament was a big brand, so we became the Parliaments. Personnel shifted around a bit in that first year or two—some guys went out, other guys came in—but pretty soon we had a more stable lineup: me, Calvin Simon, Grady Thomas, Fuzzy Haskins, and Ray Davis. Each of us had a distinctive style, sometimes in imitation of people who were famous then, sometimes in anticipation of people who would be famous later. I went for a Smokey Robinson thing, with maybe a little bit of Pookie Hudson thrown in there. Fuzzy, who was second lead, was a soulful tenor with all the bluesy inflections, like Wilson Pickett, real rough. Calvin was like David Ruffin. Grady held down the low-middle notes. And Ray had the deepest voice, the bass baritone.


We started singing more seriously in and around the area, and that attracted the attention of some of the more established groups nearby. One was the Monotones: they’re most famous for “Book of Love,” which would become a huge national hit in 1958. At first they were led by the Patrick brothers, Charles and James, though when James left the group early on, Charles became the leader. This was a few years before “Book of Love,” but people in the neighborhood were already buzzing about them. In 1956, they were on the Ted Mack Amateur Hour, where they won first place singing one of the Cadillacs’ songs. The Parliaments, my group, had enough local juice that we were invited to go over to the studio where they recorded and cut a single, with a song called “Poor Willie” on one side and “Party Boys” on the other. I cowrote them both, though by “writing” I only mean that we made them up. There wasn’t any actual recording of songs with a paper and a pen. We didn’t mark up sheet music or even really commit lyrics to paper. We weren’t formally trained that way. It was mostly singing what you knew, making up songs about sex and girls and nonsense comedy chants modeled after bands like the Coasters. We had two-part harmonies because there was only one dude among us who really knew the technique of harmonizing: we were just a bass singer and a bunch of other guys crowding around the same note. But what we lacked in musical sophistication, we made up for in showmanship and enthusiasm. As time went on, we became one of the hot groups in the neighborhood.


Pretty quickly, that spelled an end to high school. I got a few months into twelfth grade, and that was that. Much of the problem was that I was obsessed with music: absolutely positive that I wanted to commit my life to it, and that didn’t leave much room for making sense of schoolbooks and assignments. I could do the schoolwork, but the work wasn’t doing anything for me. I had one teacher who saw that I was bright enough, but she also saw that my determination to be a singer was larger than my interest in anything else. She covered for me for a little while, but by twelfth grade that plan was starting to slip a little bit. Another factor was Carol—not the Chuck Berry song, but Carol Hall. My first day at Clinton Place, the Parliaments were asked to sing over the PA system. We got together in our matching blue sweaters, sang during announcements, and were immediately school-wide celebrities. We had fans, and Carol Hall was one of those fans, a cute high school girl who thought I was cute, too. Soon enough, we were going together pretty seriously, and by the start of my senior year of high school, we had Donna, a daughter. By the end of that year, there would be a son, too, George III. I was a young man but suddenly an old man in some sense, too, starting my life as a father at the same time that I was starting my career in the music business.


Being a neighborhood hotshot was great, but it wasn’t the only thing, at least not with New York City nearby. New York was the epicenter of the world music business: it had the Brill Building sound. Not just the Brill Building itself—which was on Broadway and Forty-Ninth and housed more than 150 music-publishing companies—but the other buildings in midtown, one at Fiftieth and one at Fifty-Third. If a popular song came out, there was a good chance that it started along that stretch of Broadway. Don Kirshner came from that scene; he ran Aldon Music, which had some of the best songwriters in the country, from Carole King to Neil Sedaka to Neil Diamond. One of my other favorites was Leiber and Stoller, who had brought out so many singles with the Coasters. I started traveling into the city in the late fifties to work as a music writer for Colpix, which was the Columbia Pictures–Screen Gems record label—the Col came from Columbia, and the pix from Pictures. One of the groups I worked with was the Jewels, three girls who had been called the Impalas. Later on they were the Four Jewels, and they ended up singing backup for James Brown.


I paid attention to the songs I was writing, but I also paid attention to the songs other people were writing, and not just as melodies and lyrics. I was also fascinated by the way the songs were marketed. You can say that’s a P. T. Barnum thing, that it’s in the tradition of great showmen and promoters, but to me it was a music thing, also. Take Phil Spector, for instance. He did this trick where he would buy up full-page ads in the music magazines, Billboard and Cashbox. That was $2,000 a page, or something like that, which was big money then, so you knew that any record man who bought a full-page ad was serious about his records. But it was what he did with the pages that knocked me out. He left them blank, except for a tiny dot in the middle. That’s all there was one week: the tiny dot and then his Philles Records logo at the bottom. Then the next week the dot would get bigger, and the week after that, bigger again: same time, same station, like the slowest cartoon in the world. Eventually it would reveal itself as the new record he was releasing. That took foresight and it took money and it took a huge amount of self-confidence, creativity, and balls. To me the marketing concept was as important as the music itself. Later on, I would hear things about him that cemented his legend, like how he would find ten drummers for one song, use them all, pay them all, and then go back and listen to the tapes and figure out who sounded the best that day. I was also a huge fan of Richard Barrett, who was one of the original black music impresarios. He started out as a singer, Richie Barrett, and his biggest hit, which he wrote with Leiber and Stoller, was “Some Other Guy.” The song was a trailblazer, in a way, because he put electric piano on it about three years before anyone else did. The Beatles used to play it live. Barrett discovered everyone from Frankie Lymon to Little Anthony and the Imperials to the Valentines. In the late fifties, he went on to work with the Chantels. They were one of the first black girl groups—they did songs like “She’s Gone” and “Maybe”—and as a producer, he got a certain sound with them that was unbelievable. My ears perked right up when I heard his records. I knew he was doing something unique.


Another big influence on me, at least in terms of understanding how people responded to music, was mambo, both the music and the dance. Back in the fifties, mambo was like our disco. Everybody got dressed up, really suited, for the mambo scene. Just like on the dance competitions they have on television now, ordinary people became celebrities by showing how they could move on the floor. Mambo was the universal language. Mambo would stop a gang fight. A hot girl who could dance could go across gang lines to get herself a dance partner. The gangs would call a temporary truce, letting this kind of thing happen, when they went to the gym to dance mambo. One of my unrealized ambitions, in fact, is to record Tito Puente’s “Coco Seco,” a great song by one of the giants of the genre. I wouldn’t do anything strange or experimental with it. I’d do it in straightforward-cover style, just sing the hell out of it.


Watching the city, listening to everything, showing up at the Brill Building: that was my university education. At one point in the early sixties, there was a rumor that Elvis was coming in to pick a new song. He was back from the army and looking for a hit. Otis Blackwell was around the building. Already famous for “Fever,” which Peggy Lee recorded, he had also written some huge songs for Elvis, “Don’t Be Cruel” and “All Shook Up.” By the time Elvis was coming back from the army, though, Otis Blackwell wasn’t in the best shape. He was known to drink a bit. He was down and out and then some. Someone close to him, maybe Winfield Scott, his songwriting partner, got him all cleaned up, poured him into a new suit, and got him to the conference room where all the songwriting teams were lined up, waiting to present to Elvis. Otis went first, and he sang a little bit of the song he had brought: “I gave a letter to the postman, he put it in his sack / Bright and early next morning, he brought my letter back.” That was “Return to Sender,” and Elvis or Colonel Tom Parker nodded, and all the other songwriting teams just closed up their folders and went home.


I liked that idea, making songs that would make everyone else put their folders away. And I was watching with keen interest what was happening out at Motown in Detroit. That’s when I made the switch in my mind from singer to songwriter. Through the late fifties and early sixties, I was still trying everything I could: writing for others, trying to put out singles myself, learning my craft. We had songs like “Lonely Island” and “Cry.” At that time I was trying all kinds of stuff. I was singing bass and baritone. I thought “Poor Willie” might have been a hit, because it’s the kind of thing the Coasters were doing so successfully at the time. And one of the sessions we did was with the Elegants, who recorded “Little Star,” which ended up being a huge success. But as close as we came back then, we missed every time. I wonder sometimes what would have happened if we had recorded a song that really took off back in the early sixties. Would I have kept learning the things I did, staying at the edges of the music business, soaking up all I could and trying to subvert the formula? Or would I have just rested on those early laurels? It’s hard to say. I was pretty persistent and stubborn about making my way through the music world. It might not have made a difference. But I know for certain that the way things went kept me focused on a goal that was always a little bit out of my reach.


[image: Images]


Music may have been my passion then, but passion wasn’t paying, especially since I had a young family to support. I already felt like it was make or break, and I was mostly broke. I had holes in the holes in my shoes. Then the hula-hoop factory came to town.


Sometime that year, two guys out in California, Richard Knerr and Arthur Melin, had an idea. Well, they weren’t just two guys. They were the founders of the Wham-O company, which had launched back in the late forties making slingshots out of ash wood. The company got its name from the slingshots, from the sound of the shot hitting the target. Anyway, after about ten years, slingshots no longer paid the bills, and they began looking for a new product. One night, at a dinner party, a man from Australia told Knerr, or maybe Melin, about an Australian game where kids twirled bamboo hoops around their waists for exercise. That sounded to the Wham-O guys like something that might work well for American kids, also. The company had recently started using a new plastic called Marlex, and soon enough they had figured out a way to make these big, brightly colored hoops. Kids would stand inside the hoops and keep them up by swinging their hips. It doesn’t sound like much, but it took off like a rocket. More than four million hoops were sold in four months. The toy became a bona fide phenomenon, a bigger deal, for a little while, than anything else, even rock and roll. Wham-O needed factories to make these hoops, and they needed them quick, and so in 1959, a manufacturing facility went up near me in Jersey almost overnight.


A little earlier I had been in a gang called the Outlaws—when I say “gang,” I mean a group of guys to run with and not much more than that—and all of us went to the factory and got jobs. But the company was so far behind in meeting the demand for this craze, and so out of its depth, that it didn’t organize the labor force to make new hoops. As luck would have it, the Outlaws discovered a way to make the hoops, and to make them fast. We figured out that the process of putting the hoops together would be great fun for kids who were six, eight years old, and we employed them. The hoops were fashioned from these long strips of plastic. You took one end and then the other, and then you made them meet in the middle, and voilà! A hoop! The kids had so much fun making the hoops that the Outlaws would just punch in for our shifts, leave the kids alone to do the work, and come back later. We had so many kids out at the factory that we started to overproduce hoops. We needed to rent a second warehouse just to capture what we were doing. At that point, the union caught wind of what we were doing and came around to shut down our Children’s Crusade. We chased the union out, too. We weren’t interested in being regulated. A few older union guys stayed behind to do the staples on the hoops, which they thought were unsafe for the kids, but otherwise the Outlaw children’s hula-hoop factory worked like a charm.


Hula hoops saved me for a while, at least financially, but then they ran their course, like any other fad. Soon enough Wham-O shipped that shit off to Frankfurt, Germany, and then I needed work again. Someone from the factory found me another job unpacking tools, and I tried that for a minute, but that was about fifty-five seconds too long. That job wasn’t going to work. I needed a new source of income quick, and so I started spending more of my time doing what I had been doing a little bit of already: barbershop work. And not the quartet-harmony version, either. This was the sweeping-the-floor, locking-up-for-the-boss, learning-a-little-of-the-trade version. The shop was called the Uptown Tonsorial Palace, which was a fancy name for a not-very-fancy place in Newark. I could make three or four hundred a week, which was more than you could make at most other kinds of jobs. I was good on a couple of hairstyles. The Quo Vadis was one of my specialties—close, high, and tight.


In 1960, I decided that I’d had enough of Newark. I was married at that point, with three kids, and I needed every bit of money I could get my hands on. There was more opportunity in Plainfield, about a half hour southwest, so that’s where I went to work. The barbershop had a mix of older barbers who had lots of experience and younger barbers who were hungry to make the business work. About the only thing wrong with it was the owner, George White, who was dumb with money and made no sense in general. He used to chase younger girls and had several other nasty behaviors.


I was very industrious—I hit the ground in Plainfield running—and soon after I got there, Mr. White died. Since I had the most customers, I found a way to take over a share of the shop. The rest of the barbers paid me to use their chairs and I took twenty-five cents from every dollar they made. I renamed it the Silk Palace, made it a nice place with drapes and an elegant feel. We had a real running barbershop, chairs going all the time, shelves with product: Wildroot Cream Oil, Dixie Peach, all other kinds of hair grease. Later on, in a Parliament song called “New Doo Review,” I mentioned Brylcreem, but that isn’t something we would have had too much call for. That’s a product that white kids would have used, not us.


Everybody who came to our barbershop wanted their hair straightened. We did a great deal of processing, which was the big thing for black hair in those days. Singers wanted processes, and also pimps and preachers. The older barbers tended to customers who wanted normal haircuts, while the younger barbers did pumps to get pumped up. Nobody around Plainfield kept their hair natural. I remember the first time I ever saw real natural hair. It was a little later, maybe 1960. My friend Ernie Harris and I were going to a meeting in New York City, and we were walking around midtown. On the sidewalk, we saw a woman with her hair all nappy and natural. We started laughing at her. Ernie probably said something. I don’t know if we were coming from a barber’s point of view or if that was just a natural reaction given the styles of the times. We had never seen anybody sporting hair like that, and certainly nobody doing so and feeling proud about it. And then damned if we didn’t end up in the same office with that woman at CBS later that day, and damned if it wasn’t Miriam Makeba, the South African singer, who had just had a hit with “The Click Song.” Ernie almost never got embarrassed, but that time he did. She was real cool, though, real articulate about her choices, and clear about the differences between Africans and Americans, especially when it came to hairstyles.


Ernie was about the best singer in the neighborhood. If the record industry worked just by talent, he would have been one of the biggest stars around. He could sing like Wilson Pickett, rough and urgent. He could sing smooth. He could sing opera, both pretty and powerful. But he couldn’t stand anyone telling him what to do, and he didn’t really have the personality to move forward into the business. He didn’t take risks and he didn’t take shit. He was so good, and he knew it, but that meant that he didn’t have the patience to get better. That’s how you end up with these guys who are legendary neighborhood singers and don’t go any further: it’s like the best playground basketball player in your neighborhood who does things that no one can believe but never breaks through at a higher level. He came out with us on the road later, when the Parliaments started to have hits, and he cowrote a little in the Funkadelic years. The truth was that his style was different, too. He sounded much older than we did. The singing he did was for adults: it was supper-club singing, real smooth. We were doo-wopping, singing for teenyboppers.


I was cutting hair but sometimes cutting out early to work on records. That was the beginning of a pattern that would pop up over and over again during my life: I was doing real good with hair, making lots of money, but I was putting all that money directly back into records and music. We had other groups we considered our competition, healthy rivals like Sammy Campbell and the Del-Larks. Ray Davis was in that group, and later he came over and sang bass with me. Ronnie Taylor was also in that group: he was really close to me. They released records on Ea-Jay and other labels around the area. We went to play with them in Perth Amboy and New Brunswick and even in New York.


Not only were we writing songs like crazy, but we were trying to keep focused on music in other ways, too. By that time, there was an up-and-coming younger generation of musicians in Plainfield. At first, that scene was centered around the Boyce brothers. Their father, Clarence, had been in the Carnation Jubilee Singers, and their mother had a group, too, called the Plainfield Five. The group included Richard, Frankie, and Jo Jo—Frankie was the middle one, and a real fantastic guitar player. The Boyce brothers played with lots of other boys who later became part of P-Funk: Cordell “Boogie” Mosson, Garry Shider, Eddie Hazel, Bernie Worrell. They were all Plainfield kids, and lots of them came by the barbershop at one time or another. Years later, the Boyces were drafted, and Frankie went to Vietnam and died there. This wasn’t until 1968 or so, but it was still a tremendous blow to everyone we knew.


The barbershop operated like a kind of community center—at the very least, it was a safe place where kids could come and hang out, less crazy and dangerous than other parts of the Plainfield streets. One of the first regulars was Billy Nelson, who lived right nearby. He came in early and came in often. Even at nine or ten years old he was the meanest little motherfucker you ever saw in your life. He fought with everyone, from little kids to grown men: two little boys might come around, four- or five-year-olds, on their tricycles, and Billy would slap them right off. He did everything he could to be tough. Sometimes he would go to Brooklyn and stay with friends in the projects, and he would come back thinking he was a gangster. He got on everyone’s last nerve: old men would leap out of their chairs to have the chance to throw his ass out of the barbershop. Sometimes the story gets told that he worked there, but at least at first, that wasn’t the case. He just showed up every day and didn’t do a thing. Other boys actually worked, while Billy just popped up all the time running his mouth from eleven years on. Years passed before he even picked up an instrument.
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Newark was rough, with all the poverty and violence. Plainfield, though, was more middle-class—higher employment rate, higher high school graduation rate, more stable and more learned—but there was still some bullshit going on. Kids in Plainfield were robbing parking meters and pay phones, tapping them for change. We heard stories of gangs of teenagers going through the streets at night trying to get into stores to get into their registers. There was one story of kids hitting a store while one guy stood lookout outside. He saw the cops down the street. “Come on out, guys,” he called in a resigned voice before the police even reached the store. “They got us.”


There were many overlapping populations in Plainfield: hardworking men, bums, prosperous businessmen, pimps. We had old prostitutes wearing fox furs that still had their heads on. They did snuff, and when they came to say hello to you, you could see residue on their faces. These self-styled sophisticated types clashed with a newer world of people who came up from the country. My friend Ronnie Ford’s family came up from Georgia. Fuzzy Haskins’s family came up from West Virginia. They were so country they would shoot at you with a shotgun full of rice.


The men spent their time in barbershops and bars. We heard stories, saw stories, made new stories. Once a midget named Milton was making fun of another guy. Milton was only two and a half fucking feet tall, but his mouth was at least that big. “I was with your wife,” he said. “Hot Dog Willie and I were wearing her out all night long. She was screaming my name.” This guy looked at Milton for a long time, then took out a straight razor and sliced him straight across his belly. Milton went running out as another guy came in. “Hey, Milton,” he said. “Pull yourself together.” In the barbershop, you could make fun of everything, and did.


Hot Dog Willie’s woman was a little bitty thing named Peggy, but you needed to keep track of her. One day one of the barbers saw her on the other side of the street. “Here she comes,” he said. And then, in a blink, she was there. “Where he at?” she said. “I got my thirty-seven-cent pistol and I’m going to kill him.” She waved the pistol around, and that was bad enough. But she had something even more dangerous than the gun—a can filled with potash lye and Pepsi-Cola. If you held that in your hand it was so hot you couldn’t stand it. If you poured it on a car, the paint would peel right up. We told her to take her trouble right on out of our shop, but it was a while before she went.


The same thing, give or take, happened to my friend Ronnie. Ron was fifteen and he was going with a girl named Vi who was twenty-five. That girl, on finding out that he was running with other women, came in one night and sliced up all the barbershop chairs. When I came in the next morning and saw the chairs all cut, I thought my girlfriend had done it out of jealousy. I went to her house and started to scream at her. She turned state’s evidence immediately. “It was Vi,” she started screaming. “Vi!”


Ronnie’s father eventually killed Hot Dog Willie. Willie, while drunk, went outside to lie under a truck. Ronnie’s father didn’t know that he was there and backed out right over him. I thought Ronnie’s father might kill him one day, anyway, on general principle. He didn’t seem to care for him too much.


And then there was Pete the Magician. He was a neighborhood drunk, too, but when they arrested him they didn’t bother locking the jail door. He could walk right out of that place anyway. “Everything is an illusion,” he said. Pete sometimes came around to the barbershop and did these amazing tricks. He put a straight razor in his mouth and chewed it with no damage to his mouth. He chewed glass. He would take a needle and thread, eat one and then the other, and then when he belched it all out, the needle would be hanging off the thread. Once he brought a deck of cards into the shop and had someone pick one. Then, without looking, he put that card in a paper bag, took a scissors, and stabbed the bag so the card had a hole in it. Then he dumped the rest of the cards in and threw the bag at the front window of the shop. The bag broke and the cards flew everywhere inside the shop, except for one card that was outside on the ground by itself. A guy walking by picked it up, or one of us went out to get it, and it was the card that was picked in the first place. Pete the Magician would hypnotize people and make them bark like dogs, or snatch the shirt right off them. Once he asked me for a twenty-dollar loan. “I ain’t got no money,” I said. He told me to open my wallet and look; there were twenties stacked deep in there. I gave him one, and we talked about it for a few minutes, and when I opened the wallet back up the money was gone and there were strips of newspaper. I didn’t really believe it. But it was the first time that I started to think in an organized way about what the mind can do when you alter it and how the mind can be shifted away from what it thinks it knows. One day Pete just disappeared, the way a magician should, leaving no trace behind.
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Drugs weren’t big in the mid-fifties. I mean, reefer was around, always, but toward the end of the decade there was a substantial change, or a change of substance. It came after the downfall of the gangs, which followed a surge in street violence—there were beatings and worse, and one of my best friends got killed with a shotgun. When the gang phase waned, heroin stepped right in. All of a sudden there was heroin everywhere. My wife’s two brothers who had been heavyweight boxers both went to jail for dope. It was especially prevalent among the younger kids. If you went into a diner, into a schoolyard, into a movie theater, you saw people on smack. The local track team, which was one of the fastest in the world, was a spectacle: two or three of the people on the relay were doing heroin, and they would nod out on their knees when they were getting ready to run. Someone had to holler to get them up. Old people in their seventies were doing it. Teenagers were doing it. There was a guy I knew who worked on Wall Street. Friends would go into the city and see him there, in a suit, looking sharp. Then he would come home and start using and nod out right in the middle of dinner, in the diner, his nose down into his coffee. It was so prevalent you wouldn’t believe it. We used to get on people’s nerves by asking them, “Who died last night?” That’s how you said good morning.


Even the people who didn’t do it would practice how to make the faces to look like they were doing it. We joked that we were going to make a movie called My Favorite Nod, all about how people looked when they were on dope. It was a cool thing to act like you were high. Everybody knew how to do it whether you did it or not. You had to pretend that you were awake when you were asleep. A guy named Jimmy Mack used to come in and wear his addiction like a badge. “I’m a junkie,” he would say. “I’m a junkie.” He was so corny it was hard to take him seriously. But if we doubted him for a second he would bring his works and open them up right on the barbershop floor for everyone to see.


One day, I was finishing up with a customer when two skinny white kids from Jersey City came into the shop. They were carrying a box, looking to one side and then to the other, like they were scared to death. One of them knew one of the barbers who worked with me, and the kid made some kind of expression that the barber recognized, and the barber signaled me to get rid of the customer. After a little bit of small talk that was just as nervous as their looks, they set their box down on the counter and showed us why they were so jumpy. The box was full of counterfeit twenty-dollar bills that added up to about a million two. They were terrified, staring, slapping each other like Abbott and Costello, because whoever they had taken the money from was bad news and then some. I say that they were kids but they were nineteen and we were twenty, maybe. We heard them out and then we bought all that funny money from them for $2,000. I remember running through the neighborhood, borrowing money from everybody on the block so that I could buy the stash. By the time I told the people who did know, we had it well stashed.


The bills were super crisp, with bright green ink. We had to put them in coffee to give them a used look: after that we’d flatten them out and stick them to the wall in the back of the shop. It was like we were hanging money out on the wash line. After a little while, the bills looked as good as not new, which meant that they could be put into circulation, and that’s exactly what happened. We used it locally, or when we traveled. I furnished the shop with new $3,000 barber chairs. I paid for recording-studio time in New York. I told the musicians it was counterfeit but instead of $200 I would pay them $1,000. They didn’t seem to mind. Belief in the federal green is strong, even when it’s not real.


At around that time, the town was busted for dope. Even though heroin was still growing as a local plague, most of the barbers didn’t use. We were in that age group that wasn’t as affected: not as old as the jazz generation, not as young as the My Favorite Nod generation. But plenty of customers used. People nodded out in chairs. There was a local guy—I’ll call him Sam—and he used to hang around the shop with everyone else. He was a regular kind of customer, maybe a little more interested in what we were doing. He even got with one of the mothers of one of the local kids. Nice enough guy. One morning, maybe five thirty, we were in the shop fixing up the money—soak, crumple, flatten, hang—and Sam showed up in a state trooper’s uniform. A state trooper? It didn’t make any sense except it made perfect sense. He had been working undercover. He stuck around that day and ran in maybe thirty people for using dope.


Afterward, he was standing there in the back room, talking to the few survivors of the bust. He had a soft spot for us because of what we were doing with the kids, letting them play music, giving them a safe place in the neighborhood. He glanced around at all the barbers, and didn’t look up at the money on the wall, though the way he didn’t look up was more intense than any stare. “Word to the wise,” he said. “I heard there’s some funny money around here. If I was a person who knew something about that money, I would do myself a favor and get rid of it.” Then he tipped his hat and went out the door. Right then and there I started calling people and telling them to unload the money. “Don’t bring it around here,” I said. “We don’t want it anymore.” We still had plenty left, maybe around $200,000. We disposed of it through what you might call resale channels.


Maybe two or three years after that, I was reading the newspaper and saw an article about an older man who was in prison for counterfeiting. He was talking about how his grandkids had found printing plates and a huge stash of cash in Jersey City and made off with it. He didn’t know what had happened to it, and the grandkids weren’t talking. I had some idea. And about two or three years after that, I opened up a drawer and found a couple thousand dollars. It was almost like wallpaper at that point, an old pattern from a room I used to live in.





I’M INTO SOMETHING AND I CAN’T SHAKE IT LOOSE



By the end of the fifties, everyone who loved doo-wop could sense that it was winding down. We were sad to see it go, but also excited. We were perched on the edge of our seats for the next big thing. I was determined, though, not to pay much mind unless it was the next best thing, also. When “The Twist” came out in 1960, for instance, it hit the first mark but didn’t come near the second, by a long stretch. I was already familiar with the song from the Hank Ballard and the Midnighters version, which had been released about a year before. The Chubby Checker hit, huge as it was, was kind of corny. But everybody did it, and they did it again a year later, when he released “Let’s Twist Again.”


Motown was something entirely different. You had Berry Gordy, who I knew because I had a habit of reading record labels obsessively. He had done some songs with Jackie Wilson, and you could hear that influence in the early Motown songs. I loved everything the label was doing: “Please Mr. Postman” by the Marvelettes, and then “My Guy” by Mary Wells. But then you had Smokey Robinson, and that was another rung up the ladder. “Shop Around” came out in 1960, and it had a weird long credit on the label: “The Miracles featuring Bill ‘Smokey’ Robinson.” I knew the name a little bit from other label productions, but that song cemented my obsession with him. My feeling about Smokey was more than love: I studied him. He was a hell of a songwriter, the slickest one around. He had tons of hooks, puns up the ass, but somehow managed to resolve everything within the song. He could sing like a motherfucker. He had a hell of a group, too: the Miracles burned everyone up bad in the early days of Motown.


But to call him a triple threat undersold him by half. What really got me was the way he worked with different artists, how he could take a group that was already established and elevate them just by attaching them to the right song, or by developing their image in a certain direction. He was a shape-shifter, a magician. He could see what the other group needed, give them something, and then stand back and watch as his vision came true.


Take what he did with the Temptations. Even before they got to Smokey, they were already the best-looking and best-sounding group, doing songs like Curtis Mayfield’s “Gypsy Woman.” The only act that got near them was Junior Walker, who wasn’t the coolest but was undeniable, an old professional who embarrassed some of the younger groups when he got onstage. But when Smokey got to the Temps, they went up a notch. He paired them with “My Girl,” and everyone else in the game was suddenly in last place. They were the power pack. And then Smokey turned to Marvin Gaye and did just as well with him. He had this uncanny ability to take a measure of other people’s artistry and focus it, strengthen it, make it more than it ever could have been without him. That was one of the most important lessons I learned: when you’re writing songs, don’t limit yourself to one emotion. Don’t think that your only goal is to be confessional: this girl hurt you by leaving you, this world is getting you down. Don’t think that your only goal is to be aggressive, or wounded, or jubilant. Instead, express everything that’s in you, and then find multiple singers and musicians who can help you articulate those emotions in different contexts. There are any number of thoughts and feelings that are valid at any given time, and the goal is to get them all out into the world. Smokey Robinson taught me that.


[image: Images]


And so, one day, the Parliaments packed into a 1956 Bonneville and went to Detroit. The car was a juiced-up specimen that belonged to a friend of ours, William “Stubbs” Pitt. That car was like a rocket. The cops would try to catch Stubbs racing around Plainfield, but they’d fail because all he had to do was drop the accelerator pedal. He was gone. The next day the cops would come to the barbershop and ask after him. “Where’s Stubbs?” they’d say. “We couldn’t catch him.” Sometimes, though, illegal drag races took place at night where the cops would look the other way. Sometimes they would even place bets on the racers. They all bet on Stubbs. On the drive to Detroit, I stayed in the front as a passenger, mostly because I was good at staying awake. Stubbs drove the whole way. Something happened to the transmission right outside of Toledo, Ohio, and he jumped out and went up under the car and fixed it. He put his jumpsuit on over the top of his suit. We were all wearing suits. That’s how you had to dress when you were going to make an impression at Motown. They were supercool, and we thought we were even supercooler.


We went from New Jersey to Michigan so fast it was like we were traveling by plane, and we came into Detroit just before daybreak and parked in front of the Motown offices on West Grand Boulevard. As the sun came up, we saw all the legendary acts coming to the front lawn: the Temptations, the Vandellas, Marvin Gaye. It was a dream parade, but also a nightmare. On the drive out we talked like we were the baddest shit around. We were sure we’d make it. But when you see the Contours and the Four Tops walking across a lawn, real as real life, your bravado evaporates quick.


They toured us through the building before our audition, past all these little rooms packed with the giants of soul music. The experience was like going into a museum and seeing the old masters painting on the canvases in the galleries. For part of the morning, we had to wait in the lobby because the Supremes were rehearsing in the room they wanted to use to see us. Finally, Martha Reeves herself came out. We were amazed to see her. All jaws dropped. She led us back into the building, opened a door, and there was Mickey Stevenson, another Motown giant. He wrote and produced and was more or less in charge of the house band, who would become known as the Funk Brothers. We sang a couple of our own songs along with a few Motown hits, “My Girl” and “Do You Love Me.” We had choreographed our routines beforehand and had good movement and good energy. When we finished, I had a sudden vision of what would happen when Motown signed us—we’d be in the company of all these other acts I idolized, learning from them, eventually working among them.


We had to wait again for much of the afternoon. Maybe the Supremes had a second rehearsal. Then Martha came back out to give us the news. They really liked us, she said, but they were going to pass. We sounded like a mix of two groups they already had on the label, the Contours and the Temps, and they didn’t really know what to do with us. Then there was the problem of appearance. I was about five foot nine and stocky, as was Grady. Calvin was much taller, and Fuzzy was even shorter. That unevenness fucked up the sense of visual perfection, and that kind of thing mattered then to Motown, because all kinds of perfection did. The Temptations were all six feet tall and thin and moved together like they were parts of a watch. Motown was a machine and we had a more obvious humanity. We were disappointed, but it wasn’t like the ride back to Jersey was a funeral. I kept my spirits up, more or less, and the rest of the guys took their cues from me. They went along when opportunity knocked, and they hung back when it stopped knocking. They weren’t as pushy as I was. For that matter, nobody we knew had cracked Motown coming in from outside of Detroit. We wanted to be the first, but it wasn’t as if we were passed over for someone we thought was worse.


Motown must have heard something in the originals we sang for them, because they offered me a writing job through Berry’s sister, Lucy Wakefield. At that time, I had a partnership with a cat named Sidney Barnes. Sidney looked like Little Anthony from the Imperials, right down to (or up to) his pompadour. He sang in a group called the Serenaders—they had recorded with MGM and Rae Cox and Gemini and would even be on Motown a little later for a minute and a half—and he used to come around the barbershop to get his hair did. He was going with Gloria Gaynor at the time, long before she became the reigning disco queen with “I Will Survive.” Sidney and I had similar ideas about songwriting, and we became a team, working with people like Gene Redd and Cecil Holmes, experienced producers who would surface later in our career. Soon enough, we were working under Raynoma, who was Berry Gordy’s wife at the time. She was his partner from even before Motown, when they started Rayber publishing, and she was one of the main people encouraging him to start Motown. They got married, had a son, Kerry, and almost immediately Berry started running around with Margaret Norton, which brought the marriage to an end quick. Berry and Margaret had a son, too, Kennedy, who became better known as the musician Rockwell, who had a hit in the eighties with “Somebody’s Watching Me.” Even though the marriage fell apart, Ray and Berry stayed business partners, and in their hasty settlement, he took the record company and convinced her to move to New York to run the East Coast office for Jobete, their publishing company. What he didn’t realize at the time was that the real growth industry was in publishing. A record company could only press and sell records. A publishing company had a portable asset, and it could place songs with all kinds of crossover artists, from Frank Sinatra to Ray Charles. If you could get Tony Bennett to cover “For Once in My Life”—which, as it turned out, you could—you were making money through an entirely different channel. Ray Gordy was hanging with a man named Eddie Singleton, who she later married, and there was a small staff that included Sidney Barnes, George Kerr, and myself. As it turned out, Ray was a publishing shark—very good at the business, very sharp, earned respect from everybody around. Screen Gems was the biggest in the business, but Jobete came in so hard and fast that soon you couldn’t keep up with them.


Despite the fact that Jobete was making money, they weren’t current with basic funds for the company’s operation. They couldn’t keep the lights on. The Jobete office was about to go under until Ray decided to press up some of her own copies of “My Guy,” the Mary Wells song, to raise funds. We were making extra records and selling them off the books. We used to do it out of the trunk of the car. One day, I was walking on one side of the street when I saw them on the other side, with their “My Guy” car, and then a few guys in dark suits crossing over to meet them. I stayed on my side of the street. It was the FBI, or maybe some fake FBI guys that Berry had hired to put a scare in them. He was none too happy about Eddie Singleton—even though he and Ray were split up, he didn’t like the idea of her hanging out with this fast-talking dude—and the game that was being run on him. At that point, she had a profitable company, so he had to settle with her. He gave her a healthy amount of cash, reabsorbed Jobete, and that was the end of Ray Gordy’s publishing career at Motown.


That was the end of mine fairly soon, too. Motown was looking for a new wave of talent after Mary Wells and Martha Reeves, and one of the groups they had their eye on was the Velvelettes, a trio of girls who went to college at Western Michigan University with Berry’s nephew. We tried to sell them songs but failed, and they went on to work with Mickey Stevenson (who recorded “There He Goes” with them) and then Norman Whitfield (who steered them into some big hits, “Needle in a Haystack” and “He Was Really Saying Something”). My time as a Motown writer didn’t bear much fruit, but like everything else, it put more branches on the tree. Years later, when they tore down the Graystone Ballroom building in Detroit, someone found some of the original paperwork for my contracts with Motown and sold them on eBay. A pair of twins from Holland bought the papers and sent them back to my daughter.
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Gene Redd was a producer at King Records, which had started as a country-music label specializing in hillbilly records and evolved into an important R&B label: they released music by James Brown, and Roy Brown, and Otis Williams, and lots of other people. Somehow Gene got himself a deal out in Detroit, where Sidney and I were traveling regularly as a result of the Jobete work. One of the weekends we were out there, we met Ed Wingate. Mr. Wingate was in his early forties then, and he was one of the richest men in Detroit. In addition to being the main man for running numbers in town, Mr. Wingate had lots of legitimate business interests: all the cabs in town, all the motels, real estate that stretched from Woodward to Dexter. He also owned Golden World Records, a small label whose office was about ten blocks down from Motown. Detroit was filled with music men, but Mr. Wingate was a unique case. He wasn’t a natural, really. He was a sweet guy, a man with money who was trying to find a way to be popular. And it worked: everybody loved him, because he knew enough to know that he didn’t know enough, and that encouraged him to put people into place to help him. Golden World was a small label, but it made some waves along the way—his biggest successes came in the mid-sixties, with Edwin Starr, who sang “Double O-Soul” and wrote “Oh, How Happy” for Shades of Blue. And he had an instrumental called “Hungry for Love” that was credited to Barbara Mercer, though really it was the Funk Brothers moonlighting as an anonymous backing band.


Early on, Mr. Wingate used to fly me out to Detroit and let me stay at his house, a huge place on Edison. A little while later, we phased over to one of his motels. We were charged with a fairly simple task. Make music. Mr. Wingate wanted me and Sidney to be his go-to writing and production team, and he had visions of us leading him to heights the same way that the Motown production teams had elevated that label. I remember once I was sleeping in one of his motels, and I came awake to the sight of Mr. Wingate standing over my bed like a big black ghost. He had a gleam in his eyes that made it look like he was going to kiss me. “I have an idea,” he said. There was a woman on the radio in Detroit, on WJLB, who called herself Martha Jean the Queen. She had a hook phrase she used to say on the air all the time: “I’m into something, I can’t shake it loose, and I’ll bet you.” Mr. Wingate wanted us to make that into a song. He had a singer all picked out, a woman named Theresa Lindsey who had been at another label called Correc-Tone. “Make a song for her,” he said. I was still in bed, but when I got out of it I told him I was pretty sure that there were two songs in Martha Jean the Queen’s catchphrase. “I’m into something and I can’t shake it loose” sounded like one, and “I’ll bet you” sounded like another. He laughed. “Y’all gonna be my Holland-Dozier-Holland,” he said. To make sure we were, he went out and bought us a piano for the motel. It was a big-ass Steinway, and he had to break the walls down to get it into the room. It was a small group then—me and Sidney and Mike Terry and a woman named Pat Lewis, who had been in the Adorables and would later be a backup singer for Isaac Hayes and Aretha Franklin. We were in that room coming up with lyrics and melody lines for hours. Eventually, we had both songs: “Can’t Shake It Loose” for Pat and “I’ll Bet You” for Theresa Lindsey. Later on, with Funkadelic, we repossessed and remade both of them, and they were also covered by Motown groups: “Can’t Shake It Loose” by the Supremes and “I’ll Bet You” by the Jackson 5.


Did Motown notice us? Not at first, maybe, but they started to come around when they had to share access to radio stations. And Golden World was only one constellation in a sky that was beginning to fill with independent record labels. Mr. Wingate and his partner, Joanne Bratton, also had Ric-Tic Records. Ollie McLaughlin, who started as a DJ up in Ann Arbor, came down and started Ruth Records. LeBaron Taylor had his Revilot label, which was just his middle name, Toliver, in reverse. Those years with Golden World were wall-to-wall work, mostly for other artists. I learned every aspect of the business, from writing and arranging to how to oversee recording sessions to getting the records out to local radio stations. If I had gone to work at Motown, that would have been one kind of education, where I was sitting at the knee of these industry giants. Golden World was another kind of education, where I was sitting at my own knee, and skinning it often. It was hectic and stressful and exhilarating, and since I was only in Detroit for weekends, mostly, there wasn’t much time for anything else, really: no parties and no women. Besides, Mr. Wingate didn’t play that. I used to like Pat Lewis, but he stopped that cold. “George,” he said, “you can’t have my girl Pat.” She was his artist. He wanted us to respect work limits. And Mr. Wingate also saw that I was, in some way, a family man; I was always a favorite of his because I always sent whatever money I did have home to New Jersey.
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