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Praise for Michael Jackson, Inc.


“A fascinating, fresh, detailed account of how Michael Jackson changed the game for artists in the entertainment industry, packed with new angles and insights. Greenburg avoids cheap sensationalism in favor of real, research-based reporting. The result is at once a story of Jackson’s remarkable business acumen, as well as a cautionary tale about the price of the ticket. While Jackson’s success came at a great cost, reading this book makes clear how he paved the way for generations of artists to come.”


— Joseph Vogel, author of Man in the Music: The Creative Life and Work of Michael Jackson


“Jackson was crazy like a fox, and could be as cold in business as he was hot onstage and in the studio. I’m crazy for this gripping, beautifully reported book.”


—Michael Gross, author of House of Outrageous Fortune


“We know the circus that Michael Jackson’s personal life became in the media, yet Zack found the stories of who he became in the business world, which was starkly different and industry influencing. Jackson went hard in the vocal booth and even harder in the boardroom. Artist-entrepreneurs like Jay Z, Diddy, and Lady Gaga owe him the world; we’re indebted to Zack for shedding light on Jackson’s business acumen.”


—Datwon Thomas, contributing editor at Ozy.com and former executive editor of VIBE


“The King of Pop is perfectly captured by Zack O’Malley Greenburg, who has a journalist’s eye for detail with Michael Jackson, Inc. The words dance across the page, the mark of a writer with vivid, natural storytelling talent. Bravo, Zack!”


—Chuck Leavell, keyboardist for the Rolling Stones and author of Growing a Better America






Thank you for downloading this Atria Books eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Atria Books and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: Images]





For Cousin Andrew, another star gone too soon—and for Danielle, who rocks my world





INTRODUCTION


Once every few months during the mid-1980s, a handful of America’s savviest businessmen gathered to plot financial strategy for a billion-dollar entertainment conglomerate.


This informal investment committee included David Geffen, who’d launched multiple record labels and would go on to become one of Hollywood’s richest men after founding DreamWorks Studios; John Johnson, who started Ebony magazine and would become the first black man to appear in the Forbes 400 list of wealthiest Americans; John Branca, who has since handled finances for dozens of Rock and Roll Hall of Famers including the Beach Boys and the Rolling Stones; and Michael Jackson, the King of Pop and chairman of the board, inscrutable in his customary sunglasses.


Shares of the entertainment company in question were never traded on the New York Stock Exchange or the NASDAQ. Though few would even consider it to actually be a company, this multinational’s products have been consumed by billions of people over the past few decades. Had the organization been officially incorporated, it might have been called Michael Jackson, Inc.


In 1985, this conglomerate made its most substantial acquisition: ATV, the company that housed the prized music publishing catalogue of the Beatles. Included were copyrights to most of the band’s biggest hits, including “Yesterday,” “Come Together,” “Hey Jude,” and hundreds of others.


At an investment committee meeting months before the deal was consummated, however, the acquisition was looking unlikely. Michael Jackson, Inc. was deep into negotiations with Australian billionaire Robert Holmes à Court, whose asking price for ATV had soared past $40 million—prompting disagreement among Jackson’s inner circle over how to proceed.


CBS Records chief Walter Yetnikoff, a confidant who wasn’t on the committee, found the price to be exorbitant, and he had plenty of company.1 Even Geffen seemed to think the bidding had gotten too high. Johnson thought differently. “This is something you believe in and want to get,” he told the singer. “Don’t blow it over price.”2


Not wanting to upset anyone, Jackson remained silent—as he often did in meetings—but he’d already made his decision. He scrawled a note on the back of a financial statement and passed it to Branca beneath the table.


“John please let’s not bargain,” it read. “I don’t want to lose the deal . . . IT’S MY CATALOGUE.”3


A few months later, Jackson purchased ATV for $47.5 million. Today, that investment alone is worth about $1 billion.





As evidenced by the size of the empire he left behind when he died suddenly in 2009, Michael Jackson was effectively a corporation in and of himself. He was not only the founder and creative force behind this empire, but also its most important product. By the middle of the 1980s, he chaired an organization that included Branca (Jackson’s chief executive officer, if you will), manager Frank Dileo (his chief marketing officer), and a handful of others.


Jackson and his team made many game-changing moves beyond acquiring ATV. Among them: creating and promoting Thriller, the bestselling album of all time (roughly 100 million units sold), landing unprecedented endorsement deals with Pepsi ($5.2 million in 1983, $10 million in 1987, $15 million in 1990), and launching record-setting excursions like the Bad Tour ($125 million in gross ticket sales). The latter drew 4.4 million people, who each paid about $28 per ticket. With a modern price of $130, it would have grossed nearly $600 million, making it the second most lucrative tour of all time. At $200 per ticket, it would have been number one.


“I got to witness the divinity in him every night,” says Sheryl Crow, who served as one of Jackson’s backup singers on the Bad Tour. “[He had] that thing that is not quantifiable—that thing that you watch, and you cannot figure out why it is that you feel the molecules in the room change, but you are aware of it.”4


Perhaps most significantly, Jackson fundamentally changed the formula for monetizing fame forever. In addition to making the most successful music video of all time, starring in movies and penning a bestselling autobiography, he launched an eponymous clothing line, teamed up with Sega to place himself in a video game, and scored a deal for his own LA Gear sneaker, unbelievably earning a bigger initial guarantee than Michael Jordan did with Nike. All in all, he earned $1.1 billion in his career—$1.9 billion, adjusted for inflation (see appendix for a year-by-year breakdown).


“He had good instincts . . . more, more, more; better, better, better,” says Sandy Gallin, who served as Jackson’s manager for the first half of the 1990s. “He would, in his mind, negotiate the same way. No matter what anybody would offer, he wanted more.”5


Jackson helped flip the paradigm of entertainer as contractor on its head, offering a new path: entertainer as owner. On top of the ATV deal, he secured the rights to his own master recordings and compositions, and launched his music imprint as a joint venture under the Sony umbrella. Not all of his gambits turned out as well as Jackson might have hoped; some failed altogether (for example, an attempt to buy a bankrupt Marvel Comics a decade before Disney purchased it for $4 billion), but most still earned him double-digit millions—and paved the way for the modern celebrity mogul.


“Michael Jackson was so much bigger than Jay Z or 50 Cent or anybody else who did it, in comparison,” says 50 Cent, who completed the shoes-clothes-label trifecta years later. Jackson, he adds, is “why music is the way it is now . . . you’ve seen a shift in an area [previously] reserved for professional athletes.”6


For that reason and others, plenty of megastars still look up to the King of Pop as a trailblazer on and off the stage despite the moves that didn’t work out. “He was extremely smart,” explains fellow actor-musician-entrepreneur Ludacris. “From my perspective, because I’m business-oriented and savvy, I noticed and even read up on everything that he did.”7 Adds superproducer Pharrell Williams: “He was so far advanced in the way he thought about things.”8





The tale of Michael Jackson, Inc. begins with its namesake’s early days as part of the Jackson 5, touring the “chitlin circuit.” At gigs, Jackson met famous musicians like Smokey Robinson, Gladys Knight, and Jackie Wilson. Even at age seven, he’d ask question after question not only about their performances, but about how the music industry worked.


Along the way, Jackson developed a sense of perfectionism, something his violent father pounded into his son with his fists after miscues in rehearsal. At age nine, Jackson gained a comparatively kinder, gentler mentor in Berry Gordy—who founded his own entertainment conglomerate, Motown Records, and signed the Jackson 5 to the label in 1968. Under Gordy’s tutelage, Jackson eagerly absorbed lessons on how to write, record, market, and profit from a song.


“I was a person that had a lot of rules and sayings,” says Gordy. “Stuff like . . . ‘You have to capture your audience in the first twenty seconds; if you don’t, then you can’t release it’ [and] ‘It’s not in how much you promote it, it’s not about that, it’s what’s in the groove.’ ”9


Jackson’s early experience paved the way for the monster deals he made as an adult with the help of advisors like his longtime attorney Branca, whom he handpicked at age twenty-one. The lawyer set a new industry high with Jackson’s royalty rate ahead of Thriller, which still stands as the bestselling album in history. On top of ATV, Branca was able to help Jackson land the catalogues of Bread, Sly and the Family Stone, and a handful of songs made famous by Elvis Presley.


“Michael Jackson had the mindset of being a businessman the whole time by acquiring businesses,” says Kevin Liles, former president of Def Jam Records. “[It was like] the Michael Jackson private equity firm.”10 Even his Neverland Ranch, purchased for $17.5 million in 1988, has soared in value—some real estate veterans say it could fetch as much as $75 million11 to $100 million on the open market.12


With some help from his team, Jackson also revolutionized the modern music video after overcoming fierce resistance from MTV, which had largely avoided airing music by black artists before caving on Jackson’s “Billie Jean.” His subsequent “short films,” as he liked to call them—namely, “Beat It” and “Thriller”—shattered the notion of what a video could be, both artistically and commercially. Today, there’s only one music video in the Library of Congress’s exclusive National Film Registry: “Thriller.”13


“That was the beginning, in my estimation, of music videos becoming the chief promotional tool to sell music,” says Fred “Fab 5 Freddy” Brathwaite, longtime host of the show Yo! MTV Raps. “Radio play was important, but seeing the artist—and the artist being able to give you a good performance—solidified and became indelible along with the sounds.”14


Jackson also aimed to instill a sense of marketing in everyone on his team. In 1986, he gave them copies of Humbug, a biography of circus impresario P. T. Barnum; he wanted his life to be the greatest show on earth. At his insistence, lieutenants planted fantastical stories about him in mainstream publications and the tabloids.


But Barnum was a complicated role model. Though the aforementioned book describes him as perhaps the greatest showman in American history, it also reveals him to be “a hardheaded businessman [who] followed no battle plan to victory,” someone who thought all publicity was good, and was at the same time “self-conscious, and anxious for a claim on national gratitude.”15 At times, the same could be said about the King of Pop.


When Jackson stopped supplying fresh story fodder in the late 1980s, the press started doing it for him. Outrageous headlines followed him throughout his life (“Michael Jackson: Prince Using ESP to Drive My Chimp Crazy”) and after his death (“MJ Is Alive—And Running for President”). After he was accused of child molestation in 1993, his image took a hit that would last the rest of his life. His ever-changing physical appearance, altered both by voluntary cosmetic surgery and by the onset of vitiligo, didn’t enhance his reputation.


Even so, Jackson had his share of triumphs during the final decade and a half of his life. On the business end, he and his team convinced Sony to pay $115 million for the privilege of merging its publishing arm with his catalogue, creating Sony/ATV, a joint venture now worth about $2 billion. He played to millions of fans abroad in support of his double album HIStory. On the personal side, he started a family of his own and set a Guinness World Record for the most charities supported by a pop star.16


But he didn’t launch a full-scale tour in the United States or earn another endorsement deal after 1993, and his legal troubles sank a budding film career on both sides of the camera. Jackson became deeply distrustful of many of his closest advisors, sometimes with good reason, sometimes not. As a consequence, he disbanded his original business team and replaced it with a carousel of sycophants.


Without a consistent group of advisors to help refine and execute ideas—and to tether his creative genius to reality—the financial prospects of Michael Jackson, Inc. dimmed considerably. After Jackson’s annual income stream reached twin peaks of $125 million in 1988 and $118 million in 1995, it declined to $18 million by 1998 and hovered in that vicinity for the rest of his life. But his expenditures remained high as ever. “He did have a business head,” says Walter Yetnikoff, Jackson’s longtime boss at CBS Records. “His problem was that he overspent.”17


The perfectionistic impulses that had helped him create Thriller drove Jackson to spend increasingly outrageous quantities of time and money trying to top it. For Invincible, released in 2001, he ran up recording costs of $30 million to $40 million in an era where $1 million was considered a fairly large budget. He never released another studio album. By 2009, though he was still rich on paper thanks to his Sony/ATV stake and personal publishing holdings, he was running out of cash and nearing the point where he’d have to sell those assets to pay back his loans.


“All people who become legends overnight, especially when they’re very young, people do not tell them no,” says film director Joel Schumacher, who first worked with Michael Jackson on the 1978 film The Wiz. “So they actually learn to become a person that cannot take no. And they make sure there’s no one around them that says no. And many times the entourage can [lead] you to your demise.”18


Jackson died on June 25, 2009, of a drug overdose administered by a member of that retinue—his personal doctor, Conrad Murray, who was later convicted of involuntary manslaughter and sentenced to four years in prison. But when the news of Jackson’s death broke, something fascinating happened. The public’s tattered memories of his later years seemed to fade as Thriller returned to heavy rotation on radio stations around the world.


Indeed, the music video medium that Jackson had reinvented was suddenly securing his legacy. By the morning after his death, a new generation of fans had watched a young, handsome Jackson resolve conflict through dance in the short film for “Beat It” on YouTube. In twenty-four hours, the singer’s music racked up 3 million spins on MySpace alone.19 Jackson sold a record 8 million albums in the US that year—nearly twice as many as the runner-up, Taylor Swift.20


Within just a few months, a resurrected Michael Jackson, Inc.—led by coexecutors John Branca and music industry veteran John McClain—was flourishing once again. Deals included a $60 million advance for This Is It (a film based on the concert series for which Jackson was rehearsing when he died), a record deal with Sony worth $250 million (the largest in history), and an agreement with Cirque du Soleil to produce a roving spectacle based on Jackson’s music. The show would make him the top touring act in North America—and help wipe away his personal debts—just three years after he passed away. All in all, Jackson’s estate has earned over $700 million in the five years since his death, more than any musician dead or alive during that period.





Covering this ongoing story for Forbes made me aware of the magnitude of Michael Jackson’s postmortem business—and of the fascinating story behind the assets he accumulated and cultivated during his life. The realization that his most important moves were not simply executed by savvy handlers, but in many cases driven by Jackson’s own intelligence and intuition, gave me the idea for Michael Jackson, Inc.


My first book, Empire State of Mind, was a business-focused biography of Jay Z, someone widely lauded for his skills as a mogul. I saw that I could approach Jackson’s career from a similar angle. But I also identified with Jackson in a way that few others likely do: I was, briefly, a child actor. And though my experience constituted perhaps a single note when compared to the double album of childhood pain and pressure that Jackson experienced, I did get a taste of the delicious, terrible, reality-bending world of show business.


At around the same age Jackson started performing, I played the title role in Lorenzo’s Oil alongside Susan Sarandon and Nick Nolte. I began to notice a change in the way people perceived me not long after my sixth birthday, when I found myself signing autographs for a pair of girls one year my senior. Stranger still, after months playing a very sick child, donning a bald cap every morning and sometimes wearing an earpiece designed to make me slur my speech, I began to wonder if I might be ill myself.


Eventually, I decided on “early retirement” and shifted my focus to more meaningful pursuits like winning a middle school intramural basketball championship. My parents were more than willing to let me leave show business, a luxury that Michael Jackson never had. That’s not to say he wouldn’t have chosen to be an entertainer; Jackson brought unparalleled electricity to his performances, something that could only have been generated by an inner drive as prodigious as his outsized talent.


“Onstage for me was home,” Jackson told Oprah Winfrey in 1993. “I was most comfortable, and still am most comfortable, onstage. But once I got off stage, I was very sad . . . I used to always cry from loneliness.”21


The struggles of his childhood bred in him a combination of perfectionism and insecurity—one that fed his desire to constantly break new ground in the fields of music, dance, and film—but also resulted in negative consequences both for his personal happiness and the success of his business empire.


In the coming pages, I retrace the steps of Jackson’s journey from impoverished child to international superstar, notebook in hand as I travel to his birthplace of Gary, Indiana; the Apollo Theater in New York; his adopted hometown of Los Angeles and the rolling hills of Neverland; even the lush midlands of Ireland and the blazing neon lights of Las Vegas.


Along the way, I draw on interviews with more than a hundred people who witnessed Jackson’s rise as a musician—and as a business—including members of his immediate and extended family, industry executives who helped him build his empire, and various entertainers and Hollywood veterans who came to know and work with him over the years. My reporting relies on firsthand interviews with many of the key players in Jackson’s life, and I have avoided the use of press clippings and secondary sources as much as possible. In the instances where I’ve used these, they’re mostly limited to color (album reviews, honorifics, times, and dates).


This is a book about Michael Jackson’s business and everything that went into it. That includes the bundle of contradictions that could be used to describe him: a supremely confident visionary occasionally crippled by insecurity, a warm and generous human being capable of stonewalling colleagues to get his way, an ambitious long-term planner who sometimes left his side of multimillion-dollar agreements unfinished, a showbiz revolutionary who eventually lost control of his personal finances.


His highs were as high as anyone’s, if not higher, and even his lows offer valuable lessons. The story of how Jackson transformed himself from a poor kid in a hardscrabble steel town into the world’s most successful superstar—and a business unto himself—makes him a remarkable case study for generations of entertainers to come, both on the stage and in the boardroom.


“He had a kid’s heart, but a mind of a genius,” says Berry Gordy. “He was so loving and soft-spoken, and a thinker. . . . He wanted to do everything, and he was capable. You can only do so much in a lifetime.”22





Chapter 1






STEELTOWN DREAMING


Jackson Street isn’t the sort of place where houses have groundskeepers. The few inhabited homes on the rutted strip of asphalt in Gary, Indiana, sport overgrown yards and heavily fortified doors; the empty ones are marked by boarded or broken windows and crumbling roofs.


That’s not the case at 2300 Jackson Street, Michael Jackson’s childhood home—a squat box that looks more like an oversize Monopoly piece than a structure capable of housing a family of eleven. In the twilight of a summer Sunday, a middle-aged man in baggy black jeans and a sleeveless denim vest patrols the tidy front yard, gently brooming stray leaves into a bag on the walkway to the front door.


The house is surrounded by a wrought iron fence, its bars decked with roses, candles, and teddy bears left by years of visits by mourners from around the world. In one corner of the yard, a gleaming black monument towers over the greenery, looking like a monolith dreamed up by Stanley Kubrick, save for the inscription:


KING OF POP


MICHAEL J. JACKSON


AUGUST 29, 1958


JUNE 25, 2009


HOME TOWN OF MICHAEL JACKSON – GARY, IN.


“Never can say good bye”1


The groundskeeper looks up from his sweeping and ambles over to the gate. He extends his hand, introducing himself as Greg Campbell.


“That’s one hump, not two,” he says, letting out a deep guffaw. “You know, camels have humps.”2


When I ask Campbell how he came to be sweeping up in front of this particular house, he informs me that he grew up just four blocks away. He went to grade school nearby with Jermaine and La Toya Jackson, and spent many afternoons in front of 2300 Jackson Street singing with the brothers.


“We all started on the corner singing Temptations songs,” he says, and suddenly erupts into one of them—“I’ve got sun-shiiiiiiine!”— his pure tone ringing through the empty street. “It’s a lot of history.”


He looks back at the house.


“This is the beginning right here. Everybody got whupped, everybody played instruments.”


As it turns out, Campbell isn’t the only childhood acquaintance of Michael Jackson on the premises. Another man bounds out of the gated door of the house, thick braids coiled neatly into a ponytail behind him. He rushes up to greet me, identifying himself as Keith Jackson—Michael’s first cousin—and asks if I’d like to buy a T-shirt for twenty dollars. I decline.


Keith was only a toddler when the young King of Pop actually lived at the house, but he swears he remembers everything that happened in 1965 as though it occurred last Tuesday.


“For me, it was the music, man; just to sit there and watch them rehearse,” he recalls. “We had the privilege of being there inside the house while other kids was just trying to peek through the window. So that was a moment in time that I really enjoyed, just watching them when they first started. Right here. I mean, I was like two or three years old, but I still remember.”3


Nearly half a century later, though, Keith Jackson offers something else about his cousin—something having little to do with his well-documented musical prowess.


“Mike was very smart, man,” he says. “Outside of being an entertainer, he was definitely a great businessman as well.”





Michael Jackson’s father doesn’t do phone interviews, or at least that’s what I was told when I first tried to contact him. If I wanted to talk to Joe Jackson, I would have to come to Las Vegas—alone—and meet him at the Orleans Hotel and Casino, a sprawling faux-Cajun complex on the wrong side of Interstate 15.


When I arrived in the lobby, it wasn’t hard to spot the Jackson family patriarch. He was clad all in black—alligator loafers, slacks, dress shirt—with a lone red feather in his fedora. Bulky rings clung to his fingers like gilded barnacles. He removed his black-and-gold Prada sunglasses to reveal a pair of squinty eyes set toward the outer edges of his face, giving him the look of a nefarious disco piranha. Then he motioned me to a couch and we sat down. I asked if I could record our conversation; he nodded, but then reached for my device.


“Let me put this right here like this,” he said in a high, hushed voice, looking across the lobby at a middle-aged stranger. “I don’t want her to be hearing what I’m saying.”4


Joe Jackson has long been a suspicious man, but he hasn’t always lived gaudily. He and his wife Katherine bought their house at 2300 Jackson Street for $9,000 in 1949, with the help of loans from her parents. The couple’s first child, Maureen (nicknamed Rebbie), arrived the next year. She was followed by Jackie, Tito, Jermaine, La Toya, and Marlon (whose twin, Brandon, died shortly after birth), with barely nine months between each. And then, on August 29, 1958, came Michael Jackson.


“He was very hyperactive, couldn’t be still,” recalls Joe. “Those things made me think that he would be good in performing.”


The Jacksons would add two more children, Randy and Janet, and as their home’s purchase price suggests, accommodations were far from luxurious: the minuscule abode measures 24 by 36 feet.5


“When you look at the house and see how small it is, it’s like, ‘Where did you guys sleep?’ ” says Gary’s mayor, Karen Freeman-Wilson, who grew up in the city at the same time as the Jacksons. “There was a daybed in one of the rooms, along with maybe a dresser or some other piece of furniture, and it was crowded.”6


Still, a toddler’s imagination can make even the tiniest house seem spacious. “I had remembered it as being large,” Jackson wrote of his childhood dwelling. “When you’re that young, the whole world seems so huge that a little room can seem four times its size.”7


Michael’s mother worked part-time at Sears but mostly stayed home with the children, while his father earned $30 per day as a crane operator at nearby Inland Steel.8 Whenever the mill cut back on Joe’s shifts, he’d work in the fields harvesting crops. He never told his children when he’d lost work; their only clue was an uptick in potato-based meals.9


Michael Jackson’s musical talents can be traced in part to his parents. His mother grew up singing spirituals in church, while Joe played guitar in a Gary band called the Falcons as an adult.10 The Jackson boys absorbed their parents’ hobby, singing while washing the dishes every evening.11 Joe figured music could help keep his kids off the dangerous streets of Gary; if they were inside watching the Falcons, they couldn’t be outside getting involved with gangs.


Joe’s guitar was not to be played by anyone else, and he made this especially clear to his children. That, of course, only made them more eager to try. When Joe worked late shifts at the mill, the oldest brothers—Jackie, Tito, and Jermaine—would sneak into his closet and take turns strumming while a young Michael watched. They’d play the scales they were learning in music class at school, branching out to the soulful tunes they heard on the radio. Katherine eventually found them out, but in an effort to encourage her sons’ musical development, she said she wouldn’t tell Joe as long as they were cautious.


One day, Tito did the unthinkable while performing a song by the Four Tops with his brothers: he broke a string on the guitar. With their father due home any minute, the boys panicked—there wasn’t time to replace it. Joe was an avid practitioner of corporal punishment, and they knew this was just the sort of transgression that would result in a sound beating. Unable to come up with a plan, they placed the guitar back in Joe’s closet and hoped for leniency.


They got their wish, though not quite in the form they’d been expecting. When Joe noticed the broken string, he stormed into the boys’ room holding his guitar and demanded to know who was responsible. Tito confessed, but just as Joe grabbed him to begin administering his punishment, the youngster protested.


“I can play!”


“Play, then!” Joe thundered. “Let me see what you can do.”


Tito composed himself and started playing “The Jerk” by the Larks, with Jackie and Jermaine singing harmony while fighting back tears. When they’d finished, Joe left the room without saying a word—or lifting a finger. Two days later he returned from work with a red guitar for Tito and instructions for the other brothers to get ready to start rehearsing. And so the Jackson 5 was born.12


Though Jermaine started out as the group’s lead singer, the family already knew there was something remarkable about Michael. Even as a toddler, he moved and sang with the grace and fluidity of a veteran entertainer. “Michael was so talented,” recalls his father. “I don’t think he even knew his own talents . . . he didn’t know because everything he tried came out perfect.”13


Shortly after the boys started practicing as a band, they were playing for their grandmother when a curious thing happened: five-year-old Michael, who’d been playing the bongos and studying his older brothers, jumped in and started singing Jermaine’s part. His brothers complained, and Joe stopped the song. But Michael’s grandmother had heard something. She asked him to sing again, anything he wanted, and he launched into a rendition of “Jingle Bells.” Jermaine still remembers “the wide-eyed look on Joseph’s face.”14


Michael clinched his status as the group’s frontman shortly thereafter with a school performance of “Climb Ev’ry Mountain.” The famous tune from Rodgers and Hammerstein’s The Sound of Music was his first solo in front of a big crowd, but that wasn’t apparent to those in the gymnasium watching him. “When I finished that song, the reaction in the auditorium overwhelmed me,” he wrote. “My teachers were crying and I just couldn’t believe it. I had made them all happy. It was such a great feeling.”15


Jackson’s business career had a less auspicious beginning. The singer’s childhood compatriots remember his ill-fated attempt to become a candy distributor—and his failure to grasp the concept of profit. “There was a store down the street somewhere up there,” says Campbell. “He’d go get them little malt balls for a nickel, and sell ’em for a nickel.”16


Indeed, Michael’s earliest years offer few clues that, within two decades, he’d become the visionary behind a billion-dollar empire. But there were hints he might one day be the sort of entertainer who’d donate millions to charity.


“Mike was always the giving type of guy,” says Keith Jackson. “I remember when he used to get his allowance from my uncle and my aunty Katherine, that he would actually go buy a bunch of candy and would give it to other kids. He’d just give it away, man.”17


As a youngster, Jackson was so fixated on giving that he’d sometimes take. He developed a habit of swiping pieces from his mother’s modest jewelry collection and presenting them to teachers as gifts. Eventually she found out what was going on and quietly put a stop to it.18 But the incident foreshadowed a trait that would later prove destructive to Jackson. Says his father: “He could never say no.”19





These days, there’s not much about Mister Lucky’s Lounge that looks lucky. It sits abandoned on the corner of Grant Street and West Eleventh Avenue in Gary, Indiana, windows covered with plywood, mismatched bricks slowly disintegrating at the edges.


The only recent additions to the building are two incongruously fresh-looking canvas signs. Each proclaims the onetime nightspot’s name in black and green letters atop a four-leaf clover. “Welcome Michael Jackson Fans!” the sign reads. “Mr. Lucky’s Lounge: the Jackson 5’s first performance venue!”


The second sign is dominated by an illustration of what appears to be a brick. “Everybody Needs a Little Luck,” it suggests gently, before erupting into an all-out exhortation: “BUY YOUR LUCKY BRICK at www.MISTERLUCKYSLOUNGE.com.”20 21


In addition to becoming the first venue to host a proper Jackson 5 concert, Mister Lucky’s was also the first place Michael Jackson earned money as a musician. He and his brothers took home a combined $11 for that initial paid performance in 1964. As usual, six-year-old Michael used his share to buy candy, which he then gave away to other neighborhood children.22


Building off the boys’ success at Mister Lucky’s, Joe booked the Jackson 5 at nearby venues, entered them in talent shows in neighboring towns, and ran a schedule of practices and performances that seemed as rigorous and time-consuming as that of a Broadway production. “Rehearsing with them, that’s what led to them being so talented,” says Joe. “I rehearsed them a lot. They’ll tell you.”23


Of course, there were no understudies. Michael remembers performing all night after spending days sick in bed. “As players, Jermaine, Tito, and the rest of us were under tremendous pressure,” Jackson wrote in his autobiography. “Our manager was the kind who reminded us that James Brown would fine his Famous Flames if they missed a cue or bent a note during a performance. As lead singer, I felt I—more than the others—couldn’t afford an ‘off night.’ ”24


When Michael was eight years old, he and his brothers faced their biggest test yet: a citywide talent show at Gary’s Roosevelt High. They rose to the occasion, delivering a sparkling rendition of “My Girl” by the Temptations, one of the top acts signed to Motown Records. The performance ignited a dream of Joe’s that would soon become an obsession. “I realized that it would be good to [get a] deal with Motown,” he recalls. “Most of the talent shows they won, they was singing Motown songs.”25


It wasn’t long before Joe left the Falcons, opting instead to focus on managing the Jackson 5. He and Katherine had saved $300 to build an additional room onto their house; much to his wife’s chagrin, Joe used the bulk of it to buy musical equipment. Then he traded his Buick sedan for a Volkswagen van that could accommodate the boys and their gear.26


The Jacksons would get their new room soon enough. By 1966, Michael and his brothers were performing five sets a night, six nights a week, in Gary or anywhere Joe could find a gig. Often that led to concerts at strip joints. Michael’s mother, a member of the Jehovah’s Witnesses—a Christian sect that forbids the celebration of holidays and birthdays—insisted she didn’t learn this until reading his autobiography (a claim that strains credulity). For Michael, the gigs meant learning, and earning, in ways unfamiliar to most middle-schoolers.


“I’d go out into the audience, crawl under the tables, and pull up the ladies’ skirts to look under,” he wrote. “People would throw money as I scurried by, and when I began to dance, I’d scoop up all the dollars and coins that had hit the floor earlier and push them into the pockets of my jacket.”27


Though Michael has said he mostly enjoyed the performances, the rigor of the Jackson 5’s touring schedule left the boys exhausted. When they weren’t on the road, they practiced at home and took lessons with Shirley Cartman, a music teacher at their school who also ran her own studio.28


Joe pushed them to hone their craft at the expense of all other activities, including having a social life appropriate for children their age. “They couldn’t talk to nobody, couldn’t do nothing,” says Catherine Sinclair, who grew up in Gary and lived near the Jacksons when Michael was young. “[Joe] wouldn’t allow it.”29


The brothers did get to socialize with kids outside of school by playing sports, particularly baseball. While his siblings practiced, Michael would sit in the dugout, studying his music.30 Jackie was such a good pitcher that pro scouts sometimes attended his high school games. But when Jermaine collided with another player while chasing a fly ball—ending up with a black eye and fourteen stitches—Joe made his boys stop playing sports so as to avoid injuries that could derail their musical careers.31


He didn’t seem quite as concerned about potential injuries doled out by his own fists. Keith Jackson remembers Joe putting on boxing gloves “to toughen us up, just boxing with each other and stuff like that.”32 Behind the scenes, the blows were more severe. Joe delivered regular beatings for missteps in rehearsal and household infractions alike.


“If you messed up, you got hit, sometimes with a belt, sometimes with a switch,” Michael later wrote. He’d occasionally retaliate, throwing fists—or, at least once, a shoe—at his father, but that only made things worse. “That’s why I got it more than all my brothers combined. I would fight back and my father would kill me, just tear me up.”33


Joe seemed unremorseful when I asked him why he employed corporal punishment. “Everybody that I knew of, especially black people, they whupped their kids,” he said. “I never beat the kids . . . I never beat nobody. But my wife whupped those kids more than I did because I was working jobs, and she was at home with them all the time. So, yeah I whupped them some, but I got a lot of whupping myself when I was a kid.”34


When he wasn’t at home disciplining his children or working long shifts at the mill, Joe was busy landing agreements with a range of regional music power brokers. Two such players were Pervis Spann and E. Rodney Jones, DJs for Chicago’s WVON. They were so impressed by hearing the Jackson 5 at Chicago’s Regal Theatre during the winter of 1966 that they offered to manage the group.35


Though the DJs spent $40,000 on polishing, promoting, and otherwise preparing the Jackson 5 for the big time, all of the major labels passed on the group—including Berry Gordy’s Motown, which turned down the boys as many as eight times.36 Yet Joe remained defiantly optimistic, often telling Katherine, “I’m going to take these boys to Motown if it’s the last thing I do!”37


Michael and his brothers had one suitor—a local label called Steeltown Records. The fledgling company had been founded in 1966 by aspiring music executive Ben Brown and songwriter Gordon Keith, a Gary steelworker. The latter had discovered the Jackson 5 thanks to gig advertisements tacked to local telephone poles. When he saw the boys play in person, he was hooked.


“I could not understand for the life of me why they had been turned down by so many people in the business,” says Keith, then a very religious man. “My belief system provided for thinking that, if I wanted to, I could probably fly. So I think the good Lord meant for me to be the one to take them forward.”38


By 1967, Keith was eager to sign the Jackson 5 to a long-term deal, but Joe refused, insisting on something that would give his boys the option of leaving if Motown ever called. Eventually Keith caved to Joe’s demands. “I only had a six-month contract signed with [Steeltown],” says the elder Jackson. “I didn’t want to be hung up in no long-term contract.”39


Joe signed the deal because he figured it would enable his boys to cut a few songs and gain some valuable exposure. He was right. The Jackson 5 recorded a track called “Big Boy,” written by saxophonist Eddie Silvers (a onetime member of Fats Domino’s band) in Chicago. Thanks in part to Keith’s help getting local radio play, the single started selling by the Volkswagen mini-busload—about 50,000 copies, according to Jermaine.40


“When that record with its killer bass line began to get radio play in Gary, we became a big deal in our neighborhood,” Michael recalled. “No one could believe we had our own record. We had a hard time believing it.”41


Soon the boys were scoring bigger gigs. They traveled along the chitlin circuit, piling into Joe’s van to play 2,000-seat theaters in Rust Belt cities like Cleveland and Baltimore, earning $500 per night. Along the way, Michael continued to learn by peppering the musicians he met with questions, as Smokey Robinson recalls in his autobiography.


“Michael was a strange and lovely child,” he writes. “I always saw him as an old soul in the body of a boy. . . . He was also an astute student. He’d be listening and watching the other acts like a hawk, always learning.”42


Jackson also accumulated knowledge at school, often on only a few hours of sleep after driving back from a weeknight gig with his brothers. He was perhaps the strongest student of the bunch, in part because of an intellectual curiosity that manifested itself both backstage and in the classroom. “His thirst for knowledge was far greater than any of ours,” Jermaine wrote. “He was that curious kid who asked, ‘Why? Why? Why?’ and he listened to and logged every detail.”43


Joe continued to find sadistically creative ways to keep his children in line. When conventional methods couldn’t convince them to keep their bedroom window closed, he donned a scary mask one night and climbed in; the boys awoke and, upon seeing the dark figure in their room, shrieked in terror. Then Joe turned on the lights, removed the mask, and said, “I could have been someone else. Now, keep the window closed!”44


Despite the boys’ frightening home life, their musical momentum continued. In 1967, Joe entered Michael and his brothers in another talent show at the Regal Theatre. They won the contest—and a paid gig at the venue as an opener for Gladys Knight. The songstress and her Pips had just been signed to Motown and were soaring up the charts thanks to their hit “I Heard It Through the Grapevine.”


When Knight heard the Jackson 5, she immediately summoned the brothers to her dressing room and offered encouragement: “You boys should be at Motown!” Knight was the first of many who tried to get them to come to the label. At the time, Joe recalls, Motown “wasn’t ready.”45


The Jackson 5 would have to wait. But their success at Chicago’s premier concert venue had earned them something else: a call from the Apollo Theater in Harlem, New York City.





There’s a tree stump sitting on a golden pedestal in the middle of the stage at the Apollo, and Tito Jackson can’t keep his hands off of it.


It’s the summer of 2012, and he and his brothers are set to return to the legendary stage nearly half a century after their first appearance. “It’s been here forever,” Tito says of the charmed stump. “That was like a good-luck piece; rub it down and take the stage.”46


As legend has it, the slab of wood was part of the Tree of Hope, a stately plant that once stood outside the Harlem Lafayette Theatre on Seventh Avenue between 131st and 132nd Streets. For many years, performers would rub the tree before hitting the stage. Shortly after the Apollo opened in 1934 just a few blocks away, the Tree of Hope was felled to make room for the widening of Seventh Avenue. A thick piece of the trunk ended up at the Apollo, where the legend continued to grow long after the tree itself had ceased to do so.47


Jermaine Jackson insists he isn’t one for indulging in superstition or maudlin sentiment. “I didn’t touch the tree stump because I’m very picky about germs,” he says. “Tito touched it.”48


But in August of 1967, when members of the Jackson 5 arrived in Harlem for their Apollo debut, they all rubbed the tree before taking the stage—even Jermaine. “He didn’t know any better then,” pipes Marlon.49 “Not too many people had touched the tree,” says Jermaine, somberly. “At that time.”


They felt they needed every bit of luck they could get at the theater’s Super Top Dog Amateur Finals Night, where they’d face a squadron of other talented acts. They’d also have to contend with an audience known for booing musicians off the stage—and, in some cases, throwing food at them.


As soon as they walked through the front door, the brothers found themselves surrounded by photos of artists who’d played the Apollo, including Michael’s idols Jackie Wilson and James Brown. Even the dressing rooms were grander than anything they’d experienced before. Jermaine recalls fancy coasters and meat patties;50 Jackie reminisces about playing basketball in the schoolyard across the street.51 But more than the perks, the brothers remember the Apollo’s crowd.


“There was an act on before us, and they got booed and [pelted] with eggs,” says Jermaine. “We were coming on next. Michael got scared because he thought maybe they were going to do us the same way.”52


As the eight-year-old Michael started to cry, his brothers rushed to comfort their frontman.


“Just do your best, just do your thing,” Jermaine remembers saying.


Tito wasn’t quite so gentle: “Get in shape, boy!”53


Michael collected himself and, after a stop at the Tree of Hope, the brothers took the stage. The Jackson 5 didn’t need the extra boost—they quickly turned the audience to their side and cruised to victory in the competition.


“We put a great performance together and people loved us,” says Jermaine. “That’s how it all started.” Adds Tito: “We never got booed.”


The Apollo’s management seemed to enjoy the Jackson 5 as much as the crowd did, inviting them back many times over the next few years to open for acts such as James Brown, Jackie Wilson, and Etta James.


Michael Jackson and his brothers had conquered the Apollo and communed with its most notable talisman, but a major-label deal continued to elude them.





Chapter 2






MOTOWN UNIVERSITY


When it comes to role models in the music business, it’s hard to beat Berry Gordy. The former boxer founded Motown Records, a label that defined and delivered the sound of a generation, in 1960. A dozen years later, he supercharged his company with a move from Detroit to Los Angeles, opening up opportunities in the broader entertainment world. And in 1988—after launching the careers of Michael Jackson, Diana Ross, Stevie Wonder, and countless others—he sold his record company for $61 million.


The octogenarian Gordy has gotten used to the trappings of success, but age hasn’t slowed his ambition. Today he’s having lunch at the Lobby Lounge on the thirty-fifth floor of the Mandarin Oriental hotel in New York, where he’s been staying for the months leading up to the debut of his latest venture, Motown: The Musical. For a man whose Detroit mansion once contained an oil portrait of him dressed as Napoleon, the eatery is fittingly grand: orchid blossoms at every table, Dom Pérignon on the menu ($85 per glass), and floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Central Park and Columbus Circle, where cars swirl like multicolored gears of an asphalt clock far below.


Gordy’s own appearance is a tad more understated. He sports neat black slacks and a brown button-down beneath a dark blazer. When a waitress sidles up to take his order, he settles on carrot juice. These are the kinds of details that Michael Jackson used to notice when he and his brothers first joined Motown.


“Michael would stare at everything I was doing,” says Gordy, easing into his chair. “It was a little unnerving because I would look away, and then I’d look back, and Michael was studying [my] every move.”1


He pauses.


“Everything, you know,” he continues. “And I could never figure that out . . . he was just so focused on me. Everybody else would be playing, and he’d just be looking at me and watching, and I’d always feel his eyes on me.”





By 1968, the Jackson 5 had released its debut single on Gary’s Steeltown Records and wowed the tough crowd at New York’s Apollo Theater. The boys returned to Chicago’s Regal Theatre that summer, the same night as Bobby Taylor and the Vancouvers, one of Motown’s top acts.


The lead singer was so impressed with what he saw that he insisted on bringing the Jackson 5 to his label’s attention.2 It was Suzanne de Passe, one of Gordy’s lieutenants, who heard the group’s recording and decided to lobby her boss on their behalf. Despite their obvious talent, the boys from Gary would be a hard sell.3


“I was doing extremely well in so many areas in my company, and the last kind of group I wanted was a kids’ group,” recalls Gordy. “Because I had Stevie Wonder . . . he was underage, they were close to the same age, and he had to have tutors and chaperones and this and that.”4


Despite Joe Jackson’s repeated attempts get Motown’s attention, Gordy doesn’t recall any of the Jackson 5’s music making it to his ears before de Passe strong-armed him into seeing the group’s Detroit audition during the summer of 1968.5 Says Gordy: “First time I saw them, met them, heard of them, is when she dragged me into their thing.”6


He immediately understood why de Passe was so excited. The brothers were disciplined and played their parts well, but there was something about the tiny frontman. Gordy saw a child who could wring more feeling from “Who’s Loving You” than Smokey Robinson himself. The effect was almost supernatural.


“That delighted me and kind of scared me at the same time,” says Gordy. “Because I was saying, ‘Wow, how could he do that? Has he been here before?’ ” From Michael Jackson’s viewpoint onstage, though, it didn’t seem like he and his brothers were on the verge of a record deal with Motown. “People stared through us like we were ghosts,” he recalled.7


Yet Gordy was already laying out a plan for their repertoire. The bluesy songs that Michael sang were beyond impressive, but the Motown chief felt that something more carefree would be a better fit—and as he looked at the future King of Pop, the notes of “I Want You Back” started to coalesce in his brain (a memory so powerful that, upon relating it to me, Gordy bursts out in song: “Oooooh baby, dot da dee a dee, da da da . . .”).8


Whether or not Gordy composed the song on the spot is another matter. Michael was under the impression that Gordy and his team of songwriters had originally written “I Want You Back” with Gladys Knight in mind and titled it “I Want to Be Free,” but that hearing the Jackson 5’s audition changed Gordy’s mind.9


At any rate, there was some business to settle before the group’s first major hit could be recorded. Gordy signed the Jackson 5 to a deal that gave the group 6 percent of 90 percent of the wholesale price of each album sold, a standard Motown royalty rate. That sum would then be split five ways, leaving Michael with about two cents per album (wholesale prices back then were roughly $2 per record)10—not much by today’s standards, which generally call for rates in the 10 percent to 15 percent range for up-and-coming acts.11


Joe Jackson had been so eager to get his boys to Motown that he neglected to tie up certain loose ends. Gordy discovered this when he got a call from his legal department saying that somebody named Richard Arons had shown up and claimed he owned half of the Jackson 5 through a previous agreement. Annoyed, the Motown boss told Jackson that such attachments weren’t part of the deal they’d made—and that he and his children were free to leave if they couldn’t honor it.12


Then there was the matter of Steeltown Records. Label cofounder Gordon Keith claims that nobody ever bought the Jackson 5 out of their contract with him, and that he’s now owed “millions and millions of dollars” as a result.13 Gordy says he knew nothing of any such deal, and that Joe Jackson (who insists the Steeltown pact had already expired)14 was able to resolve the group’s legal issues to Motown’s satisfaction. Says Gordy: “They came back to us clear with no attachments.”15


Once the wrangling came to a close and the Jackson 5 officially joined Motown’s roster, Gordy went to work with his team of producers and songwriters—Freddie Perren, Alphonso Mizell, and Deke Richards—collectively known as the Corporation. Michael remembers the Motown boss sitting the boys down and telling them that not only would their first single become the biggest hit in the country, but that their second and third records would make it to number 1 on the charts as well. “I’m gonna make you the biggest thing in the world,” he told them. “And you’re gonna be written about in the history books.”16





The distance from Gary, Indiana, to Los Angeles, California, is 2,030 miles—farther apart than Rome and Baghdad. For Michael Jackson, the gulf between the way he experienced his birthplace and his adopted hometown was just as vast. That first became apparent when he and his brothers moved west in 1969 at the behest of Gordy, who was about to relocate his label’s headquarters to Tinseltown.


“When we flew to California from Chicago, it was like being in another country, another world,” Jackson wrote. “To come from our part of Indiana, which is so urban and often bleak, and to land in Southern California was like having the world transformed into a wonderful dream . . . trees had oranges and leaves on them in the middle of winter.”


There, Jackson was able to continue studying Gordy up close—and, from afar, stars like Fred Astaire, Marcel Marceau, and Katharine Hepburn. But he was perhaps most enamored of Diana Ross. She and Gordy lived on the same street in Beverly Hills, and Jackson stayed frequently with both of them during his first year and a half in California while his parents closed up their house in Gary and looked for a new one in Los Angeles.


Ross encouraged Jackson’s growth as a visual artist as well as a musical one, often buying him pencils and paints. She took him to museums, where she introduced him to the works of Degas and Michelangelo. Though few know it, Jackson went on to become a skilled draftsman, in part because of Ross’s influence.


“Michael was a person that really loved her,” says Gordy. “And they got to be really, really close friends. . . . Michael was a big, big fan of hers and probably a lot of other stars [but] ended up doing his own thing. He would take it a step further. Just like I might spend one million dollars on something that he would spend five million dollars on it when he got there.”17


Money wasn’t a concern for Gordy when the Jackson 5 hit the studio to start recording “I Want You Back.” Jackson often sang his parts close to flawlessly the first time around (“He could hear a song and just go in and record it,” recalls his father18), but Gordy wanted the group’s Motown debut to be perfect. Whenever Gordy asked him for another take, Jackson was happy to oblige—and always managed to learn something from the experience.


“Why you doing that?” Jackson would ask when Gordy demanded a do-over.19


“We got to do it again,” his mentor would reply.


“Why? It seems okay.”


“No, it’s not okay, because right here you took a breath and you should have been, you know, coming down. Or coming out with it full, and in the meantime you were breathing. So you just got to do that over.”


“Oh, my goodness!”


Jackson’s patience, Gordy’s persistence, and an outsized recording budget all helped the boys craft a memorable debut, but they also benefited from the help of some classic Hollywood stagecraft. Their album was titled Diana Ross Presents the Jackson 5, an attempt to connect them to their famous label mate. Although Suzanne de Passe was the one who actually had brought the group to Berry Gordy’s attention, Ross made for a better story. That led to some amusingly hypocritical pronouncements.


“Honesty has always been a very special word for me,” Ross wrote in the album’s liner notes. “A very special idea. . . . When I think of my personal idea of honesty, I think of something being straight out, all there on the table. . . . That’s how I feel about the Jackson 5—five brothers by the name of Jackson who I discovered in Gary, Indiana.”20
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