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For Melissa and Rose



PROLOGUE



The trouble began when a janitor forgot to unlock the auditorium doors at Emerson High School, in Gary, Indiana, on September 26, 1927. A crowd gathered in the hallway and waited for first period to begin. Then two African-American students walked by. A white kid blurted out: “Let’s get out of here until they get rid of the niggers.”

Within hours, six hundred white Emerson students, some on the football team, were parading down the streets of northern Gary, chanting, “Strike! Strike! Strike!” and “We won’t go back until Emerson’s white!” Strikers in cars drove in circles, honking horns, disturbing the peace, frightening passersby. The local Post-Tribune sensationalized the crisis, printing bold headlines: ‘E’ STRIKERS VOTE TO REMAIN ‘OUT.’

It seems William A. Wirt, the superintendent who had run the Gary schools since the city had opened for business twenty years earlier, had miscalculated. Before the semester began, he realized Gary’s black schools didn’t have enough space to accommodate the three thousand African-American students enrolled in the fall, so he relocated fifty of them to a handful of white schools. Emerson received eighteen. (It wasn’t Emerson’s first influx of black students, but school officials had carefully screened the few earlier kids for what they considered high intelligence, good manners, and light skin, so as not to attract too much attention.) The superintendent insisted segregation did not belong in Gary, but he took no action against the strikers.

The students’ ringleader, Winfield “Junior” Eshelman, was a member of the swim team who wore a blue-and-white athletic sweater and calmly delivered his demands to the press and school officials. “The strikers are firm in their belief that a colored line must be drawn, and Emerson made a white school,” Eshelman said. Facing mayoral pressure to resolve the problem, Wirt and Gary’s city council compromised. They granted the strikers “excused absences.” They transferred fifteen of the eighteen black students to temporary schools. They set up a temporary school facility for blacks with $15,000 in city money. And they agreed to allocate $600,000 to build a permanent all-black school, far away from Emerson. The Post-Tribune was euphoric: STRIKE OFF; ALL HAPPY.

Gary, Indiana, had not been built for African-Americans. Once a region of swampy marshland and sandy dunes, Gary’s location on the lower shore of Lake Michigan attracted oil and steel companies at the turn of the twentieth century. In 1907, oilmen bought nine thousand acres of land and announced plans to spend $65 million on massive plants. U.S. Steel would provide living quarters for loyal workers.

The steel giant’s Gary Land Company built 506 houses and quickly added more, but at fourteen dollars per month, even the cheapest homes were too expensive for the mill workers, who made 16.7 cents an hour. By 1911, overcrowding was a problem. Garbage was everywhere. Barely born, Gary was quickly segregating into two cities, for rich and poor. The former, on the north side, contained tony establishments such as the Binzenhof pub and the Hotel Gary. The latter would attract two hundred saloons over three years, with names like Jack Johnson’s Gambling Joint and the Bucket of Blood. Executives and skilled workers called this southern part of town the Patch, or the Other Gary.

The all-black Roosevelt High School, created from segregation, opened in the heart of the Other Gary on April 19, 1931. Eighteen years later, across a narrow alley from Roosevelt’s track field, a one-story house would appear on the corner of Jackson Street and West Twenty-Third Avenue. It was roughly thirty feet long and twenty-five feet wide, with ten tall windows, impeccable white siding, and a brick chimney at the top. The address was 2300 Jackson Street. Within a couple of years, Joseph Jackson, a construction worker, would use his savings and some money from his new wife’s stepfather to buy the tiny house, as well as a refrigerator, a stove, and a bed. Joseph and Katherine would raise nine children—six boys and three girls. The oldest boy would play baseball for Roosevelt High. He and four of his brothers would sing “My Girl” at a talent show in the Roosevelt auditorium. One of the youngest brothers would spin around and around and around, mesmerizing the audience.

*  *  *

Years later, Michael Jackson argued with Rupert Wainwright, director of one of his short films—a teaser video for the HIStory: Past, Present and Future, Book 1 album. Michael wanted to display a four-hundred-foot statue of himself in the film. Wainwright gently pushed back: “Some people might think it’s slightly vainglorious,” the British director told him. They went back and forth. “Verbal fisticuffs,” is how Wainwright describes it. He assured MJ he’d be happier if the image were abstract, as opposed to the King of Pop celebrating his own legend. Michael disagreed. It had been thirty years since Michael had been the kid from the segregated Gary neighborhood who’d barely seen Chicago, much less the rest of the world. He’d spent his first five or six years on the planet with nothing but walls and boundaries, and by 1995 he wanted no limits at all. He refused to let race, gender, musical styles, family, even his own facial structure constrict him. Every time somebody tried to define him, he literally shifted his shape, altering his music, his clothes, his image, his nose. On albums, he wanted sounds that had never been made before. He wanted to sell more records than any musician, ever. He could heal the world, make it a better place, comfort the sick, save the environment, bring the children into his home, turn their fears and anxieties into joy. “With These Words,” he wrote in the liner notes to HIStory, “I Lovingly Dedicate This Album Of My Music To All The Children Of The World.” The capital letters were not vainglorious. They were just how Michael Jackson thought. He was bigger than the world, and he used his powers for good. Why not a four-hundred-foot statue?

Jackson told Wainwright the statue wasn’t so much a representation of himself as it was a “symbol of music.” Wainwright said that was worse than a statue. Michael called him dumb. Wainwright said maybe he was. How many records had Wainwright sold?

“You have lots of statues where you’re from,” Michael finally told the director.

“I live in LA,” Wainwright said, confused.

“In England, you have statues. You have statues of that woman all over the place.”

“Which woman?”

“The queen.”



CHAPTER 1



By training, Joe Jackson was a craneman. His job in East Chicago, Indiana, was to sit in a metal cab about the size of a freight elevator, twenty or thirty feet off the ground, using the huge jaws of his crane to move heavy ingots onto buggies. He had no choice but to work in the mills. Almost every African-American man in the Gary region did back then, unless he was lucky enough to find work as a schoolteacher or had enough entrepreneurial gumption to open a radio station or record store. “It was said there were only three outcomes to life in Gary: The Mill, prison or death,” Joe’s son, Jermaine, would say.

Joe was lucky—crane operator wasn’t especially tough work. But in the shower at the end of every day, Joe dreamed of show business. He wanted to be an actor.

Joe had arrived in Gary in the late forties. He was from the South, and he took a train to get there, like the six million African-Americans who were part of the Great Migration. Blues musicians such as Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, John Lee Hooker, and Buddy Guy were part of this exodus, which lasted from 1910 to 1970, hauling their guitars in beat-up cases, carrying vague visions of changing music forever, or at least making a few bucks.

Joe’s route north was more indirect. Born July 26, 1929, Joe grew up in the tiny fishing town of Dermott, Arkansas. Slavery complicated his lineage. Joe’s great-grandfather, July “Jack” Gale, a Native American medicine man and a US Army scout, married a black slave named Gina during the years before the Civil War. Their first child, Israel, was born a slave, too. Israel—known as “Nero, son of Jack,” which evolved into Nero Jackson—was “light-skinned and tall, with high cheekbones and small, twinkly eyes,” as Joe wrote in his autobiography. He was eventually sold to a Louisiana plantation, where he was forced to eat from a trough. When Nero tried to escape, the plantation owner clamped his nostrils with hot tongs until he fainted.

After the Civil War, Nero became a free man and bought nearly three hundred acres on a farm in Amite County, Mississippi, where he found and married a woman named Emmaline and raised fifteen children—the rare African-American couple in Mississippi able to raise a family on their own land. “He could probably pass for white, the way his picture looked,” says Thomas Jackson III, one of his descendants. Nero was known for his singing, and on Saturday evenings he performed Choctaw war dances at the center of town, prompting occasional sheriff visits for disturbing the peace. In 1920, oilmen apparently realized Nero’s land was sitting on top of oil reserves; the Jacksons leased a portion of their land for $200 a year. But Nero, sadly, never saw the profits. He died in 1924, and his heirs sold his Mississippi plot during the Depression to pay taxes. Joe Jackson, always one to lament a lost fortune, estimated drilling rights would be worth $100 million today.

Nero’s youngest son, Samuel, went on to earn bachelor’s and master’s degrees from Alcorn University, then walked two hundred miles to apply for a teaching job in Ashley County, Arkansas. Professor Jackson, as most locals called him, fell in love with one of his students, Chrystal, who had a “radiant smile, a loud laugh and a lively personality,” and married her when she turned sixteen. He built a house by chopping down trees; he borrowed a horse to pull a plow, and raised vegetables in a huge garden. Samuel and Chrystal had six children. Joseph Walter was the oldest. They were strict and not above corporal punishment. “My mom put the spanking on me, and my dad put the spanking on me,” recalls Joe’s younger brother Martin Luther Jackson. “He said, ‘Boy, you gotta stay out of jail.’ ”

Joe attended Dermott, an elementary and high school hybrid, where beatings were routine. Stumbling home with welts on his back, Joe dreamed of fame. One day, during a class talent contest, he picked a spiritual he’d heard from his father, “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” and nervously stood up to sing despite jeering and laughter from the other kids. “I was so scared that I sang faster and faster, in order to finish and sit down again,” Joe recalled. Finally, he slunk back to his seat, humiliated. But his teacher took him aside and insisted they were laughing because he was nervous, not because he was bad.

Joe’s little sister Verna Mae was smart and precocious, a “little housewife” who made the beds and dusted all the rooms before her mother came home from work. At age seven, Verna Mae read stories to Joe and his younger brother Lawrence by kerosene lamp. Then she developed a mysterious illness. She became so weak she couldn’t hold a spoon. Doctors couldn’t figure out what was wrong, and her condition worsened every day. But she remained cheerful, even at the end: “Everything’s fine,” she kept telling her family. She died when Joseph was eleven. “As far as my understanding goes,” Jermaine Jackson said, “that was the last time he shed a tear.”

In 1942, when Joe was in sixth grade, his parents, both devout Christians, split up after eleven years of marriage. Chrystal had devastated her husband by having an affair with a soldier—she married him and relocated to Pine Bluff and, later, East Chicago, outside Gary. Samuel fled to Oakland, California, where he switched careers, finding work in a Bay Area shipyard. “When I stopped crying, I wrote to him as often as possible,” Joseph said. “Occasionally, he answered me.”

For a while, Joe took a bus to Oakland to visit his father. “I constantly traveled back and forth between Mom and Dad, trying to make them both happy,” he said. “I felt like a ping-pong ball.” Finally, he moved to East Chicago for good.

By the early fifties, when he was in his twenties, Joe was working at Inland Steel, when he spotted a young woman riding her bicycle in the street. Their eyes met. He called out. She stopped. Her name was Katherine Scruse, and she was visiting her mother. She lived in Indiana Harbor, about ten miles away. Her parents were divorced, too.

Born May 4, 1930, in Barbour County, Alabama, Katherine also knew from cotton fields. Her father, Prince Albert Screws, had been a railroad worker and cotton farmer; her mother, Martha, was a housewife; and she had one sister, Hattie, a year younger, tougher and more athletic. (Prince Albert would change “Screws” to “Scruse”—Katherine’s maiden name.) When Katherine was eighteen months old, she developed polio, which forced her to wear a brace through adolescence. She always walked with a slight limp—one that made her self-conscious and inclined to avoid public gatherings. She managed to skip high school, earning her diploma from equivalency courses. She listened on the radio to the plaintive country ballads of Ernest Tubb and Hank Williams.

A dreamer, Katherine aspired to be an actress, like her heroines Kathryn Grayson and Barbara Stanwyck, or a singer, as she’d trained in her Baptist church and junior high choir. She found saxophone players sexy, and while Joe Jackson did not play the saxophone, he had an electric guitar and was leading his own five-man blues band, the Falcons, which scored the occasional gig at a party or nightclub. His younger brother Luther was also in the band. This was a crucial time in the development of American music, when bluesmen who’d come up from the South were spinning their teary acoustic ballads into more aggressive, electric songs. While Luther played in a separate blues band and idolized electric guitarist Jimmy Reed, Joe composed songs in his head while operating his crane at the mill—he insisted he wrote something called “Tutti Frutti” a year before Little Richard came out with his famous hit by the same name.

Joe invited Katherine to the movies, and they arranged a second date at a party. “Not only did I think that Joe was handsome, I liked his manner,” Katherine said. “He was on the quiet side, kind of cool-acting.” She was characteristically self-conscious, but Joe, fortunately, had enough confidence for both of them. “We have the floor to ourselves, Katie,” he told her. “Let’s keep dancing.”

Too poor for a wedding, Joe and Katherine went before a justice of the peace in Crown Point, Indiana, a small town south of Gary that must have seemed like another world. Almost no African-Americans lived in Crown Point, even though it was just a twenty-minute drive from Gary in Joseph’s brown Buick. They were married on November 5, 1949, and started having kids, beginning with Rebbie in 1950.

After Rebbie came Sigmund Esco (Jackie), a year later, followed by Tariano Adaryl (Tito), in 1953, Jermaine in 1954, La Toya Yvonne in 1956, Marlon David in 1957, Steven Randall in 1961, and Janet Dameta in 1966. Between Marlon and Randy, on August 29, 1958, was Michael Joseph Jackson.

From the first child, the household was chaos. After Michael was born, Katherine added roughly twenty dollars a week to the family budget from her part-time job as a cashier for Sears in downtown Gary—which is to say, the white part of the city. The family had to make choices, buying a freezer instead of a television or new car. Katherine froze pinto beans, pinto soups, egg sandwiches, mackerel with rice, and tons of chicken. “We ate so much spaghetti that I can’t stand pasta today,” Jermaine recalled. Joseph grew potatoes, string beans, cabbage, beets, and peanuts in a community garden plot not far from the house. The boys slept in a three-level bunk bed, with Tito and Jermaine in the top rung, Jackie anchoring the bottom, and Michael and Marlon in between. The girls shared a living-room sofa. The cramped quarters fit with Katherine’s keep-everybody-together philosophy. “It wasn’t much bigger than a garage,” she said.

Joseph began to grow into a hard, uncompromising man, with thick, fierce eyebrows. His kids would say repeatedly that he was difficult to really know. In the fifties, he was becoming more and more desperate as his obligations increased. Northwest Indiana’s steel mills were thriving, but jobs available to blacks were dangerous and depressing. One of Joe’s early mill jobs was in the blast furnace, where he used air hammers to remove cinders from stone walls and floors after the oven had cooled down for a day. “It was hot as hell. Nobody could stay in there more than ten minutes, and only the most robust workers could manage that. The weaker men had to leave right away,” Joe said. “When I came back out, I was covered with greasy black soot. . . . Some of the workers fainted.”

Every day, Joe put on a jacket with an L-shaped rip in the back, which repeatedly tore open despite Katherine’s attempts to stitch it up. He had upgraded from the Buick to a beat-up family passenger van and commuted thirteen miles from the family home in Gary. Joe and his colleagues were given just twenty minutes for lunch every day, but Joe couldn’t afford to bring a lunch, sometimes reluctantly accepting tacos from coworkers.

Joe Jackson responded to stress by drawing closer to his family, insisting on protecting his boys from the increasingly dangerous Other Gary. They would always be “winners,” he vowed, over and over. “I was strict,” Katherine said. “Joe was stricter.” The kids left home only for school and sports, and returned home on time. “When he arrived home . . . the air in the house stiffened,” Jermaine recalled. When Joe became angry, which was often, wrinkles and creases would form in sharp angles all over his face. “Clean the house!” he would shout to his kids, who dropped everything and reported for duty. “Wait for me in your room!” he would say, indicating an impending wallop from a leather belt. The standard amount of “whops,” as Jermaine referred to them, was ten.

Michael did not escape this abuse. As a child, he was soft-spoken, an animal lover who secretly fed a mouse in the kitchen, and was shy and reserved, like his mother. He craved candy, and when he got it, he eagerly shared it with the neighborhood kids. He also had a rebel streak. At eighteen months old, he threw a bottle at his father’s head; at four years old, he escalated to a shoe, prompting a severe spanking. When Michael was three, Joe finally caught him feeding his mouse and took off after him. Michael tried to hide in his bedroom, but Joe dragged him out and spanked him. As an adult, Michael would at first complain, vaguely, that Joe “has always been something of a mystery to me” and “one of the few things I regret most is never being able to have a closeness with him.” Later, Michael elevated those claims to an alarming level of specificity, sobbing as he spat out memories of Joe beating him with iron cords, throwing him hard against the wall, as Katherine screamed, “Stop it! You’re going to kill him! Stop it!” His kids called him Joseph, not Pop or Dad or Father or even Joe.

Joe would dismiss the abuse charges—from several of his children—as standard parenting practices of the time. “I whipped him with a switch and a belt,” he clarified, regarding his treatment of Michael. “I never beat him—you beat somebody with a stick.” Besides, his kids needed the harsh punishment to avoid getting into trouble. “They didn’t have to go out there in the streets,” he said. “They wasn’t locked up like so many other people, or robbing people—they never did any of that stuff.”

It wasn’t just Joe’s strictness that made the Jacksons so insular. In 1960, Katherine went through a spiritual crisis, having been frustrated with her Baptist faith when she learned her church minister had been having a relationship with a neighborhood woman. She switched to a Lutheran church, with the same result. So when a Jehovah’s Witness knocked on her door one day, talking Scriptures and the encroaching Armageddon, she and Joe agreed to convert, although Joe, who liked his nightlife, soon lost interest. Katherine held Bible studies every day for her children, who were paying closer and closer attention to her religious transformation. She was baptized at the Roosevelt High swimming pool in 1963, and continues knocking on strangers’ doors for the Witnesses to this day, or so she told Oprah Winfrey not long ago. Michael also went door-to-door well into his adulthood, even, crazily, at the peak of his fame. Still, while early church experiences informed the music of soul masters like Ray Charles, Aretha Franklin, and Sam Cooke, in the case of Michael Jackson, they mostly illustrated the differences between his religious mother and his uninterested father.

The Jacksons entertained few guests outside the family circle, other than Uncle Luther and his three Falcons band mates, who still showed up with beer to fuel the late-night blues jams. “The Jacksons didn’t come out much. They were pretty much a close-knit family,” says Reynaud D. Jones, who lived half a block away. One of the few extracurricular activities Joe allowed was Little League baseball, and Reynaud was on the same team as Jackie, who was around his age. Soon Reynaud was becoming close not only to the Jackson boys but to Joe himself.

JonesI found himself regularly sitting silently in the Jacksons’ family room with Jackie, Michael, and his brothers, taking in the Falcons’ informal jam sessions. He recalls the elder Jackson fiddling with his electric guitar on songs by Jimmy Reed, T-Bone Walker, and other blues heroes of the time.

When Joe was at work, Tito played his father’s prized electric guitar, hidden in a case in Joe’s bedroom closet. The Jackson brothers would gather around, harmonizing on Four Tops songs. Katherine, who gasped when she first saw what was happening, let it go on. One morning, Tito broke a string. He carefully put the guitar back in its case, hoping his father would miraculously conclude the instrument managed to break itself. All the boys fled to their bedrooms and waited. “WHO’S BEEN MESSING WITH MY GUITAR?” Joe roared when he returned from work that night. Tito owned up to his crime, then boldly told his father he knew how to play it. Jermaine insisted Joe did not beat Tito, as reported in numerous accounts. Tito himself has been more vague: “He took care of me for it,” he says. Either way, Joe’s eyes widened as Tito played.

The standard version of this Jackson 5 creation myth involves the Jackson kids practicing, and Joe slowly evolving into a talent manager, pushing them in the right musical direction and maneuvering them to local performances around Gary. But that’s missing a step, according to Reynaud Jones. He was a guitarist, too, and, unlike amateur bluesman Joe, the teenager had been keeping up with the musical styles of the times. The hard, industrial Chicago blues sound was giving way to a softer, if just as intense, style that began with street-corner doo-wop groups and had evolved into soul bands such as the Impressions and the Temptations. “Everywhere you went,” Jones says of Gary at that time, “you could hear music from somewhere.” By the early sixties, the press box at the baseball field down the alley from the Jacksons’ house was playing R&B and Motown hits—not Jimmy Reed.

Jones soaked it all in. He had an electric guitar of his own and a separate group, the Epics. They experimented with doo-wop harmonies and harder soul-band arrangements. In 1965, Jones and Tito Jackson bonded over their musical tastes, and soon they were practicing in Jones’s basement. Jermaine and Jackie dropped by Jones’s house to watch, and they began to sing together—in surprisingly sophisticated harmony. Jones envisioned a newfangled version of the Spaniels, the Gary doo-wop group famous for 1954’s “Goodnite Sweetheart, Goodnite,” and fantasized about bringing the Jacksons out of his basement and onto a stage, where they could make actual money.

The youngest brothers, Michael and Marlon, showed up one day, and while Marlon struggled to learn the dance steps, six-year-old Michael had no such limitations. “He wouldn’t stop,” Jones recalls. “He was like a little wind-up toy. . . . At some point, I had to tell him, ‘Okay, okay, okay, Mike. That’s good.’ ” The Jacksons had splurged for a small black-and-white television set, Jones recalls, and Michael had absorbed all of James Brown’s dance moves. Jones waxed the floor of his tiled basement, encouraging Michael to slide in his stocking feet. The group rehearsed for hours, until the Jackson boys heard a familiar car pull up. “We have to go! Joseph will be home!” they declared, and took off.

By this time, Joe Jackson had already discerned his kids’ talent, although he wasn’t sure what to do with it. Not long after Tito broke his guitar string, Joe came home from work with a new red guitar for his son. In August 1965, Joe picked up the newspaper and spotted a tiny classified ad: ADULT AND TEEN TALENT WANTED OF ALL TYPES. Evelyn LaHaie, who ran a modeling school, had placed it to find musicians and actors who could perform as volunteers for local hospitals and nursing homes. The ad was small, and LaHaie hadn’t expected much response, so she was shocked when two hundred performers signed up to audition—singers, go-go dancers, pianists, actors. Evelyn dutifully watched all of them, taking copious notes on a legal pad. The Jacksons were No. 55, and they rated exclamations such as “terrific” and “AA++.” “The very minute I saw that little child, Michael—oh my God! I fell in love with him,” LaHaie says. “Even to this day, I see six-year-olds, they’re normal children, they can’t do anything. But Michael was a star.”

The boys were known as the Jackson Brothers, but LaHaie made the crucial suggestion to rebrand them the Jackson 5—and Joe agreed. The gig they signed up for was called the Tiny Tots’ Back to School Jamboree, on August 14, 1965, and it centered on a fashion show of LaHaie’s creation. “All I remember,” Jermaine said, “is seeing a decent-sized crowd of young girls and Joseph telling us after the show to ‘get down there and start selling your photos.’ ”

How the Jackson 5 landed their next gig is open to historical interpretation. In her book The Jacksons: My Family, Katherine said the suggestion came from Joe’s sister-in-law, Bobbie Rose Jackson. Reynaud Jones, a sophomore at Roosevelt High, belonged to an extracurricular theater group called the Masque and Gavel Organization, which sponsored Roosevelt’s prestigious annual talent show. He used his connections, he says, to get the Jackson brothers on the bill. It took Jones three days to convince Joe and Katherine to give permission for their kids to perform. In exchange, he promised them front-row balcony seats.

The band rehearsed the Temptations’ “My Girl,” James Brown’s “I Got You (I Feel Good),” and Robert Parker’s “Barefootin’,” songs rooted in Joe’s blues but with the kids’ emerging style of upbeat soul, with a burst of showmanship provided by Michael. When the Jacksons finally performed in September 1965, Michael flung his shoes off during “Barefootin’ ” and slid across the floor. The audience paid twenty-five cents per ticket to get into the gym, and it was packed. Dressed in white open-collar shirts, cummerbunds, and black slacks, the Jacksons competed against more experienced student groups. Carl Protho, a student at the time, wasn’t sure what to make of these little kids in cummerbunds—until they got to “My Girl.” “That was the performance that tore the roof off the auditorium,” he says. “Until then, [the competition for first place] was a very tight call, with so much talent in Gary. But I’ll never forget it—the noise level, the screaming, and how everyone was standing up.” Michael and Jermaine were the lead singers, but even then, Michael had evolved into the obvious star of the group. “Jermaine had a few solo parts, as did Jackie, but the main focus was on Michael. He stood out,” says Benny Dorsey, one of Michael’s teachers at Garnett Elementary School, who saw the show in his capacity as a member of Roosevelt’s alumni association. Joseph Jackson stood next to the stage, arms at his sides, staring intently as Michael did his James Brown screeches and skillful whirligigs.

After the exhilarated boys won the talent-show trophy, Joseph calmed them down. “Overall, you did good,” he said soberly, “but we’ve got some work to do.”

The Jacksons worked some more in Reynaud Jones’s basement until they showed up one day to tell him band practice had been moved to their own living room. Jones continued to rehearse with them. Not long after that, he reported to 2300 Jackson Street, as per usual, and Jackie answered the door. “My dad says you can’t come in,” Jackie told his friend.

Jones understood. He was not a Jackson. That meant he was not a star.

*  *  *

Once Joe Jackson took control of the family band, the lively little house at 2300 Jackson Street transformed into a barracks for future music professionals. “These boys are going to take me out of the steel mill,” Joe wrote to his brother, Lawrence, who was in the air force. Joe insisted Katherine put dinner on the table and the boys ready their instruments by 4:30 P.M. daily. He came home from work, the family ate, and the boys hit the living-room stage. If Joe was late, Katherine pinch-hit. “Sometimes we’d want to, you know, slack off, and Dad would make us practice,” Michael recalled. “He’d say, ‘Practice makes perfect.’ ”

As the lead singer of the family band, seven-year-old Michael began to develop leverage over his father. Some days, he didn’t feel like singing. That halted the entire operation. When Joe attempted to spank Michael into submission, he withdrew further. To break the gridlock, Michael’s brothers would, as their sister Rebbie recalled, “try to laud him on, play to his little ego.” Michael fell in line once the band became successful. As they began to win every conceivable talent show, he started to see, like all the boys, that this kind of life was cooler than throwing a ball on a field or messing around the streets.

Slowly, during this time, the Jackson 5 began to take shape. Michael was the natural front man, but Jermaine had a specific skill—he could strain his vocal pitch into a pleading gospel style, like Levi Stubbs in the Four Tops or John Lennon in the Beatles. Jackie, the baseball player, was the ultimate utility man, with a sweet harmony vocal that always seemed to fit just right, especially above Michael’s bright and sharp leads. Tito mostly kept to his guitar and occasionally added a baritone in the style of the Temptations’ Melvin Franklin. Jermaine also started to play bass guitar. As for poor Marlon—even his mother didn’t think he was talented. “His lack of singing ability bothered Joe even more than his dancing,” Katherine said. Joe kept trying to drum him out of the group, but Katherine stood up for him. Marlon worked five times as hard as his brothers on dance steps, willing himself into a permanent position with the Jackson 5. His role, though, was eternally ambiguous. “It’s a fact that Marlon never sang a word as a member of the Jackson 5 until the boys began recording for Motown,” Katherine said.

Joe surrounded the boys’ voices with rock ’n’ roll instruments—not just guitar and bass, which Tito and Jermaine were handling, but drums. The band’s earlier drummer, Milford Hite, had moved to another neighborhood and was unavailable for regular rehearsals. So Joe started to recruit new musicians. Leonard Gault, a drummer, had bonded with Joe at Inland Steel, but he was too old to play with the Jackson boys. He volunteered younger brother Earl as a substitute. Gault showed up for rehearsal and fit in as both a band mate and a friend. “Their voices blended together . . . it was beautiful,” the retired railroad workerII recalls by phone from his Merrillville, Indiana, home. “They had it.”

The evening rehearsals turned into events, with relatives such as Uncle Luther’s five-year-old son, Keith, taking exalted spots on the living-room floor. “All the neighborhood kids used to be at the window wondering what’s going on,” Keith remembers. Friends and relatives, sensing the beginning of something, opened their dens and basements, too. “They would rehearse in anybody’s backyard, anybody’s house, wherever,” says Johnnie Gault, who lived in the neighborhood and was married to Earl’s older brother.

Katherine funded Joe’s profligate purchases of new instruments by tapping into the savings she’d gathered over the years through her Sears paychecks, which she had planned to use to remodel the house. “Mom had some doubts about the soundness of this decision,” Michael said.

Joe networked up and down Gary and Chicago’s nearby South Side. It was a time of racial transition in the US. In 1968, Gary elected Richard M. Hatcher as the country’s first-ever black mayor, simultaneously breaking racial barriers and spurring white flight. In moving to the suburbs, whites left behind poverty, crime, gangs, and drugs—but also black-owned businesses, Black Power, black politics, and, of course, black music. “Gary was called Chocolate City—a lot of gambling, a lot of prostitution,” recalls Maurice “Mo” Rodgers, a Gary singer at the time who would help form Steeltown Records. “It was jumping, and there was music all over the place, artists and singers and groups.” As Joe began to tell everybody he could find about his talented boys, he went deeper and deeper into African-American neighborhoods, hanging around instrument shops and networking with merchants, promoters, producers, DJs, musicians, politicians, and policemen.

Joe made all kinds of deals, some in conflict with each other, but his persistence brought the band before adult Gary audiences—Bird’s Pub, the Elks Lodge, and Joe Green’s Club Woodlawn, run by a husband-and-wife team that specialized in blues singers and local bands. Club hoppers would start out at, say, Joe Green’s, bringing their own liquor and supplementing it with a five-dollar “set-up” tray containing a small bowl of ice, a bag of potato chips, four or five cups, and maybe some Coca-Cola. If they were lucky, they’d catch a major touring act, like Motown’s Jr. Walker and the All Stars or Chicago R&B star Tyrone Davis. The Elks Lodge had an after-hours license, so by two or three in the morning, music fans wound up there, among hard-drinking mill workers.

Mr. Lucky’s was a sophisticated bar turned club catering to black professionals, serving one-dollar fried tacos. The Jackson 5 showed up regularly, making eight dollars for five sets per night, six or seven days a week. “We were playing between bad comedians, cocktail organists and strippers,” Michael recalled. Katherine, raising her kids Jehovah’s Witness, was suspicious of the nightly debauchery they were absorbing. Joe didn’t care. If Katherine was a Sunday-morning kind of lady, Joe was a Saturday-night kind of guy.

At Mr. Lucky’s, the Jackson 5 were finally allowed to play an entire show, rather than a song here and there. They loaded up their sets with hits by James Brown, Sam and Dave, and, of course, Motown. During Joe Tex’s “Skinny Legs and All,” Michael dropped to his hands and knees, crawled into the audience, looked up women’s skirts, then rose up into a dance.III The boys were underage and technically not allowed to be in any of these clubs, but they helped the bartenders and waitresses sell food and liquor. Proprietors made deals with the cops—they looked the other way as long as the boys didn’t drink.

In summer 1966, the Jackson family journeyed 1,600 miles in Joe’s cramped Volkswagen van to see his father, whom the boys called Papa Samuel, in Winslow, Arizona, and play a concert at the Old Arcadia Hall. (They didn’t stop to sleep, but they did pull off in Oklahoma City to visit a relative, and Katherine and Rebbie made fried chicken and pork and beans during a welcome five-hour respite from the road.) It was a torturous trip—at one point Jermaine watched as Joseph pulled the van to the side of the road and started “vigorously rubbing his cheeks.” “Just tired,” Joe told his gaping son. Once they arrived, the boys, who had never been outside of Gary, were especially amazed by the color of Arizona’s soil. “Michael used to like nature-type stuff,” recalls Earl Gault, the drummer who had become close enough to the family to make the trip. “He ended up putting some of that red dirt in this jar and bringing it back.” Upon their return to 2300 Jackson Street, Marlon began teasing Michael about his beloved dirt. He did it so often that one of the older brothers, Tito or Jermaine, hollered to Michael from another room, accusing Marlon of pulling all the dirt out of the jar. “And Michael jumped and ran out there,” Gault recalls. “They were just joking, but Michael wanted that dirt.”

When Gault had to quit the band because his father objected to the travel, Joe acted on a recommendation from Shirley Cartman, a teacher at Beckman Junior High in Gary, and found the best drummer in the school. The Jacksons claimed Johnny Jackson, then fourteen, was a distant cousin, but his name was a coincidence. Jermaine called him “a bubbly, animated little guy with a cheeky smile” and “the best drummer around for miles, as confident with his skill as Michael was with his dance.” He had good timing and a knack for showmanship. In an early black-and-white publicity photo, the first of the Jackson 5 to catch your eye is Michael, holding up an open palm and clutching a microphone in his other hand, staring seriously into the distance. The next is Johnny, in the center, holding a drumstick in mid-twirl above a snare, with a bass drum marked, in crude sticker letters: THE JACKSON 5 AND JOHNNY. Like Earl, Johnny grew close to the family. “We were brothers,” he said. “We did everything together.”

The Jacksons were slowly becoming regional stars in Chicago and northwest Indiana. They needed records. Joe started to drag his sons, or sometimes just Michael, to studios for auditions. One day in 1966, on Chicago’s famous Record Row, Joe brought Michael to One-derful Records for a solo audition. Michael sang Lou Rawls’s “Tobacco Road.” The lyrics may have resonated. “I was born / in a dump,” goes the first line.

George Leaner, one of the label’s cofounders, had been wary of working with underage performers, given the expensive complications of touring chaperones and child-labor laws. But in early 1967, he took a chance and signed the band.

Joe kept his boys on a strict schedule. Every day for five months, at five P.M., One-derful professionals coached them on harmonies and chord progressions. Then they’d sing during jam sessions. This mentorship, concludes the Chicago Reader’s Jake Austen, helped “transform a talented teen band into an act on the verge of greatness.” In the end, One-derful, a small label without any major hits, lacked the resources to give the Jacksons a breakthrough record. The label’s founders filed the session away, and the Jackson 5’s One-derful single, “Big Boy,” written by Eddie Silvers with fifteen-year-old hotshot Larry Blasingaine on guitar, never came out. This version of the song was unknown to the public until Austen told the story in 2009, after Michael’s death.

Not long after the One-derful sessions, the phone rang at 2300 Jackson Street. The caller was a young Gary singer, producer, and raconteur named Gordon Keith. He’d heard about the Jacksons through Shirley Cartman, Tito’s junior high orchestra teacher. Inspired by Motown, Keith and three of his best friends had formed Steeltown Records in Gary. “It was tough,” recalls Mo Rodgers, one of Steeltown’s early principals. “[As] black entrepreneurs, we went up against the typical walls, and the banks and stuff.” But Keith knew a phenomenon when he saw one, especially after witnessing Jackson 5 posters all over Gary. Cartman invited Keith to her house, where the boys sang two of her own songs, “The Scrub” and “Lonely Heart,” although Keith didn’t show up. Instead, he went later to the Jackson’s home, where he watched in disbelief as Michael high-jumped Tito’s guitar cord, stretched chest-high between a guitar and an amp.

Despite the Jacksons’ One-derful contract, Keith signed the band to Steeltown and began recording the band after school days in November 1967. His instinct was to use his usual Gary studio, but he had a feeling about the sessions, so he relocated to a more accomplished one on West Sixty-Ninth Street in Chicago. Morrison Sound Studio was an enclave for African-American musicians in the heart of a white neighborhood. “Most sessions were done late—midnight till two in the morning,” recalls Jerry Mundo, a studio singer, organist, and guitarist. “A lot of cats would come in late, get blasted. We’d live on White Castle hamburgers. They’d have a bottle of gin on the floor, and an hour later they’d be gone, and the drummer would get into an argument with the bass player, and they’d get into a fistfight.” The nightly ruckus eventually cost the owner his lease, and he’d soon have to relocate the studio to a black neighborhood on the East Side.

The Jacksons, says Delroy Bridgeman, a Gary singer who worked on the sessions, were “very quiet, well-mannered kids.” It took about four hours to record a song they’d learned at One-derful and had incorporated into their club sets: “Big Boy.” They also came up with “You’ve Changed,” “We Don’t Have to Be Over 21,” and “Some Girls Want Me for Their Lover,” all written by local artists, R&B songs designed for adult listeners. Michael was an accomplished mimic, sounding as smooth as a grown-up. The sessions were long and difficult, and the boys stayed until ten or eleven nightly.

The Steeltown version of “Big Boy” was Michael Jackson’s formal introduction to the world. He comes in after thirty seconds, following drums, bass, a trebly blues-guitar riff, and backup harmonies that sound too polished to be Jackie or Jermaine. (Because they weren’t—after the Jacksons had finished recording, Keith and his colleagues decided to overdub the boys’ vocals, other than Michael, with professionals.)

“Big Boy” is like a house built out of fine materials by a not-terribly-proficient work crew. (Tito plays guitar and Jermaine plays bass, but Keith beefed up their contributions with four or five session musicians.) The song is lazy and flat, with no dynamism—until Michael comes in, effortlessly brassy, stretching out the syllables to the first words: “faaaaairy-taaaaaalessssssss.” The single, with its flip side, “You’ve Changed,” came out on January 31, 1968. The Jacksons couldn’t believe they finally had a record.

Back then, South Side blues label Chess Records owned an AM radio station whose call letters, WVON, stood for “Voice of the Negro.” At a puny one thousand watts, the mostly R&B station became a trusted news source for the growing civil rights movement. (In 1968, when Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated, the Rev. Jesse Jackson made his first phone call to King’s wife. His second call went to WVON.) The station also had a stable of regionally famous DJs known as the Good Guys, who developed a reputation for breaking the best singles. “If you got a hit on WVON—literally, this is not ego—it spread across the country,” recalls Lucky Cordell, a retired DJ and manager at the station who still lives in Chicago. WVON put “Big Boy” on the air, and within a month the record went into regular rotation. On March 5, 1968, hallowed Atlantic Records, which had introduced Ray Charles and Aretha Franklin to the world, struck a deal with Steeltown to distribute the single nationwide. “I honestly heard something that I felt was the beginning of something big,” Cordell says.

*  *  *

In 1967, while the Jacksons were driving around Gary and Chicago, winning talent shows, Ronnie Rancifer was playing blues and touring at clubs. His band, Little Johnny and the Untouchables, had a floor show—a revue—including snake dancers. One weekend on the road in Alabama, the snake got loose and Rancifer was so freaked out he threatened to jump out the window while speeding down the highway. The band stopped, secured the boa, and resumed.

Rancifer lived in Hammond, Indiana, a mostly white, working-class neighborhood outside Gary. Joe Jackson knew his mother from when the Rancifers and the Jacksons had lived near each other in nearby East Chicago. One day, on a tip from a worker at a music shop in Hammond, Joe called Ronnie’s mom. Then he dropped by the Rancifers’ house, and the next thing Ronnie knew, he was in the Jackson 5.

The best way to gain national stardom as an African-American musician in those days was to perform at a network of clubs and theaters known as the chitlin circuit—Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald, Nat King Cole, Count Basie, James Brown, Sam Cooke, and the Temptations were among its alumni. Every big city had a theater on the circuit—the Uptown in Philadelphia, the Howard in Washington, DC, the Fox in Detroit, and, of course, the Regal in Chicago. Built in 1927 on the South Side, the 3,500-seat Regal was at first a segregated movie house, but it supplemented the pictures with performances by Armstrong, Cab Calloway, Lena Horne, and others. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, flanked by silk drapes and floors of Italian marble. Ushers wore full-length capes to lead customers to their seats.

The Jackson 5 were not new to this circuit—they’d already won an amateur talent show at the Regal—but after “Big Boy,” they began to land regular slots alongside established performers from James Brown to Etta James to Jackie Wilson. “You’d go in there, you’d do three or four shows a night, come back to the hotel, and be ready to do it again the next night,” Rancifer says. “You know what a musician’s steak is? A musician’s steak is crackers and cheese. Crackers and cheese in a van. And potato chips.” Although the Jackson 5 were rivals to the Five Stairsteps, another family band on the circuit, Stairsteps singer Clarence Burke remembers befriending the Jackson boys, particularly Jackie, who at sixteen was around his age. Outside one of the theaters was a basketball hoop, and the two teenagers used to shoot around until Michael came out. Burke tried to put Michael on his shoulders to help him with the shots, but Michael, like any nine-year-old younger brother, insisted on doing it himself—endlessly.

Joe, the Jacksons’ driver Jack Richardson, and sometimes Rancifer took the wheel on the road trips. The boys listened to music in the back and tried to out-jive each other. By far, the champion trash-talker was Michael Jackson. “Michael was a very watchful guy. Whatever weak spot on you he saw, he could blow that up and throw it back at you. Say if your socks smelled bad. Then he would get on you about your socks,” Rancifer recalls. “If you came around and you had some eyeglasses on that looked real funny, he’d say, ‘Oh, God, you got microscopes on!’ ”

The Apollo Theater, on 125th Street in Harlem, had a distinctive kind of legend. It was in a lively part of town, the street corners jammed with moaning brakes and honking horns, storefronts packed with jukeboxes blaring Ray Charles and Dionne Warwick, and people yelling from shoe-shine parlors, restaurants, and appliance stores. Underneath the Apollo’s purple vertical neon sign, stars such as Sammy Davis Jr. and Jackie Robinson could be spotted chatting with box-office staff and managers about securing front-row seats.

The Jacksons had killed at the Apollo in 1968, winning the Superdog talent contest, and had been gathering strength and skills on the circuit, but the Stairsteps were the hotter group. They had a two-year-old singer, Cubie. They did not, however, have Michael Jackson, who was absorbing technical information from superior singers and dancers at an alarmingly fast rate. “I carefully watched all the stars because I wanted to learn as much as I could,” he would say. “I’d stare at their feet, the way they held their arms, the way they gripped a microphone, trying to decipher what they were doing and why they were doing it.” He was always looking for mentors. Feeling isolated from his brothers, who were older and able to wander the streets, and not being able to connect with his father, Michael spent most of his time in those days standing behind dusty stage curtains. Headlining a different night at the Apollo in May 1968, blues singer Etta James said Michael freaked her out by watching her set so intently. She told him to scat, and he ran away, wide-eyed, but returned ten minutes later to the same spot. Later, Joe made Michael apologize, and the gruff, hard-living diva was so charmed by Michael’s sincerity that she wound up giving him advice while he sat on her lap. “I don’t remember what I told him,” she said, “but I remember thinking, as he was leaving, ‘Now there’s a boy who wants to learn from the best, so one day he’s gonna be the best.’ ”

It wasn’t only Michael Jackson who was learning from the best. Every chitlin circuit band was stealing from other acts in those days. Motown’s Temptations actually derived the famous Temptation Walk (“. . . put your right foot down, start walking all around”) from a doo-wop group called the Vibrations. Best known for “Peanut Butter” and “The Watusi,” the Vibrations did fast steps and splits and ran and jumped in the aisles. Carl Fisher, the Vibrations’ front man, occasionally noticed the Tempts’ Paul Williams watching intently from backstage. Not long after that, Williams’s band would be onstage doing one of the same steps. Trained by television, mentored by Chicago studio pros, exposed firsthand to Jackie Wilson and the Temptations, Michael used these chitlin circuit stages as a master dance class.

“Everybody was ranting and raving about how great the Five Stairsteps were,” recalls Teddy Young, drummer in R&B star Joe Simon’s band, which headlined one night with the Jacksons and the Stairsteps. “So the Jacksons came on. Nobody knew who they were. They did their set the first night. The second night. Then Michael kept asking: ‘How’d Jackie Wilson do that dance, and that quick turn he do?’ He kept asking, kept asking. Joe Simon is not known for dancing, but Joe actually showed him, while we were rehearsing, before showtime, how to pivot that little turn.” By the end of those Apollo dates, Michael was fluent in both James Brown and Jackie Wilson. “Right there, at the Apollo, Michael and the Jackson 5 took the torch from the Five Stairsteps,” Young recalls.

Word spread about the Jackson 5. Motown star Gladys Knight, leader of the Pips, happened to catch the group at a Regal performance in Chicago. Like everybody, she was transfixed, especially by Michael and his steadily growing collection of super-smooth dance moves. She invited a few Motown executives to catch one of the band’s shows. They communicated their enthusiasm back to the company’s president, Berry Gordy Jr.

In July 1968, backstage before a show at the Regal, Joseph Jackson was nowhere to be found. The Jackson 5 were about to open for Motown act Bobby Taylor and the Vancouvers, famous for a rock-and-soul hit about interracial dating, “Does Your Mama Know about Me,” and Michael’s older brothers were hungry. They wanted to grab dinner out, in Chicago, for the hour they had left before returning to their dressing rooms to prepare for the evening show. Vancouvers’ guitarist Eddie Patterson and keyboardist Robbie King were chilling in the green room, which contained bunks, a coffee machine, and a little rehearsal area with some mirrors. They agreed to keep an eye on the younger Jackson boys, Michael and Marlon.

Patterson and King sat around and read magazines while Michael queued up funky tunes on an old record player, practicing his steps in front of the mirror. Michael didn’t say much, and Patterson wasn’t especially interested in conversing with a ten-year-old.

Later that night, Patterson found himself in the audience, watching the singer he’d just babysat. “Michael was like a little magic kid on a top, just bopping and singing and smiling and dancing,” he says. “In his last days, he was awesome. But when he was a kid, he was defying gravity.” Like Gladys Knight before him, the Vancouvers’ front man, Bobby Taylor, spread the word to Berry Gordy Jr. at Motown.

This time, Gordy listened intently.



I. Reynaud Jones would forever brand himself an enemy of the Jackson family when he, with two other people, sued Michael Jackson in 1993 for copying songs without permission that they’d written and sent to him. Reynaud’s side lost. However, he says everything’s okay with the family, to the point that his old friend Tito Jackson gave him the famous guitar that once belonged to Joe, before a recent concert in Indiana. Several credible sources, including Ronnie Rancifer, Gordon Keith, and Shirley Cartman (in her book), acknowledge Jones was instrumental in the Jackson 5’s early development. In his book, Jermaine said Jones “played bass on a couple of occasions,” and Michael would say in court that Jones came over on a couple of occasions for “hello—goodbye.”

II. Gault, who rarely does interviews, says he prefers to be remembered not as a footnote in the Jacksons’ biography but as a member of the Seventh-day Adventist Church.

III. Jessye Williams, who fixed windows for the Gary Community School Corp., gave me a new perspective on the famous detail that crowds threw dollars and coins and Michael picked up the money while singing. Williams, a neighbor in a rock-and-soul band called the Tempos who regularly shared bills with the Jackson 5, recalls: “When they would finish the song, I’d go throw five bucks, and then everybody would follow suit in the audience.” I have no reason not to believe Williams, who died in August 2014, other than people have a tendency to write themselves into Michael Jackson’s history.



CHAPTER 2



The Snakepit was a messy room. Microphones hung from the ceiling. Cables were spread everywhere. A set of drums was in one corner, a grand piano in the other. There was a worn spot on the floor near the mixing board where producers had tapped their feet for a decade. But when the Jackson 5 showed up at Hitsville in Detroit, they didn’t care about the housecleaning. They could feel the presence of the singers who’d come before them—Marvin Gaye, the Supremes, Smokey Robinson, the Temptations, the Four Tops. The Jacksons had shown up to cut vocals for their first songs for Motown Records. The Funk Brothers, the label’s famed house band, had already laid down the instrumental tracks, and like any discerning singer, Michael Jackson—at ten years old—was self-critical. He didn’t like the way he sounded on a few lines, and he wanted to overdub some things onto the tape over an extra hour or two. “He wouldn’t let himself get away with anything unless it was right,” recalls one of the freelance Motown engineers, Ed Wolfrum.

But Michael’s perfectionism was too much for his father. The Jacksons had to pay expenses for every recording session. “Michael, this is advanced against royalties!” Joe hollered as he hit him. “This is costing us a fortune!” Wolfrum had worked with difficult artists, but he had never seen anything like this. He and his fellow engineers intervened. “If you’re going to deal with it like that,” they told Joe, “then we’re stopping the session until you cool down.” Wolfrum happened to be studying for the priesthood at the time. “I certainly morally couldn’t leave it alone,” he recalls, years later. “It really struck me.” Bobby Taylor of the Vancouvers, the producer, knew what to do in situations like these. “I wouldn’t let Joe Jackson interfere,” he said. “I once pulled a gun on him in the studio and told him not to come back while we were working.”

*  *  *

The Jacksons told reporters Diana Ross discovered them and brought them to Motown—their debut album was called Diana Ross Presents the Jackson 5. Over more than four decades, Bobby Taylor has meticulously corrected the record. Upon spotting the Jackson 5 at the Regal Theatre in Chicago, Taylor called Motown executive Ralph Seltzer. Seltzer had reservations. Stevie Wonder, who’d begun his Motown career at age twelve in 1962, was a once-in-a-lifetime talent, but issues with child-labor laws and chaperones had been almost too much. “I had a reluctance to sign really young people,” recalls Seltzer, in his late eighties, by phone from a senior living center in Grants Pass, Oregon. “I felt that I’d rather sign a twenty-two-year-old adult who lives around the corner from our studios and was in high school or Wayne [State] University or whatever. This was five minors—with a father who supervised their career and had to be dealt with.”

Seltzer trusted Bobby Taylor, but he needed another opinion. He turned to Suzanne Celeste de Passe. At just twenty-one, she was a rising creative executive at Motown and a confidant of Berry Gordy Jr., the label’s founder; in 1968, she listened to the Jackson 5, dubbed them “terrific,” and recommended Motown sign them. Gordy responded obstinately. “I don’t want kid acts! Do you know how much trouble Stevie Wonder is?” De Passe snapped back: “Oh, no you don’t. Not if they’re great.”

Days later, Gordy, de Passe, and a few others were in an eighth-floor office.I Dick Scott, Gordy’s assistant, had set up a new video camera, a piece of technology rare for 1968. The footage Scott made of the Jackson boys was grainy and black-and-white and eventually leaked to the public. In the foreground, a short-haired ten-year-old Michael Jackson, wearing long pants and a tight long-sleeved shirt, claps his hands and glides from side to side, keeping his upper body still while moving his legs in perfect rhythm, like a tap dancer, to James Brown’s “I Got the Feeling.” In the background, his brothers provide the music—Tito on guitar, Jermaine on bass, Jackie on tambourine, and Johnny Jackson steady as usual on the drum kit. In the video, the brothers’ heads are out of the frame, so you can see only their long, skinny legs stepping in well-rehearsed choreography. Only Marlon, because he’s almost as short as Michael, appears in full, albeit briefly. Toward the end, Michael spins with fantastical grace, drops to his knees like Jackie Wilson, snaps back up, grabs his belt, then goes into a long, James Brown–style side-stepping routine.

Gordy recalls giving a brief congratulatory speech at the audition, after they’d finished the Temptations’ “Ain’t Too Proud to Beg” and “I Wish It Would Rain” and Michael’s road-tested version of “Tobacco Road.” But the boys were confused. “Uh, Mr. Gordy, does that mean you’re gonna sign us?” Jermaine asked. “Yes, yes, it does,” Gordy said. They cheered.

*  *  *

There were contracts. Seltzer, the label’s legal specialist, met for nearly two hours with Joe Jackson at Motown’s Detroit offices on July 26, 1968. After haggling over the number of years the band would be signed to the label, Joseph signed. He didn’t read the contracts. He didn’t have a lawyer. He let Seltzer explain everything. Joe wanted a one-year deal. Motown wanted seven years. Seltzer made a show of granting Joe his wish. It was a mirage. Joe didn’t realize the contract forbade the Jacksons from recording for another label for seven years. This type of subterfuge was the way record executives did business in those days, especially with poor and desperate artists who couldn’t afford to hire their own attorneys. And Joe wasn’t far removed from Gary’s steel-mill hell. He saw to it that all the boys signed, too.

Seltzer credited Jackson 5’s father on one level. “Most of our artists, we supervised and managed completely, and Joe Jackson, with very good reason, didn’t feel he wanted some strangers he’d never met before to walk in and have one hundred percent say about everything,” he recalls. He also believed Joe was a rube: “I didn’t have gigantic respect for him. Because I thought he thought he knew a lot more about the music business than he actually did.”

Bobby Taylor hounded Gordy to let him take over the Jacksons’ career. Gordy agreed. Taylor succumbed to the irresistible novelty of Michael Jackson—he could sing like an adult, so Taylor connected the band with adult songs, such as Smokey Robinson’s simmering blues “Who’s Lovin’ You” and Ray Charles’s ballad “A Fool for You,” as well as a slow burner from their Steeltown Records days, “You’ve Changed,” and Sly and the Family Stone’s funky hit “Stand!,” which would be something of a blueprint for the Jackson 5’s Motown career.

The Jacksons spent weekdays attending school in Gary, then drove the laborious four or five hours to Detroit during weekends and summers, plopping mattresses and sleeping bags onto the floor of Taylor’s small apartment. He taught the group how to properly use microphones and not to worry about “projecting” over built-in amplification.

Taylor cut fifteen tracks in all, and when the Jacksons finally joined him in the studio to sing, the revelation was Michael’s voice. He could embody the blues just as Ray Charles did, and he had an extra gear that none of his brothers had, an inspired brightness that could overwhelm a song, like when he shouted “I love you!” in the background of the Philly soul classic “Can You Remember.” “He got it,” Taylor said. “I didn’t have to explain, didn’t have to analyze. I went in and sang it for him, then got out the way while Michael tore it up. When he got through, there were tears in my eyes.”

Contractual issues—mostly thanks to Steeltown, which insisted on waiting for the Jacksons’ original agreement to expire—prevented the band from putting out Motown singles until 1969. While they waited, they continued performing, at the Apollo in New York, the Twenty Grand Club in Detroit, and familiar Chicago hot spots such as Guys and Gals and the High Chaparral. To add to all this work, Gordy paraded the Jacksons around Motown. Back then, he lived in a million-dollar mansion on Boston Boulevard in Detroit and brought in the Jackson 5 for a charity event. On this night, Motown stars Smokey Robinson, the Temptations, the Four Tops, and Diana Ross were like kings and queens in Gordy’s royal court. And then there was ten-year-old Michael Jackson. “How in the world—’cause this little boy, and he was a kid—be so talented? That’s what everybody went away talking about,” singer Brenda Holloway said. It was at this party that Michael, wide-eyed, met Ross for the first time. Michael reacted with typical subtlety: “DIANA ROSS!” he shouted to his brothers. “I’VE JUST SEEN DIANA ROSS!” Jackie, the oldest, the leader, got them to concentrate. “We was quite nervous,” Tito acknowledged.

*  *  *

When Motown signed the Jackson 5, the small record label had been tied to Detroit as intimately as the Ford Motor Company or Al Kaline of the Tigers. It was in Detroit that Berry Gordy had started out as a boxer. He wasn’t bad, but he had an epiphany upon seeing boxing and big-band handbills plastered on the same wall: the twenty-three-year-old boxers looked like they were fifty, while the fifty-year-old bandleaders looked like they were twenty-three. Joseph Jackson had been a failed boxer, too, but while he channeled his ambitions into fiercely driving his sons, Berry channeled his into building a factory-style assembly line in Detroit for hit records.

Motown songs, according to Gordy, had to be short, catchy, and fun. They had to avoid politics, even when race riots were threatening to destroy Detroit (although, beyond his control, songs like Martha Reeves and the Vandellas’ “Dancing in the Street” became unofficial civil rights anthems). With Gordy’s hands-on guidance at all levels, from songwriting to quality control to charm school, the company released immortal sixties hits such as “Baby Love,” “Ain’t Too Proud to Beg,” and “I Heard It through the Grapevine.”

By the time the Jackson 5 signed with Motown in 1968, Gordy and Motown were going through a transition. The Supremes (who hated each other) and the Temptations (whose front men had drug problems and hated each other) were not the reliable superstars they had been for much of the sixties. The company’s famous songwriting team, brothers Eddie and Brian Holland and Lamont Dozier, had left the company, then sued Gordy over money. Stevie Wonder and Marvin Gaye were beginning to envision a world beyond two-and-a-half-minute singles, plotting albums that would change music for decades. And, fairly or not, Gordy didn’t see much of a future on Motown’s bench, as stars such as Martha Reeves and the Vandellas, the Contours, and Jr. Walker and the All Stars represented the previous decade rather than the new one. He knew the real clout was in Hollywood. He bought his first Los Angeles home in fall 1968 and began to contemplate a company-wide move. The idea was to make movies with his muse, Diana Ross, but first he needed to consolidate his base. For this, he required fresh music stars who’d play by his rules, stars who would roll off a new Motown assembly line that was strict and streamlined even by Gordy’s standards. Gordy saw in the Jackson 5 a new franchise player, crucial to Motown’s LA future. A group he could fully control.

The new Motown sound, based in LA, would have hints of Motown’s familiar “Sound of Young America”—catchy, sophisticated pop melodies set to a steel-beam rhythmic mixture of jazz, R&B, and gospel music. But it would be more scripted, less improvisational, and fully dictated by Gordy and his producers—which is to say, less vulnerable to mutiny by self-determined studio musicians such as the Funk Brothers, Motown’s storied in-house backup band throughout the sixties. “Their music was not the R&B that we were typically known for,” Martha Reeves says. “When we recorded with the Funk Brothers, the Funks initiated the sound. Jackson 5 were closer to disco than to R&B.”

“They thought the West Coast was going to generate a new sound that would perpetuate the company and make it go on and on,” adds Clay McMurray, a longtime Motown arranger and quality-control staffer who worked as a Jackson 5 songwriter and producer. “It just worked in the reverse, with the exception of Thelma Houston and Brenda Holloway and the Jacksons. They just never came close to what we did here in Detroit.”

Made in Detroit, Bobby Taylor’s Jackson 5 recordings were not hits. Gordy could tell that right away. Taylor had to go. “Berry was very, very direct about his instructions,” Motown arranger Paul Riser recalls. “He would say, ‘I need hits. I don’t want anything else.’ ” In Taylor’s place, Gordy installed a team of songwriters—Fonze Mizell, Freddie Perren, and Deke Richards, the latter of whom had just helped write Diana Ross and the Supremes’ megahit “Love Child.” The trio created an instrumental called “I Wanna Be Free.” They assembled all-star Hollywood musicians at the Sound Factory and other studios. These were hired hands, Los Angeles session players paid handsomely (about $105 per session, or double union scale) to record exclusively for Motown. Some, including guitarists David T. Walker and Louie Shelton, were given the freedom to improvise within the context of an established instrumental, while others were on hand for their ability to efficiently read sheet music and play the notes flawlessly. They were not, however, the Funk Brothers, and they knew it. “The Funk Brothers were all jazz musicians who played at night and came to the studio in the daytime. The piano parts were so outrageous and so loose. Genius,” says Don Peake, one of the LA session guitarists who would play on numerous Jackson 5 recordings as well as other Motown hits. “On the West Coast, we were a little straighter.”

Hype had been building for the Jackson 5 throughout 1969 as the group steadily played gigs. They performed at the Daisy, a posh club in Beverly Hills, with the help of Motown’s publicity machine. Diana Ross introduced the band she’d “discovered.” “All we needed was a hit,” Tom Noonan, the late Motown executive, would say. By August 1969, Gordy sent for Joe and the Jackson boys, including keyboardist Ronnie Rancifer and drummer Johnny Jackson, to join him in LA.

Richards, Mizell, and Perren were thinking Gladys Knight when they assembled their musicians to cut “I Wanna Be Free.” The song begins with a piano glissando by moonlighting Jazz Crusader Joe Sample, and every instrument carries its own sing-along hook, from fellow Crusader Wilton Felder’s loping, simplistic bass lines to the siren quality of the guitar to the string section (recorded at a different studio) to the omnipresent hand claps.

Satisfied, Richards, Mizell, and Perren booked a flight at the airport, “I Wanna Be Free” tapes in hand, so they could meet Knight in the studio to lay down the vocals. Gordy paged them before they could board. “Don’t get on the plane,” the boss told Richards. “Come straight to my house.” Surprised, they obeyed.

Gordy asked them to rewrite the song to be more teen-pop Frankie Lymon and less Ray Charles, and give it to the Jackson 5. “Direct it towards kids, so they can identify with it,” he told his new writers. Thus did “I Wanna Be Free” morph into “I Want You Back.”

Michael could sing the hell out of a blues song, but as critic Nelson George has observed, Motown’s immaculate decision was to make the Jackson 5 sound like themselves. Like kids. The LA musicians’ more controlled approach fit the Jacksons, who had experience from Joe’s relentless home rehearsals and the chitlin circuit, but they needed rules. “The writers were different on the West Coast. The energy was a little different,” recalls arranger Paul Riser. “The Jackson 5 were kind of a mechanical group—very, very regimented. The songs are very lockstep. It wasn’t as soulful as we did it in Detroit.”

Deke Richards recognized the Jackson 5’s vocal versatility immediately, and played to each singer’s strengths—with Michael being the central, unifying voice. On “I Want You Back,” he establishes himself as a superstar the moment he comes in with “Oh-oh-oh-oh, lemme tell ya now.” Jermaine’s yearning style is a great foil, especially in the dueling “baby!” bursts at the end. Jermaine was useful to Richards. They sang in the same register, allowing Jermaine to pick up Richards’s vocal parts and communicate them easily to the rest of the group. The Jacksons worked long hours on vocals. Due to time and labor, the session for “I Want You Back” cost $10,000, which was $7,000 more than Motown had ever spent on any single. They often were in the studio ten to twelve hours a day, five to seven days a week. “I had to stop it,” Richards recalls. “They brought in the labor force and it seemed like it was Nurse Ratched that came in with her crochet needles and sat there in the corner and the kids came in and sang for a certain point and they got their ten-minute breaks and they had to leave at a certain time for their schooling.” Actually, it was Rose Fine, a tutor and welfare worker, who formed a lifelong bond with Michael. He would later praise Fine as “more than a tutor” and credit her for providing soothing and tenderness when his father, Joe, was incapable of doing so. The sessions became so strict that Richards, who had a habit of listening to playbacks with his eyes closed, once looked up at 3:02 P.M. and found the room was empty.

Joe stayed away, for the most part. Richards kept a sign near the studio phone that said CALL PAPA JOE, and whenever the boys became too wiggly, he merely pointed to it. He never called. Thanks to Jackie’s stern hand as the older brother, the boys’ mischief rarely went out of control, even when Marlon and Michael couldn’t seem to stop poking and hitting each other, Three Stooges style. “When you’ve got one [song] you have to do over and over again, the monotony brings out the little one-liners and the joking around and silly stuff,” Richards says. “They have no idea how close you are to capturing the last part of it. You’ve found the one spot that you need so badly, and they’ve picked [that] particular time to go [into] their Disneyland joke arena. It’s like, ‘Jesus! No, not now!’ But you have to be careful. You couldn’t talk to them too rough, because then you’re going to turn around and the kids are going to rebel—and they get enough of telling them what to do from their dad.”

Motown in Los Angeles, from the company’s offices near Sunset and Vine in Hollywood to its various studios, including one across the street from a huge park on Romaine Street, became a sanctuary for Michael Jackson. He could, for the most part, escape his father. And inside Motown, the Jackson 5 didn’t have to flee from screaming fans or worry about image. “They just felt comfortable away from the public,” recalls Russ Terrana, Motown’s chief recording engineer. “They could be kids again.” But Motown was not a true sanctuary—even top artists complained of exploitation. The Jackson 5 received a minuscule two cents for every album they sold. That was not far from the same low rate that established Motown stars such as Marvin Gaye and the Supremes received—6 percent of 90 percent of the wholesale cost of an album for every sale, only it was divided five ways among the Jackson brothers. “Just about everyone got ripped off at Motown,” said Clarence Paul, the late songwriter and producer. “Tunes were stolen all the time, and often credit wasn’t properly arranged.” In person Berry Gordy seemed like a benevolent father figure, but as fond as he was of Michael, the singer was just another racehorse in his stable.

*  *  *

Back home in Gary, life was getting worse. Richard Hatcher had become a national phenomenon as the first African-American mayor of a major US city, but his aggressive social programs such as Operation Crime Alert and Operation Safe Gary were no match for the decline of the steel mills and white flight. In 1968, the city’s crime rate increased by 11 percent. One day, Tito Jackson walked home from school and a kid held him at gunpoint, demanding lunch money. Another time, two rival gangs approached each other at Twenty-Third Avenue and Jackson Street, West Side Story style, rumbling as Katherine frantically locked the doors and windows. Joseph once had to yell, “Everyone down!” as a gang fight escalated to the point of gunfire. Jermaine, Tito, Janet, and Marlon would defend their father’s violence as necessary discipline to prevent the boys from falling into dangerous lives. “Joseph did rule with an iron fist, but that wasn’t abnormal in the neighborhood,” Marlon said. “As I got older, I understood why he did certain things.” How this translates into Joe Jackson smacking his son within the confines of a recording studio is unclear.

Joe, Tito, Ronnie, and Johnny arrived in Los Angeles via Dodge Maxivan, which replaced Joseph’s old Volkswagen van. Michael, Marlon, Jackie, and Jermaine flew out later at Motown’s expense. The brothers shared rooms at the Tropicana, a not-exactly-high-class motel on Santa Monica Boulevard. Joseph would attempt to upgrade their homes during their time in Los Angeles, moving them to the Hollywood Motel (“which was nothing special either,” Joe said), then a house at 1601 Queens Road. At first the older boys, Jackie and Tito, attended Fairfax High School, while Michael went to Gardner Street Elementary School. Girls started to come around, such as Susan and Sherry, fifteen-year-old twin sisters who met the boys a week before “I Want You Back” came out in October 1969.

“We’re from Gary, Indiana. We’re part of the Jackson 5,” they told the girls.

“Jackson who?” they said.

“And then: boom,” Susan recalls.

The boys sent for the rest of the family. They went to the beach. Michael became obsessed with the Hippodrome carousel on Santa Monica Pier. They drove around looking for a vantage point to see the Hollywood sign. They drove to San Francisco and back. Michael developed a love for Disneyland. Between cannonballs into the Tropicana’s outdoor pool, they were regular visitors at Gordy’s wooden, ranch-style home in the Hollywood Hills. Sometimes they lived with him. They spent hours in Diana Ross’s nearby home—“all white and bright, with sumptuous cushions, billowing curtains and shag-pile carpets that we would do our best to ruin,” Jermaine said. Although many accounts, including several from Michael himself, insisted he lived with Ross for lengthy periods during this time, Jermaine declared such claims to be Motown hype: “That’s not to say we didn’t spend good times there. Diana taught me to swim, coaching me in her pool, holding me afloat as I held on to the sides and kicked my legs while Michael and Marlon played ball in the deep end.”

Motown’s plan to turn the Jacksons into kids singing like kids for kids worked. Although “I Want You Back” hit the pop charts at just No. 90 during the week it came out, within ten weeks, in January 1970, it built to No. 1. That was enough to inspire a full-fledged Motown marketing campaign. Tours were planned. Costumes were designed. The short hair Michael and his brothers displayed in that grainy audition video turned into Afros so huge that you had to wonder how Jackie managed to get through doorways. As for the Jackson 5’s biggest star, Harvard scholar Henry Louis Gates Jr. explained: “People responded viscerally to Michael Jackson’s beauty.” Their first national appearance was on The Hollywood Palace, a variety show that ABC hastily added to its schedule after a show featuring Jerry Lewis had tanked. “Every host was a giant star—Joan Crawford, Bette Davis, Milton Berle, Sinatra,” recalls William O. Harbach, one of the Hollywood Palace producers. “The Jacksons were darling, and they were cute looking, and Michael was nine or ten.”

As Jacksonmania began to spark on television, the songwriting group Gordy called the Corporation was thinking about the follow-up to “I Want You Back.” The song that kept sticking in Deke Richards’s head was “1-2-3,” an up-tempo, nursery-rhyming soul hit by Philadelphia singer Len Barry. Richards had the LA studio musicians cut the music, and his working title was “ABC.” Gordy didn’t like it. He wanted to change the title and lyric to “1-2-3.” They argued about letters and numbers for days. Finally, Richards cut another version according to Gordy’s specifications and gave Gordy the impression that he’d erased the old one completely. Gordy heard it and realized immediately he’d made a terrible mistake. Richards let Gordy sweat, then told him he’d actually saved a copy of the original. The Motown boss laughed. Richards didn’t feel too bad borrowing from Len Barry. Really, the original “1-2-3” had been an obvious Motown rip-off in the first place.

Richards and the Corporation were desperate for hits and scavenged inspiration from everywhere. Richards knew he wanted to do a Sly Stone–style “bum-ba-bum-bum” breakdown during “ABC,” and he planned to have Michael shout something lively at that point. He had no idea what that would be. Finally, the group was laying down vocals in the studio. It was crunch time. Richards flashed back to his days of playing LA clubs as a rock-and-soul singer and guitarist, to funny costumes and slathered hairspray. On the last day of a gig, he’d vowed to jump off the four-foot stage in dramatic fashion. It was hot, he was sweating, the hairspray was dripping into his eyes, and he couldn’t see. But he jumped anyway . . . and landed in an aisle, bowling over a young woman on her way to the restroom. “I wiped my eyes real clear so I could see her, and I sang especially to her,” Richards recalls. “I said, ‘Sit down, girl! I think I love you! No—get up girl! Show me what you can do!’ And we did a little dancing.” It was gobbledygook in most contexts, but somehow it made perfectly charming sense when Michael Jackson made the same declaration on “ABC.”

Motown’s musicians and producers would record 469 Jackson 5 tracks, although the boys sang on only some of them. They did a version of Lulu’s hit “To Sir with Love” and the Supremes’ “I Hear a Symphony,” and Michael sang a solo cover of a later Supremes track called “Love It Came to Me This Time.” The vaults filled up with live tracks (like a version of Sly Stone’s “Thank You [Falettinme Be Mice Elf Agin]”) and elaborate instrumentals. At first, Motown was stingy about releasing them—by 1974, only 174, or 37 percent, had appeared in record stores—but many have dribbled out over the years, most recently on 2012’s thirty-two-song Come and Get It: The Rare Pearls. The group’s first album, Diana Ross Presents the Jackson 5, released in late 1969, packaged “I Want You Back” with some of the blues and R&B material Bobby Taylor had cut early on.

The ABC album, five months later, took the same approach, packing filler around the smash title track as well as the band’s third hit, “The Love You Save.” Jermaine and Michael trade verses in their complementary timbres as wah-wah guitar, strings, and bass lines operate beautifully at rhythmic cross-purposes. Plus, as with “ABC,” there’s an alphabet lesson: “S is for ‘Save it!’ T is for ‘Take it slow!’ O is for ‘Oh, no!’ P is for ‘Please, don’t go!’ ”

The Jacksons didn’t get it at first (although, obviously, they would come around): “God, Deke, that’s some real jive stuff,” they told Richards.

Gordy’s opinion mattered more. “Who came up with this stuff?” he said. “It’s genius.”

The Jacksons were beginning to find a home on television—they’d performed a pivotal December 14, 1969, performance on The Ed Sullivan Show, which had transformed the Beatles and Elvis Presley from singers into legends. Suzanne de Passe was responsible for the absurdly clashing, psychedelic, form-fitting costumes the boys draped over their skinny frames throughout the band’s Motown career. She started relatively conservatively. On a 1970 American Bandstand appearance, most of the band wore brightly colored dress shirts with subtle floral patterns and huge collars and dark vests, while Jackie stood out at the center with a flowing, powder-blue, fringed cape. As the seventies wore on, de Passe supplemented the Jacksons’ growing Afros with over-the-top pop art. During a Los Angeles Forum performance in 1972, Marlon’s bell-bottoms were three quarters green, one quarter orange, all Day-Glo, with purple stripes at the knees, while Michael covered his bright-orange dress shirt with a black-and-white daisy-print vest. Their look was a hybrid of Parliament-Funkadelic, Black Power, and Andy Warhol, engineered somehow to appear both cuddly and timeless.

Then there was the matter of reproducing the music onstage. No Jackson ever played a note on any Motown recording—with one exception. Jackie happened by the studio during the recording of the band’s fourth single, “I’ll Be There,” and picked up a tambourine. Ironically, the Jacksons had to learn to play their own music in order to take it on the road.

De Passe and Motown’s agents secured big-time tour dates, beginning with the Philadelphia Convention Center on May 2, 1970. To the boys’ surprise, every arena they played sold out, sometimes setting attendance records—18,675 at the Forum, 18,000 at the Hollywood Bowl, 13,500 at the Cow Palace in San Francisco. Basketball star Elgin Baylor’s production company sponsored several shows, reporting gross profits of as much as $105,000 per event. After all the No. 1 singles, offers jumped from $2,000 per show to $20,000—and even $25,000, for one night at the Forum.

Motown royalty money eventually kicked in. In March 1971, Joseph and Katherine bought a $250,000 home in Encino, in the San Fernando Valley. They picked 4641 Hayvenhurst for its size—eight thousand square feet—and unusual details like a pattern of two dolphins etched into the bottom of the swimming pool. The one-story ranch house was nothing special, although its previous owner, Earle Hagen, the Emmy Award–winning composer of the whistling Andy Griffith Show theme and other TV hits, had left behind a built-in recording studio. The house was at the center of two woodsy acres, including gardens full of lemon and orange trees, a flagstone patio overlooking the garden, and a basketball court. The Jacksons slept two to a room. Tito and Jermaine handled the vacuuming and laundry; Michael, Randy, and Janet washed windows; Jackie and La Toya mopped floors and raked leaves. The family, especially Michael, accumulated a menagerie of exotic pets—birds were everywhere, from peacocks on the lawn to a yellow-and-green parrot in the study, as well as tigers, lions, ostriches, and two intimidating German shepherds called Lobo and Heavy (in addition to Johnny Jackson’s Doberman, whom the drummer mischievously named Hitler). As Johnny and Ronnie Rancifer grew older, they drifted away from the Jackson household, enjoying life on LA college campuses as well as the Sunset Strip, an emerging hangout for rockers.

It was a comfortable life, except for the snake. “I came home one night from partying in Hollywood and a freaking boa constrictor was in the bed,” Rancifer says. “I didn’t like that. The only boa constrictor in the bed is supposed to be attached to me.” Regular Motown drummer Gene Pello visited the house to give Johnny Jackson lessons on how to play a shuffle beat for Jackson 5 shows, and noticed his music stand moving around in a strange way. Michael walked in and asked, “Anybody see my boa constrictor?” Pello soon noticed the snake on his stand, slithering into and out of a hole. “I got to go home,” he meekly told the family. The lessons resumed, though, when Michael retrieved his snake.

The boys wound up at the Walton School in Panorama City, where the “liberal attitude better suited our touring requirements and we were treated as equal with everyone else,” according to Jermaine. The Walton School, built for Hollywood stars’ children, was liberal, all right. Teachers didn’t mind when, after family driver “Uncle Jack” Richardson dropped off the Jackson boys in the morning, Tito and Jermaine took off in a young female teacher’s powder-blue Chevy Malibu for Hollywood to hang out at the wax museum and the drugstore instead of attending classes. “It was like we had a groupie for a teacher,” recalls Mike Merkow, who befriended classmates Tito and Jermaine at Walton. “We loved it—are you kidding? There was no such thing as homework.” Once, playing hooky as usual, the boys spent the day exploring Hollywood and managed to lose Michael. After looking everywhere, they finally worked up enough courage to call Joseph, who blew up and alerted all the Jackson friends’ parents. Michael was quickly located at Schwab’s Pharmacy on Sunset Boulevard, eating candy and reading comic books, but the damage had been done. Everybody was grounded.

“All Michael did every single day, for years, at school, at lunchtime, was just draw and draw and draw,” Merkow says.

Walton had a football rivalry with a high school in Beverly Hills. The team secretly sneaked nonstudent Jackie Jackson into uniform as the second-half quarterback, replacing Merkow. “Even our own principal knew!” Merkow says. Jackie was a ringer—the fastest player on the field by far—and Walton ended up winning the big game. Merkow recalls those days, especially for Michael and Marlon, as happy and fun-loving, but Jermaine was sort of the family’s angry enforcer. “If you did something Jermaine didn’t like, he’d just kick your ass,” Merkow says. “When we needed some muscle, he was the first one.”

The Jacksons eased into their rich celebrity life. Katherine Jackson bought furniture and a wardrobe. Joseph bought a new van. Jackie bought an orange Datsun 240Z (which he would total near Ventura Boulevard while fumbling for gum behind the wheel and slamming into a parked car). Tito moved out to live with his new girlfriend, Dee Dee, and bought his first car, a Trans Am. Friends of the Jacksons quickly found that if you were “in,” you had access to a benevolent kingdom of riches. At one point, Merkow and his wife went to Tito’s home to find he had just bought another car. Merkow wondered aloud what Tito would do with his old, Gucci-trimmed Mercedes. “I don’t know,” Tito said, “What do you think?” “Well, I’ll take it,” Merkow suggested. Tito tossed him the keys.

But, Merkow adds, “When you had a falling-out with the Jacksons, you’re done.”

“As they got bigger and bigger and more famous, this one had to have a big house and this one had to have a bigger house and this one had to have a big car and this one had to have a bigger car and this one had to have a Rolls-Royce and this one had to have a Rolls-Royce. And this one’s wife had to have a diamond and this one’s wife had to have a bigger diamond,” recalls Susan Jackson, who married drummer Johnny.

“And,” adds her twin sister, Sherry Danchik, who often socialized at Hayvenhurst, “this one had to have two kids and this one had to have three kids.”

At Hayvenhurst, Jackie, Michael, and Marlon convened in one room to work on their dance routines. Jermaine, Tito, Rancifer, and Johnny Jackson rehearsed in another room. The Motown songs, especially hits like “I Want You Back” and “The Love You Save,” were built on complicated studio arrangements, but the Jackson 5 managed to strip them down so Tito, Jermaine, and Johnny could provide the rhythm and Ronnie could “make it fat” with his organ sound.

As the singles took off, so did the boys. They appeared on the covers of teen-dream publications such as Right On! and the more journalistic Soul (subtitle: “America’s Most Soulful Newspaper”). Fans learned Jackie liked Tom Jones and regarded Jermaine (not Michael, conspicuously) as the group’s best singer; Tito was a fan of Chicago Cub Ernie Banks; Jermaine taught himself to play the bass “mostly by fooling around with it”; and mischievous Marlon bothered Michael on a regular basis because, according to Michael, “sometimes he doesn’t know when to stop.” Michael, in one interview, spoke revealingly of gathering around the family TV set whenever a “good group” is performing. “See, it’s not copying. That’s not the point,” he said. “You’ve just got to keep up with the different steps and sounds that everyone is coming up with. It’s all part of keeping your own act together. We know a lot of groups watch us. And we’re very happy they do.”

At the end of every Jackson 5 show, teen girls by the dozens rushed the stage, to the point where the brothers had to regularly drop their instruments and run as fast as they could to waiting cars before even finishing their sets. At the Boston Garden, they had to sneak into a Pinto and hide under blankets to avoid fan detection.

It was even worse in Europe. “When we got to the venue, the kids were climbing up on the fence. The fence was very, very high . . . and they were about to break the fence down!” said Jeannie Long, a member of the Sisters Love, a Jackson 5 opening act. “Then after we got to where we were going to be staying, we went to have something to eat. And the kids—the wall of the restaurant was all glass. And it scared me so badly, because it seemed like they were going to break the wall down.” Jermaine lost tufts of hair, Michael lost a shoe, and the Jacksons at one point had to give an impromptu rooftop concert to calm a pursuing crowd. Once, Michael made the mistake of wearing a scarf. “They were pulling on both ends of the scarf—choking him,” Jermaine said, clearly scared. “He put his hand under the scarf so it wouldn’t tighten up on his neck.” It was like the Beatles’ A Hard Day’s Night, but with frightened children instead of bemused adults. Only in Japan, where the fans preferred tossing dozens of roses onto the stage rather than chasing and hair grabbing, did the boys get any peace on the road.

The Jacksons’ security man, a former Los Angeles cop named Bill Bray, turned the Commodores, another opening act, into Jacksonmania guinea pigs. He set the older band in open limos along the street near the venues. When the Jackson 5 rushed offstage, the screaming girls encountered the Commodores instead of the Jacksons. This bought crucial time for the actual Jacksons to pile into their own limos and drive away. “We got a few nicks and cuts and scratches,” recalls Walter “Clyde” Orange, the Commodores’ drummer. “But we loved it.”

The shows were rigid. All five Jacksons stood in a line—Tito with his guitar, on the left, followed by Marlon, Jackie, and Michael doing their high-step-and-hand-roll moves in the center, then Jermaine with his bass. With their bobbing haircuts, striking good looks, and psychedelic costumes, they had a collective charisma, which Michael amplified when he separated from the pack and strutted around the front of the stage, doing his slides, twirls, and lead vocals. They played all their Motown hits—“I Want You Back,” “ABC,” “The Love You Save,” and “Mama’s Pearl.” They overreached with Isaac Hayes’s “Walk On By,” which they turned into a psychedelic-rock workout featuring Tito, then segued into Stevie Wonder’s “Don’t Know Why I Love You.” Michael’s rehearsed patter, with his brothers playing straight men, was usually built around the shtick of “Isn’t it funny that I’m the lead singer and I’m really young?” “I met a girl in the sandbox,” Michael would say before “Who’s Lovin’ You.” “We toasted our love during milk break. We fell out during finger-painting.”

At the hotels, there were pillow fights and card games, and more grown-up diversions as well. “It’s just like rock ’n’ roll—there’s groupies everywhere,” Rancifer recalls. The older Jacksons, particularly budding sex symbols Jackie and Jermaine, began to indulge, sometimes in front of tiny Michael, who would say the way his brothers treated women on the road turned him off from sexual activity for years. Bored, Michael pounded on doors of his grown-up entourage, including Motown’s Weldon McDougal III. “Man,” McDougal told Michael, “why don’t you go and hang out with Jackie and them guys?” Michael said, “Hey, man, they got somebody in their room.” McDougal: “Well, how do you know?” Michael: “Because I was listening at the door for about an hour.”

When the brothers grew old enough, women threw hotel-room keys onto the stage, which the boys dodged. During one late-period Motown tour, a beautiful blond woman approached manager Samm Brown with a come-hither look. (“She’s not here for you,” Brown had to keep telling himself as he spoke with her.) She asked to be introduced to one of the Jackson boys. Brown interrupted the brother in question—he won’t name names—while he was dressing in his room. “Well, what does she look like?” this Jackson asked. “Stunning,” responded Brown. The brother instructed Brown to crack open the door so he could check her out, through a mirror on a side wall. Finally he motioned with his hands: “Come in!” Years later, Brown realized the woman had been a Playboy Playmate.

“Suffice it to say, it wasn’t Michael,” Brown recalls. “She was not there to see Michael.”

Joe Jackson’s presence as tour manager didn’t make anybody feel more comfortable. The Commodores, including front man Lionel Richie, used Traffic’s rock hit “Feelin’ Alright” as an onstage jam, until Joe, one day, inexplicably forbade the opening act from playing it. The Jackson 5 put the song in their own set the same night. Another time, at the Cow Palace in San Francisco, tour roadies “forgot” to bring the Commodores’ equipment, including their stage clothes, from the previous show in another city. Joe refused help, so the band improvised, borrowing equipment from nearby friends, forgoing boots and even pants and replacing “Feelin’ Alright” with Buddy Miles’s hot new blues anthem “Them Changes.” The impromptu fashion statement, as Orange recalls, led to rave newspaper reviews the next day. “Nobody really liked Joe Jackson,” Orange says.

*  *  *

“Stand still,” the studio men kept telling eleven-year-old Michael Jackson.

Michael Jackson couldn’t stand still.

When he sang, he danced. When he danced, he jerked his head around. When his head moved forward, he sang too close to the microphone. When his head moved backward, he sang too far from the microphone. He was knocking the vocal sound off track.

Suzee Ikeda walked into the sound booth and gently pushed Michael’s head and neck closer to the mike during the soft part, and pulled it away during the loud part. “It started out like that,” she says, “and it became a whole other thing.”

Ikeda, twenty-two, had arrived at Motown’s Los Angeles offices three years earlier, in 1967. As a girl, she had been an aspiring actress, but she became frustrated with the cattle-call auditions and geisha-girl roles the producers lined up for her. Instead, through her junior high school orchestra teacher, she wound up sitting in on professional recording sessions with Frank Sinatra, Petula Clark, and others, sometimes singing a bit herself. She worked on a Supremes Christmas album and, over time, she impressed influential in-house songwriter Brian Holland, who signed her to a solo Motown contract.
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