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Advance Praise


“They say never meet your idol, but I’m grateful I met mine. Ralph became a brother, a mentor, a guiding light. Earth, Wind & Fire lives in the DNA of my music and so many others. This book will inspire lives for generations to come.”


—Kizzo, Grammy Award–winning music producer


“This autobiography offers an incredible inside look into the music business and the unforgettable moments that shaped the sound of the ‘70s, ‘80s and beyond. Experience Ralph Johnson’s story in his own words and enjoy!”


—Howard Hewett, singer-songwriter


“Never out of step, never out of time, never too much in a hurry. Ralph’s rhythm and timing are next to perfection, honed in a band guided by spirituality that always made room for creativity and invention. Pure rhythm, pure fire in harmony.”


—Reggie Calloway, singer-songwriter and producer


“Ralph Johnson is a hometown hero from Los Angeles and Inglewood, who helped shape the timeless sound of Earth, Wind & Fire—uplifting generations through music rooted in soul, unity, and joy.”


—Representative Maxine Waters, 43rd Congressional District (CA), US House of Representatives


“Ralph Johnson is a wonderful musician and a wonderful personality. As he was part of one of the best bands ever, Earth, Wind & Fire, he’s definitely of hero status!”


—Ray Parker Jr., musician and songwriter


“As a founder of one of the most iconic music groups in American history, Ralph Johnson offers the public an unflinching view into the tremendous highs and difficult lows of Earth, Wind & Fire. The reader will come away with a newfound respect of the personal toll and enormous work ethic required to become music legends.”


—Roland Martin, political commentator and founder of Black Star Network


“I’ve had the pleasure of knowing, loving, and working with Ralph for more decades than I care to admit. He was then, and still is, the epitome of cool!”


—Siedah Garrett, singer and co-songwriter of “Man in the Mirror”


“Ralph Johnson is not only an important and longtime member of EWF, but he has kept his finger on the pulse of jazz as a drummer and his ear to the ground regarding the current, killin’ musical talent that’s out there! Ralph KNOWS.”


—John Clayton, jazz musician, classical double bassist, arranger, and composer


“Ralph Johnson is one passionate individual, whether it be creating some of the greatest music ever recorded or as a practitioner and expert in martial arts. Did I mention his love for jazz? A true artist in more ways than one.”


—Stephen “The Fight Professor” Quadros, drummer, actor, and combat sports broadcaster
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FOREWORD







By Questlove








Ralph Johnson’s memoir is about elements. Elements in the astrological sense—earth, wind, and fire, the name of the band that brought him to prominence—but also the elements of the band’s songs that drew me into their world. My musical memories start around age three. That’s when I was at home with my parents starting to study album covers and song structures. Earth, Wind & Fire were a central part of my education, and there are specific moments in their music that hit me at a deeper level. They are, not surprising, drummer moments furnished by Ralph: the hi-hats in “Mighty Mighty,” those eighth-note patterns, and the backward cymbals in the third verse of “Fair but So Uncool.” The former was the very first drum pattern that I tried to figure out how to master when I was playing my pan-chair-furniture kit in my West Philadelphia household. The latter was surprising and strange to my ear, to the point I have always been obsessed with that sound. This is a very African origin story, drawn by the drums.


The book is also about spirit. Spirit in the religious sense, but also in the personal sense. Ralph Johnson embodies spirit and positivity. He is a student of the world who was, from a young age, perfectly poised to absorb experience and become a teacher, whether in the classroom or on the radio. I am especially moved by one moment in this memoir where he talks about the importance of connecting with others through music. “I want to be remembered as a man who didn’t just perform, but served—someone always ready to jump in, to help, to offer something of value to those around me,” he writes. “I’ve always been drawn to people, and I’ve always believed in showing up where I’m needed. Yes, I love music. But you know what I might love even more? Teaching music. Helping others. Passing it on. Unlocking it for someone else. Watching a student’s eyes light up when they find their rhythm—when their hands hit the drums and something clicks. That, to me, is holy. That’s true legacy.”


The book is about harmony. Harmony in the musical sense, but also in the interpersonal sense. This is a story of collaborating with others, working toward a common goal in the most complex and beautiful ways possible. Harmony is sometimes invisible when it’s there and most visible when it leaves. In the years following Maurice White’s surprise dissolution of the band in the early eighties, Ralph had to reckon with disorientation and disappointment, to keep his life moving and his family supported without a clear sense of what will happen to the band—and the band of brothers—that he has been with for a decade. I won’t ruin the suspense, but suffice it to say that Ralph has a way of finding his bearings.


Last, and by no means least, the book is about reflection. Reflection in the sense of introspection but also in the sense of mirrors. Ralph gives intimate and thoughtful details about every stage of his life, professional and personal. Near the end of the book, Ralph talks about the Earth, Wind & Fire documentary that I directed. The fact that he has nice things to say about it is great, but that’s not the point. The point is how much Ralph’s journey predicted and prepared my own. I think of all the moments in his life and career when he was forced to pivot. He joined a band with a strong front man who also happened to be a drummer. Later, when they broke up, he went out on his own as a producer and had success working with artists like the Temptations and Howard Hewett. The version of me that came to Ralph when I was making the documentary also benefitted from, and had to reflect on, these same shifts—there I was, a drummer-turned-filmmaker, or was that a filmmaker with a history of a drummer? I wasn’t the first drummer asked to pivot to a role better suited to him. It reminds me of the first line of “Imagination,” a song from the band’s 1976 album Spirit: “Magic mirror, come and search my heart.” Ralph searched his, and Rhythm & Fire is the result.













PROLOGUE





On a crisp December evening in 2019, as winter’s chill whispered through the historic streets of Washington, DC, I found myself seated beneath the glowing chandeliers of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts—a venue I had visited before, but never quite like this. That night, my heart swelled with a quiet, surreal pride as I sat with two of my original Earth, Wind & Fire bandmates—lead singer Philip Bailey and bassist Verdine White—to receive a level of recognition that, even after all we’d accomplished, still felt dreamlike.


We had come a long way from our early days, experimenting with rhythms, blending genres, building something timeless from scratch. Half a century had passed since we’d first taken the stage together, driven by little more than faith, sweat, and an uncompromising belief in the power of music to uplift. Now, fifty years later—with seven Grammy Awards behind us, over 100 million albums sold across the globe, multiple smash hits, ASCAP, NAACP, and BET honors, a Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award, an induction into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, a star embedded on the Hollywood Walk of Fame, and thousands of sold-out shows that spanned continents and generations—here we were, being honored at the Kennedy Center.


It wasn’t just another accolade. It felt different. Deeper. The Kennedy Center Honors weren’t about commercial success or radio spins. They were about artistic legacy—about the way music, film, and performance could shape culture, touch souls, and become part of the very DNA of a country. To be recognized on that stage, in that room, among those luminaries, was something I had never dared to imagine in the early days, when we were hauling gear in the back of vans, unsure if anyone would even show up.


The grandeur of the Concert Hall shimmered all around us—velvet seats filled with dignitaries, celebrities, fellow artists, and old friends. There was a subtle electricity in the air, not from nerves, but from reverence. The audience took their seats, dressed in tuxedos and evening gowns, faces lit with expectation. We weren’t the only ones being celebrated that night. The spotlight would also shine on the indomitable actress Sally Field, the iconic voice of Linda Ronstadt, the revolutionary creators of the beloved children’s series Sesame Street, and the visionary conductor-composer Michael Tilson Thomas.


It was a gathering of greatness—each honoree representing not just achievement, but endurance, evolution, and impact. And as I sat there in the Honorees’ box, watching the lights dim and the opening notes of the tribute begin to rise, I couldn’t help but feel that this was about reflection—on where we had come from, who we had become, and the music that had carried us all the way here.


I still couldn’t believe it, wrapped in the glow of one of the most prestigious nights of my life, sitting there in that Honorees’ box. It felt surreal. I’ve been on some legendary stages. I’ve stood before hundreds of thousands of people, traveled the world more times than I can count, shared grooves with the best musicians alive … but this? This was different. This wasn’t just another performance or another accolade. This was the Kennedy Center Honors—the highest artistic recognition you can receive in the United States. In our world, it’s the closest thing to being knighted. Everything else? Just another concert. This was a cultural moment.


Phil, Verdine, and I sat side by side, and it hit me—we were being celebrated not for a hit single or a chart position, but for the entire journey. For the work. For the soul we poured into it. For fifty years of music, sweat, creativity, love, and legacy. It was a moment not just for Earth, Wind & Fire, but for everyone who ever believed in us, danced with us, healed through our songs, or made babies to our ballads.


And then the show began. When sixteen-time Grammy winner David Foster opened the tribute by telling the story of how he pitched us “After the Love Has Gone”—in the late 1970s, a song that would go on to become his first Grammy-winning composition and one for us—I leaned back in my seat and smiled. I remembered that conversation. I remembered Maurice listening intently to Foster’s pitch, always scanning for feeling. He knew a good song when he heard one—and that one hit us right in the heart. Hearing Foster recount that memory on this night, in that hall, with the entire world watching … That’s when I knew: This night was going to live in me forever.


And while my body was in DC, wearing a tux, nodding politely in that dignified Honorees’ box, my mind was scribbling memories in invisible ink. I couldn’t stop the flood. I thought about all the people who helped shape me—not just musically, but fundamentally. And as always, my thoughts landed on the two most important people in my life—my parents.


That’s where it all started. In the home. My childhood wasn’t lavish, but it was rich—filled with discipline, music, laughter, and love. My parents were humble, hardworking, grounded people who believed in showing up—for work, for family, for life. They gave me structure. They gave me my first sense of rhythm—not on the drums, but in the daily beat of responsibility and pride. They weren’t there physically that night, but believe me, they were with me. In that velvet-lined box seat, next to the weight of history, I could feel their presence so clearly it almost knocked the wind out of me.


Then came the first musical number. And who else but John Legend—one of the rare and brilliant EGOT (Emmy, Grammy, Oscar, Tony) winners—took the stage to perform “Can’t Hide Love.” Let me tell you, when John Legend sings your song, you know you’ve made it.


His version wasn’t a copy. It was a reinterpretation—smooth, thoughtful, full of soul, just like him. It took me back. But not just to the studio in 1975. No—it took me way back. Suddenly, I was sitting in a tiny Los Angeles public school classroom in the sixth grade, listening to my teacher, Mrs. Johnson (no relation) guiding me through fractions and paragraphs I couldn’t quite get a grip on. I had been struggling with reading and math, just enough that it started to wear on my confidence. But Mrs. Johnson saw something in me. She created what she called her “learning capsules,” these little mini sessions she’d do with kids like me who just needed a bit more time, a little more care.


She helped me catch up. More than that—she helped me believe I could catch up.


And that belief followed me into every rehearsal, every studio session, every solo. Without my teacher, Mrs. Johnson, there might not have been a Ralph Johnson of Earth, Wind & Fire. I don’t say that lightly. She showed me the power of education, of nurturing, of truly seeing someone. That’s one of the reasons I’ve always had such a strong interest in teaching, mentoring, and helping others grow. Because someone once did that for me.


As the music swelled and John Legend hit those notes, I just kept thinking: How did I get so lucky? Why me? Why was I so fortunate to become part of one of the most magical, mystical, genre-bending, era-defining musical acts in history? I didn’t have the full answer. But I knew it wasn’t luck. It was people. It was purpose. It was timing. And maybe, just maybe, it was destiny.


Famed illusionist David Copperfield took the stage and shared how we were the first group to incorporate magic into our live performances. Magic, mystique, Egyptian culture, and mythology influenced our costumes and album covers. Was my musical destiny wrapped up in this magic?


Broadway Tony Award winner Cynthia Erivo sauntered onto the stage in a mesmerizing sequined silver-and-black outfit, singing our hit “Fantasy.” Yet my life was no fantasy. It was one of purpose and design, shaped by a power higher and greater than any magic. Erivo transitioned into our smash hit “Reasons.” I don’t know the reason why I was selected into EWF in 1971, but I do know it wasn’t magic; it wasn’t luck.


The success of EWF was always the right combination of circumstances, events, and plans. I like to say we were the right group at the right time with the right sound at the right record company with the right president of that record company. It was divine fate. I believe there was no luck involved. My Vietnam experience taught me that. Yes, Vietnam. I believe that God always had his hand in my life, and it was He who brought me to Earth, Wind & Fire. After I graduated from high school in 1969, I was drafted into the military in 1971, receiving my 1-A draft notice. The war was still raging in 1971, and I was twenty years old. I came from a military family, so I knew it didn’t get any worse than a 1-A notice. That simply meant that I was going to serve. There was no discussion, no alternative. Resigned to fulfill my duty to country, I had gone through the whole process of induction right down to going to the induction center on Wilshire Boulevard and completing my physical, which I passed with flying colors. I was on my way.


I was seriously thinking about going to a recruitment office—Air Force or Navy—to let them know that I’d rather not be drafted into the Army—not this way—so I would try and switch out and make a deal to join another branch. My older and younger brothers were both in the Air Force. I had no disdain for service. I had family members who served. Of course, I was hoping to launch further into my musical career, but that seemed like a fading thought at the time. Then, seemingly out of nowhere, I received a second letter that changed my classification to 1-H, which meant not subject to processing for induction.


I’m sitting at home thinking, “What happened? How could this be?” It appeared I was off the hook, for the time being anyway, but I didn’t know why. The explanation was nothing short of a miracle. It turned out that during the period when I was drafted, there was supposed to be a ninety-day moratorium on getting drafted. There was supposed to be no drafting during this time, but the Selective Service kept the process going; they kept drafting. I found out later that six guys who were also being drafted, got wind of this and took the Selective Service to court, sued them, and won the case. Ten thousand of us got off and never had to serve. The next year, 1972, Richard Nixon was reelected president and ended the draft.


I have one of the greatest non-Vietnam stories ever told. I was claimed victor before I ever had to fight. I was delivered like the young man Daniel in the Bible from the lion’s den of the draft. It wasn’t anything I did. It was God. He had a different plan for me, and He proved it. After that experience, I auditioned for Earth, Wind & Fire in that same year, 1971, and as they say, the rest is history.


If I had been drafted, I probably would have been in the military as a lifer. I would have done my twenty years and then come out to figure out the rest of my life. Or I would have been a professional chef, gone to culinary school, and done that, even internationally.


My wife says I would have made a great engineer, the way I think. I like to tinker; it’s fun. I remember how my dad always built stuff around the house. It was hard for him to throw things away. There’d be old lumber, and he’d say he would use it later. Years would pass, and it would still be sitting there. No, I wouldn’t become an engineer.


While these were all noble careers, my life was meant to take the direction it did, and I thank God for it. It was meant for me to make a positive difference on the global musical stage. I was supposed to be in Earth, Wind & Fire.


My mind jolted back to the present when R&B artist and three-time Grammy Award winner Ne-Yo took the stage and belted out our breakthrough No. 1 hit, “Shining Star.” One by one, the usually reserved and stiff Kennedy Center audience began to get up from their seats and clap to the beat. Ne-Yo next slid into our infectious hit “Sing a Song,” bringing everyone to their feet. The audience loved it!


The Jonas Brothers stepped out and kept the party going with their rendition of our blockbuster hit, “Boogie Wonderland,” a song we performed with The Emotions. Are those the Jonas Brothers singing an Earth, Wind & Fire song? It was another confirmation that our music was not just Black music; it was universal music, and our songs appealed to everyone. I felt the Jonas Brothers’ closeness singing together as if they were the blood brothers they were. After five decades together, I was sitting with my brothers too, Phil and Verdine, representing our Earth, Wind & Fire band brothers who had changed the musical world.


In this instance, watching the Jonas Brothers perform, I recognized my accomplishment and felt good inside. If I could be remembered as an upstanding family man, a caring father, and a loving husband, then my family would have a proud legacy; my parents would be proud, and all who mattered to me would feel in some satisfying way what I was feeling now.


Our music was just as relevant that night as it was the day those songs first hit the airwaves. I felt it in the way the audience responded. It wasn’t just nostalgia. It wasn’t just a celebration of a bygone era. The music still lived. It breathed. It danced through the room and into people’s hearts like it always had.


I’ve always believed that the true magic of Earth, Wind & Fire was not just about sound—it was about feeling. People don’t just listen to our music. They invite it into their lives. They dance to it at weddings. They play it at family reunions, at backyard cookouts, during moments of joy and celebration—and sometimes even during the hard times, when a good groove can remind you that you’re still here, still moving. From the very beginning, our music gave off what I like to call “feel-good energy.” That wasn’t an accident. And somehow, after all these decades, it still works. It still lifts spirits.


That night, you could see it on people’s faces—in the way they clapped, swayed, sang along. The connection was still alive, still electric. That’s not something you can fake. And that’s when I felt something else, too—something bittersweet but beautiful.


I couldn’t take credit for this moment—not without first honoring the man who made it all possible—Maurice White. He was the nucleus. The architect. The dreamer with the blueprint no one else could see until he built it around us. Maurice had the vision—and it wasn’t just musical. It was spiritual. He believed in sound as a form of healing, rhythm as a universal language, and harmony as a kind of medicine. He didn’t just put a band together—he put together a movement. He assembled personalities, cultures, philosophies, and frequencies, and somehow made it all make sense.


I missed him so much that night. God, I wanted him there—physically, tangibly, sitting next to us, nodding with that calm, knowing smile of his. But then I realized … he was there.


His spirit filled that hall. You could feel him in the air. I saw his smile reflected in the faces of strangers. I heard his laughter tucked into the horns, his soul in every lyric. That night wasn’t just a tribute to us—it was a homecoming for him. And there was no question in my mind that this was Maurice’s night, too.


And yet, in the midst of all this glory and celebration, I found myself wondering—quietly—what about me? Not in an ego way, but in a legacy way.


What would I leave behind?


Earth, Wind & Fire will be remembered—no doubt about that. Our music has already outlived so many eras, and it’ll keep playing long after we’re gone. But what about Ralph Johnson—the man behind the drums, the vocalist up front, the songwriter/producer?


What will they say about me? I hope they say I was intelligent. Not just book-smart, but wise in the ways that matter. I hope they say I was articulate—able to speak thoughtfully, with care and curiosity. I’d love for them to say I had a sense of humor—that I didn’t take myself too seriously, that I could find joy even when things were heavy.


But beyond all that, I hope they remember me as someone creative. Someone who always brought something new to the table. Someone who cared deeply—about the music, about the people, about the message.


I want to be remembered as a man who didn’t just perform, but served—someone always ready to jump in, to help, to offer something of value to those around me. I’ve always been drawn to people, and I’ve always believed in showing up where I’m needed. Yes, I love music. But you know what I might love even more? Teaching music. Helping others. Passing it on. Unlocking it for someone else. Watching a student’s eyes light up when they find their rhythm—when their hands hit the drums and something clicks. That, to me, is holy. That’s true legacy.


If someone out there, years from now, says, “Ralph Johnson helped me find my voice through music,” well … I think I’d be okay with that.


I think I’d be more than okay. Because in the end, life isn’t just about the notes you play—it’s about the lives you touch in between the beats.


I gingerly glanced to my side to see where my wife, Susie, was standing in celebration with us. My life’s most cherished accomplishment was keeping my family intact through the good and bad, joyous times and challenging ones, and being married to my wife for forty years. I was able to raise my sons, and they turned out to be outstanding individuals. I was blessed to be able to give them everything they needed to keep moving forward. That’s a life achievement. That’s something to celebrate. Holding the family bond together requires commitment. I couldn’t help but dwell on my wife’s commitment over the decades. Susie sacrificed so much for me and my musical dreams. One of her biggest sacrifices was giving up companionship because I was gone on tour so often. Maybe from a material standpoint, she didn’t suffer because she had everything she needed to take care of the boys, but I missed graduations, birthdays, and family get-togethers.


That had greater value than money. I know Susie explained it to them, yet I hated to be gone for those things. But I had to do what I had to do. That was my sacrifice. We believed that the boys understood because they saw me at work when Susie would take them to concerts. Still, it was a major sacrifice. Anyone can bring babies into the world, but can everyone raise them and affect their thinking positively, exposing them to the things that matter so that when they go out into the world, they do great things and contribute to society on a positive level?


Host of the evening, LL Cool J, a Kennedy Center honoree himself, returned to the stage with the full array of performers joining him for the event-ending finale, our concert signature song, “September.” The audience erupted into a joyful celebration. Everyone, including us, was on their feet. Earth, Wind & Fire, as a group, and as individuals, were in the September of our lives, but we weren’t done yet. The performers onstage were in unison echoing lyric lines, “Do you remember … 21st night of September? / Love was changing the mind of pretenders / While chasing the clouds away / Our hearts were ringing / In the key that our souls were singing / As we danced in the night / Remember, how the stars stole the night away, yeah, yeah, yeah / Hey, hey, hey / Ba-dee-ya, say, do you remember? / Ba-dee-ya, dancin’ in September / Ba-dee-ya, never was a cloudy day.” I do remember so many things—the ceremony of having our portrait inducted into the Smithsonian Portrait Gallery in Washington, DC, to be preserved forever in their permanent collection. I do remember receiving my honorary doctorate from Columbia College in Chicago for my exemplary musicianship as part of a group that changed how music was presented on record and in live performance, and for now, being able to do it for fifty-plus years.


As each artist basked in their due spotlight, the energy in the room rose higher and higher. We were the final performers to be honored, and the room, filled with celebrities, policymakers, and prominent philanthropists, was ready to erupt into a full-blown party. Although that night captured our group’s musical achievements, as well as the hearts of everyone there, my mind drifted to what our revered leader and group founder, Maurice White, who had passed away three years earlier, had instilled in me as a mentor and guide some fifty years ago. My thoughts reached far beyond this captivating evening party scene and the musical group that had brought me fame and fortune. During these moments, several questions raced through my mind: How did this everyday Los Angeleno get here? Who and what shaped my life perspectives to help me reach this point? Was I just one of the lucky ones, or did I owe my success to something greater? What was my purpose now that I “made it”? Was tonight about me or about others I inspired? Was Earth, Wind & Fire the culmination of my legacy, or did I have another chapter to open?


After that night, I knew it was time to share the story of Ralph Johnson—original member, drummer, percussionist, singer, and songwriter of the mega group Earth, Wind & Fire. This story is also about my life beyond music, too—my lifelong love of learning, teaching, travel, art collecting, scuba diving, martial arts, and money management—and I hope it will provide insights that will promote growth.















Part One

EARTH




















Chapter 1

SHINING STAR







We musicians know the stage has always had its own weather. I’m often asked what it’s like to play our hit “Shining Star” live. I always smile first. Before I can form the words, the memories come in waves—lights, heat, vibration, and that unmistakable punch of Al McKay’s opening guitar riff cutting through the air like a flare shot into a dark sky. But to truly explain what it feels like, I have to go back into the body—the heartbeat, the rhythm, the sweat that gathers between your shoulders just before a show, the sense that something electric is building in the space between you and tens of thousands of expectant faces.


Even after decades onstage, the moment right before the downbeat of “Shining Star” has a very particular weight to it. Maurice, Larry Dunn, and Philip wrote this tune like you’re greeting an old friend who’s walked beside you for most of your life. It’s a song with muscle, with stride, with its own confident grin. And when we were out there onstage—Maurice, Verdine, Philip, the horns, the whole universe of Earth, Wind & Fire on one stage—there was nothing like it.


You could feel the heat radiating up from the lights as if the floor itself were warming beneath your feet. A murmur filled the arena—a mixture of conversations, laughter, footsteps, the clatter of last-minute adjustments from the crew. Sometimes I’d look out before the house lights dropped and catch sight of a little kid perched on a parent’s shoulders, wearing a T-shirt three sizes too big, eyes bright. That always grounded me. It reminded me that this music wasn’t just a performance; it was a bridge across generations.


Backstage, I went through the same ritual every night. A few stretches. A shakeout of the wrists. Close my eyes. Breathe in the pulse of the crowd. Drummers carry time, and I’ve always believed that means we carry responsibility too. We anchor everything. The horns, the vocals, Verdine’s bass—every piece relies on the pocket being tight enough to build on. And “Shining Star”? That pocket is pure joy, pure drive. So I centered myself.


And then the lights went out.


A wave of sound hit like a living thing—cheers, screams, applause rising in a single upward sweep. It never gets old. That’s the truth. You could be tired, jet-lagged, hungry for sleep, and the moment those lights dropped, all of that slipped away. The music took over.


The guitar riff started first—bright, sharp, funky. Even after hearing it thousands of times, it still had a way of jolting the air awake. Verdine usually stepped forward the moment it hit, dancing like the groove was lifting him right off the stage. The crowd recognized the song instantly. You’d see the wave travel outward—hands in the air, people bouncing to their feet, heads turning toward each other as if to say, “Here it comes.” That’s the moment you know the song belongs to them as much as it does to you.


My entrance came with the drums—tight, punchy, forward-driving. When I brought the beat in, it felt like opening a door and letting energy flood through. The kick drum thumped against my chest with each pulse. The snare cracked sharp as a whip. The hi-hat sizzled like it had its own current running through it. Every part of the kit vibrated in harmony with the band, with the stage, with the audience.


I could always feel Maurice’s presence before I saw him—he had that gravitational pull. When he stepped to the mic and belted the first lines, the audience erupted again, louder, fuller. His voice—strong, warm, unmistakably Maurice—rode over the groove like it had been forged for that very moment. There’s a moment during every live performance when the barrier between stage and audience disappears. With “Shining Star,” that moment arrived fast—sometimes within seconds. You’d look out and feel the entire crowd move in a single rhythm. Thousands of faces lit by stage reflections, thousands of shoulders swaying, thousands of voices singing the lines right back at us. There’s nothing quite like that. It’s like steering a ship powered by collective joy.


I felt their energy physically. When I hit the floor toms, the vibrations bounced back at me from the audience. When the crowd jumped, I felt the stage tremble beneath my feet. Their voices didn’t just rise—they wrapped around us, filling the air pockets between every note we played.


And I played harder. Not out of effort, but because the energy demanded it. “Shining Star” is a celebration; it lifts people. The funk, the forward drive, the optimism—it all becomes a single force pushing outward. There’s a kind of meditation in drumming. People think it’s all adrenaline, but inside the music there’s a deep, still center. While my arms were moving, my feet pumping the kick pedal, my body locking into the groove, another part of me floated above the whole scene, noticing everything.


I’d see Verdine spin sideways, his bass practically glowing under the lights. I’d catch Philip raising his arm to signal the horn section, that little flick he always had. And the horns—my God, the horns—would come in like a gleaming burst of color, slicing through the air with precision.


I kept the beat steady beneath it all. Even when the tempo pushed with excitement or the crowd surged louder, my job was to keep the foundation strong. But I didn’t just keep time—I felt time. I shaped it. Each note was a conversation, not just with the band but with the past, with every audience we’d played for, with the first moment that riff was ever recorded.


There were nights when the groove felt so good that we all exchanged glances onstage—those silent, knowing looks. Tonight’s one of those nights. And when that happened, the song felt almost … alive. I always knew when “Shining Star” reached its breaking point—the moment where the energy didn’t just rise but lifted. That was usually around the chorus, when the vocals, the horns, the guitars, the bass, the keys, and the percussion all braided together into a single unstoppable force. When we’d hit the line “You’re a shining star, no matter who you are,” something always happened in the air. It felt like the room inhaled deeply as one, like those words resonated far beyond the melody. That lyric, that message—it’s the reason the song keeps living. It lifts people because it tells them they matter, they shine, they are part of something bigger.


“Shining Star” is tight, structured funk, but live performance always gives room for freedom. Sometimes the guitar would stretch a phrase, teasing the crowd. Sometimes Verdine would add a flourish that made the bassline dance a little wilder. Sometimes Philip or Maurice would let the audience take over entire lines.


And as they did, I adjusted. Drumming live is a conversation. The band speaks, the crowd responds, and I keep the language flowing. Increase the kick to match the energy. Pull the snare back a fraction to let a vocal run breathe. Open the hi-hat just slightly to make the groove shimmer. These minor choices were invisible to most but deeply felt in the body of the music.


Those little musical choices—that’s where the magic lived. By the time we approached the final chorus, the entire room usually felt like a furnace of light and movement. Sweat rolled down my arms. The sticks felt warm and familiar in my hands, worn smooth from years of playing. My shoulders worked in steady motion, precise yet fluid.


Onstage, everything tightened for the last push. The horns punched brighter. The vocals rose higher. The bass locked in with me, Verdine’s energy still somehow escalating even after a full show. And I drove the rhythm like a heartbeat accelerating at just the right moment.


In those final repetitions—“Shining star for you to see …”—I’d look across the stage and catch Maurice smiling. That smile said everything: We’re here. We’re doing what we love. And look at what we’ve created.


Then we’d hit the last hits together—clean, powerful, unified. The final crash of the cymbal would ring out into the arena like a flare dissolving in the night sky.


When the last note faded, the audience roared. That sound—waves of applause crashing forward—was something I felt deep inside. The lights would shift, bathing the stage in warm gold. My pulse slowed from a sprint to a steady jog. I’d wipe my brow, take a breath, and smile. Because in that moment, I always felt connected to something larger than myself. “Shining Star” isn’t just a song—it’s an affirmation, a reminder, a celebration. And every time we performed it, I felt privileged to be part of the force that carried it into people’s lives.


People often imagine that the best part of performing is the applause. Don’t get me wrong—the applause is beautiful. But the true magic lies in the moments during the music, when everything aligns: the musicianship, the energy, the message, the collective heartbeat of the audience. That’s the place where ego fades and the music speaks. Playing “Shining Star” live was stepping into that place every night. I feel the message of the song—its optimism, its brightness—radiating outward. That message wasn’t just sung. It was lived. It was shared. And for those few minutes onstage, we were all shining stars.


Despite the stage lights, the live audience, and the sweat rolling off my face, I felt at home on the drum throne that night, almost like I was back at my childhood home on Hobart Boulevard in Los Angeles, practicing with my first snare and chasing my childhood dream.
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