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PREFACE

He was the Wicked Wilson Pickett, the Midnight Mover, the Man and a Half. He was the soul man behind an incomparable series of classics that spanned the breadth of the 1960s and early 1970s: “In the Midnight Hour,” “634-5789,” “Land of 1000 Dances,” “Mustang Sally,” “Funky Broadway,” “I’m in Love,” “Engine Number 9,” and “Don’t Let the Green Grass Fool You,” to name just a few of his forty-five hits. He was impossibly handsome (“You end up loving him,” said one of the many female associates who did just that), a shamanistic stage presence whose thunderous live performances were given to repeated stage invasions by men and women of all colors, eager to bask—and dance—in his radiance. In an era graced by so many epic voices, each with their own distinct personalities, Wilson Pickett was in many considered opinions the greatest, the most visceral and sensual—and as a man who turned screaming into an art form, surely the most forceful. He served as the very embodiment of soul music.

Fifty years on, his longevity is evident. Somewhere right now, a Wilson Pickett song is playing on the radio. Somewhere right now, a band is playing a Wilson Pickett song on stage. Indeed, so ubiquitous is his music that it can be difficult to date one’s introduction to it. For my part, I believe it was at the end of 1977 when, aged thirteen, I heard British punk-mod band The Jam covering “In the Midnight Hour”—at such breakneck speed that they shaved fifty seconds off a song that was only one hundred and sixty seconds long to begin with! Similar contemporary interpretations of classic soul songs soon had me searching out the originals, and by my mid-teens, I was among the thousands of Londoners jumping around at house parties every weekend to Pickett’s immortal “Land of 1000 Dances,” a song equally dominant on the live scene at the time.

Still, while writing and researching this book I was frequently asked Why Wilson Pickett?—as if a white Englishman born the same year the twenty-three-year-old Pickett signed to Atlantic Records, a writer generally known for his coverage of rock music, would or could have no cultural connection to a black soul singer from the cotton fields of Alabama. The short answer, as confirmed by the punk originators and mod revivalists of my own youth, is that a love of American soul music runs deep through British veins, even among those who were too young to enjoy it the first time around. The longer answer includes my emigration to the United States in the late 1980s, and an ongoing immersion in a music I believe to be one of America’s most important contributions to global popular culture. That immersion has included copious reading, the collecting of box sets and scratchy old 45s alike, and making the Stax Museum of American Soul Music in Memphis a compulsory stop on our family’s cross-American road trip in 2012.

Several months after that trip, listening to Pickett’s music, it suddenly occurred to me I had never come across a biography of the man, and I sought to understand why, especially as my shelves contained so many books on his peers. Perhaps his story was simply not that interesting? Cursory research immediately indicated otherwise: his tale might lack the alluring drama of a premature death, such as befell his great influence Sam Cooke, his good friend Otis Redding, and his fellow emigrant to Detroit Marvin Gaye, but from a purely rags-to-riches perspective Pickett’s story quickly reveals itself as having all the hallmarks of great fiction, with even his cruel decline meeting some blessed redemption toward the end.

Yet it is from a more historical viewpoint that Wilson Pickett’s story proves truly remarkable, for it turns out that he was not just at the vanguard of his generation; Wilson Pickett effectively was the vanguard. Joining the Great Migration of blacks out of the rural south, he settled in Detroit as a teen in the mid-fifties, where he experienced the waning years of the Gospel Highway with the Violinaires, and witnessed the birth of Motown while in R&B vocal group the Falcons, scoring big with his prototype soul anthem “I Found a Love.” Striking out solo and moving to New York City, he hit the charts on a label run by rock ’n’ roll pioneer Lloyd Price, before embarking on a tempestuous but highly productive relationship with legendary Atlantic Records soul man Jerry Wexler. Pickett became the first Atlantic singer to record at both Stax in Memphis and Fame in Muscle Shoals, the label’s first male singer to work with Gamble and Huff at Sigma in Philadelphia. Along the way, he turned “Hey Jude” and “Sugar Sugar” into soul songs, rehabilitated an exiled Bobby Womack, and introduced Duane Allman to the world. He was the first to take the word “funk” into the charts, the first to headline a black American music package in Africa. He achieved all of this before his thirtieth birthday. Even in the manner by which he reluctantly—and embarrassingly—jumped on the disco bandwagon, he served as a weather vane for his generation of gospel-raised shouters left directionless as soul softened throughout the 1970s. His journey, I therefore came to conclude, personified nothing less than that of black American music through the second half of the twentieth century, and it is that wider context I hope to bring readers over coming pages even as I focus most closely on the life and music of Pickett himself.

It is, to be sure, a hard story at times. The “Wicked” Wilson Pickett was born into the deprivations and segregation of the Jim Crow Deep South, and this biography delves frequently, and deeply, into the painful ongoing narrative of race and racism in America. After all, for many listeners, soul music is the sound of black emancipation, and while Pickett never made color an issue in his music (much of which he recorded with white musicians), nor did he hide away from it. His brother Maxwell wrote to me, “Wilson was not only black, he was a dark skinned black man, and … I believe it probably mattered in his life.” Given the reaction of the other Falcons when bass singer Willie Schofield introduced Pickett to them as a prospective new tenor in 1960—that he was “too black”—there is little doubt that Maxwell’s observation bears merit.

Wilson Pickett demanded the best from his associates, in no small part because he knew how good he was himself. Any number of musicians told me that working with him was the highlight of their professional lives; it would be hard to overemphasize his charisma, the easy manner in which he could energize a studio, dominate a gathering of his supposed peers, and bring tears of joy and laughter to anyone in his vicinity with his quick wit, ready rap, and brilliant smile. But just as one of his long-term stage partners described him as a “quarterback,” so other musicians used the term “drill sergeant” and even “slave driver,” a man as likely to settle an argument or confirm a directive with his fists as with reason. In this readiness to aggression, he was hardly unique—it is one of the many characteristics that links him to James Brown, for example—and though it could make him difficult to get on with, I have done my level best to explain, if not excuse, such behavior.

For, as often the case with such great talent, Wilson Pickett suffered from demons. Those demons led him, belatedly, to drink and drugs, inevitably escalating his violent tendencies and eventually bringing him to prison—twice. As such, it’s surely no surprise that the expression I heard most frequently used to describe Pickett was that “he was his own worst enemy.” Unable to trust those who loved him, unwilling to take advice from those who sought to help him, he simply refused to let people in on his troubled soul. It’s no coincidence that the word applied to the music of Wilson Pickett’s generation is that which we typically use to define our emotional personalities, the part of our body that we can’t physically identify but all fully acknowledge as real. As such, the subtitle to this book—The Life & Soul of Wilson Pickett—has a deliberate double meaning.

Perhaps the most poignant summary of such a supremely talented yet ultimately conflicted personality came from one of his peers, the great, late Ben E. King, with whom Wilson shared a lengthy stint at Atlantic Records, many a concert stage, the short-lived dream of the Soul Clan, and a few insults and contretemps along the way.

“I wish the world would have known him better as a person,” the mild-mannered King told me shortly before he passed away in 2014, “because he let out the rough side of him, and there was a gentle side that I knew, that he would only give to you for a split second. But in that second, you’d learn there’s a fighter in there and there’s a person that’s likable. There was a sweet gentle person in there for that time that you could talk to him—had he not been Wicked.”

Tony Fletcher, Mount Tremper
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In the Midnight Hour


PART I

Rise 1941–1972


CHAPTER 1


It should always be remembered that soul music in all of its forms is the aesthetic property of a race of people who were brought to this country against their will and were forced to make drastic social adjustments in order to survive in a hostile environment.

Phyl Garland, The World of Soul



The two-room wooden shack in which Wilson Pickett Jr. was born, on March 18, 1941, lay tucked away on a dirt track, above a creek, behind a cemetery, on a part of the sprawling McQueen Smith lands off the meandering Washington Ferry Road, in an area of Prattville, Alabama known as Washington Hill. Even by the rural standards of the era, when Prattville contained just 2,500 people, Washington Hill was the backwoods.

The shack is long gone, as is the dirt track. The Prattville of the twenty-first century presents itself as a model of small-town values and large-scale expansion, a place “where progress and preservation go hand in hand.”1 Progress, of a sort, can be measured by seemingly ceaseless growth: the population has increased more than a dozenfold in just seventy-five years, with generic strip malls and suburban housing developments encroaching ever closer on the state capitol of Montgomery, just a few miles to the southeast. Preservation, meanwhile, at least in its standard definition, can be found in the historic buildings scattered around town, and at an Autauga County Heritage Center, where genteel volunteer ladies offer an echo of the social decorum once prevalent across the antebellum South.

Just across the road from the Heritage Center, in between the Prattville Police Department and the Prattville Creative Arts Center, close to a Heritage Park that extends briefly out to and alongside the Autauga Creek, there stands a historical marker in the name of Wilson Pickett Jr. It seems an obscure location at which to celebrate the city’s most famous musical son, its most illustrious person of color, its most instantly recognizable voice. And it was only erected in 2009, a few years after the singer passed away, following considerable lobbying from some of his siblings. As such, its obscure placement perhaps reflects the difficulties inherent in truly reconciling progress and preservation in America’s Deep South. For what goes unstated on the marker is that Wilson Pickett Jr. had little positive to say about Prattville, that his father left it behind when the younger Wilson was a boy, that his elder sisters followed as soon as they married, that Wilson did likewise before he finished his schooling, and that he pulled his mother out once he acquired the wealth to do so.

Several miles to the west, just beyond the village of Autaugaville, where Wilson attended a segregated school in the 1940s and 1950s, there stands another historical marker in the name of a Pickett. This one is for a Colonel Albert J. Pickett, Alabama’s first historian, and again, it’s what is not stated about the life of this Pickett that provides the awkward contemporary context. Arriving in 1818 to what was then known as the Alabama Territory, Albert Pickett eschewed a family call to law and politics and aspired instead to the life of a writer. He sat with the indigenous Creek tribespeople in their wigwams, and transcribed their verbal histories. This friendship did not prevent him participating as an aide-de-camp to the state’s governor in the Creek War of 1836, a conflict that concluded the tribe’s enforced ceding of land to the white settlers, and forced their expulsion to modern-day Oklahoma along the Trail of Tears.2 Similarly, in his History of Alabama, published in 1851, this early Pickett displayed an empathy for the bravery of certain “Negro” slaves in defending the early European settlers against their Indian attackers, but as a man of inherited means as well as leisure, he lived according to the era’s conventions. Upon his death in 1858, Albert Pickett owned two plantations among his five properties in the counties of Montgomery and Autauga, his holdings of 4,500 acres serviced by 162 slaves.3

Deprived of their own ancestry, American slaves were often assigned the last name of their owner, and there were nearly two hundred such Picketts (or Pickettes) listed in Autauga and Montgomery Counties in the Census of 1860.4 As Civil War broke out a year later, fully 45 percent of Alabama’s 964,000 inhabitants remained enslaved, the fourth highest figure in the nation in both physical presence and relative percentage,5 accounting for almost one-tenth of the country’s entire black population. And in Alabama, they served largely in support of a single crop: cotton.6

Wilson Pickett’s ancestors were sharecroppers as far back as any of them could recall. Theoretically, this put them a step up from the tenant farmers: sharecroppers were supplied with accommodations and the means by which to farm the land, in return for a portion of the crop; tenant farmers, in broad terms, paid rent on the land for the right to farm it, which carried greater risk.7 In reality, though, the Picketts around the dawn of the twentieth century were not far removed from their former existence as slaves.

Major Pickett and his wife Minnie—the singer’s paternal grandparents, both born in the early 1890s—resided mainly in Spring Hill, a rural black neighborhood just south and west of downtown Prattville, where a Pickett Street may have been named for the many members of the family that (still) live there, though more likely for the former historian and plantation owner.8 Major and Minnie had several children, including sons Roosevelt, Grace, and Major Jr., and Wilson, born on February 9, 1917, just as the American president of that name was leading the United States into the Great War. Minnie passed on, Major subsequently remarried, and he and his younger wife Polly had several children of their own. Almost all of them grew up working on land belonging to the McQueen Smith family.9

The maternal side of Wilson Pickett Jr.’s family came together when, in those years of considerable rural migration directly prior to the Great War, a young itinerant passing through the area on foot stopped to ask for sustenance. The man, one Shepherd Jackson, born in 1891, was taken in by a Clara Presley, born in 1893, whose husband had passed. Clara had been left with a son, Tom Daniel, to raise on her own, and had she been thinking primarily of her future security when she first welcomed Shepherd, she chose well. In addition to joining Clara on the McQueen Smith land, he worked as a freewheeling Baptist Minister, preaching in churches as far afield as Selma, to which he would journey at weekends by wagon. Greatly admired and equally feared, Shepherd was rarely seen without a Bible, which doubled up as a frequent and effective tool of admonishment for his own four children and, especially, for the children of his and Clara’s second daughter, Lena Jackson.

Shepherd and Clara made for a contrasting couple. He was a strong, big-boned man, with an equally commanding presence; Clara was petite, by all accounts attractive, with what her children recalled as “beautiful” hair, and for all that she had to work the fields, a dedicated and gentle homemaker. Their daughter Lena, born in 1918, took more from her father in terms of build, and outdid him in temper. She gave birth to the first of her dozen children, Catherine, at the age of fifteen; the father, a J. C. Woods, quickly drifted up to Birmingham and out of their lives. In 1935 Lena became pregnant by her fellow sharecropper, one Wilson Pickett, and they married. Lena gave birth to twins, of whom only Bertha survived infancy; William James (often referred to as Willie James, but more typically just as James), the first of three boys, came along in 1937.

Four years later, in that two-room shack in Washington Hill, Wilson Pickett Jr. was born. He proved so restless as a baby that his oldest sister Catherine, the most likely to watch him when Lena was unavailable, called him “Wiggly” for his slippery nature; the name “Wiggy” would stick until it was replaced in his mid-twenties, at which point he was an established singer, by “the Wicked.”

The boy was only six weeks old when his father was sentenced to a year in the penitentiary for selling moonshine whiskey, a crime not uncommon in the old dry South, where poor blacks had little recourse if caught. The old cliché states that the apple does not fall far from the tree, and Wilson Pickett Jr. would inherit his father’s tendency to drink—and eventually, like at least one of his brothers, he would tumble into full-blown alcoholism. Likewise, he adopted his mother’s temper, her quick resort to anger and even violence; he also carried many a chip on his shoulder about her hardships, for which he may have come to blame his father for getting caught and leaving them to fend alone for his first year.

By the time Wilson Jr. came along, Catherine had been out in the fields for a couple of years already, and Bertha had just about joined her. It was common to start chopping and picking cotton at the age of five or six, for as little as seventy-five cents a day. Few among their parents’ generation had progressed beyond a fourth-grade education before heeding to the call of full-time field work. Being sharecroppers, the family additionally lived where directed, so that when Wilson Sr. came out of the penitentiary and managed to resume employment, tending hogs on the McQueen Smith Farms, they moved from Washington Hill to the area around Cooters Pond, just off Highway 31 that ran on down to Montgomery. The house was shared with another family, just two rooms apiece, and the kids would have to cross the highway to run errands to the store. It was in the midst of doing so one day that a speeding car took the life of the neighbor’s girl, Maddie Pearl, and badly injured Catherine, who was relocated to live with Shepherd and Clara Jackson. Catherine would subsequently credit her grandparents with raising her—as would, to varying extents, all the children, their numbers joined in October 1943 by another daughter, Emily Jean.

Like most people of color around him, Wilson Sr. had little by way of education, but he still set his sights on escaping the sharecropping life. He took a job at the Gin Company factory (built by Prattville’s founder Daniel Pratt a century earlier, it had long served as the largest manufacturer of cotton gins in the region), just over the creek from Main Street. With it, the family moved up to a neighborhood known locally as Duncan Quarters. Ostensibly this was Prattville proper, though it was still woods enough that Wilson Sr. was able to resume his moonshine ways. “They didn’t give them but a year and a day in the penitentiary, and they’d be back doing the same thing,” observed Catherine, whose future father-in-law, also from Prattville, did similar time for exactly the same crime.

But Wilson Sr. knew well enough from past experience to keep the still’s whereabouts hidden, and he only entrusted one child with that knowledge. “Wilson was the one kept watch over the distillery while Daddy Wilson was at work,” said Catherine. Yet any bond that appeared to be now building between father and son was soon to be broken. What came to be known as the Second Wave of the Great Migration, during which fully five million blacks over a three-decade period would move from the mostly rural South to the industrial cities of the North, picked up right around the time of Wilson Jr.’s birth, prompted by the boom in the war economy. Roosevelt Pickett, Wilson Sr.’s elder brother, was at its vanguard.

The paths north tended to follow those of the former Underground Railroad that had provided an escape passage for runaway slaves, some of whom had established communities en route, if and where they had secured their freedom. Blacks from Louisiana, Texas, and Arkansas traditionally gravitated up through Kansas City and Memphis (where the more musically minded were waylaid, some for years or a lifetime) toward Minneapolis and environs, and in the Second Wave out west to Los Angeles, too. Those born in Mississippi made their way through St. Louis to Chicago, in such numbers that by the end of the 1940s they accounted for one in three black Illinois residents.10 Blacks from Florida, the Carolinas, and Georgia generally went on up the Eastern Seaboard toward Washington DC, Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York, and Boston.

The path out of Alabama, meanwhile, typically stopped by way of Louisville, Kentucky, on its way up to the factories of Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and, most desirably, Detroit. Being on the border of Canada, Detroit had established a small but socially and politically vibrant black community as the last American stop on the Underground Railroad, and with the rise of the car manufacturing industry and the businesses that had grown up around it, attracted immigrants from the South in unprecedented proportions. The city’s population increased almost fourfold between 1910 and 1940, to 1.6 million; the percentage of blacks during that period rose more dramatically, some 2,600 percent.11

Even with such growth, blacks still accounted for less than one in ten Detroiters, and were subject to all manner of discrimination at work, in school, and especially by the restricted covenants that prevented them from purchasing property beyond their existing, crowded communities. This did not prevent Detroit erupting in a race riot in 1943: a term that was accurate insofar as it described another episode in the periodic violent reaction of white people to black encroachment on their lives, although with unprecedented results, leaving thirty-four people dead, six hundred injured, and 1,800 arrested, the vast majority of them black. The ongoing tensions failed to deter Wilson Pickett Sr. from following in his brother’s footsteps as soon as Roosevelt secured a foothold: it was commonly stated that the lowliest of jobs in Detroit still paid four times that of a solid sharecropping existence on the farm down south, and that was reason enough to leave one form of second-class citizenry behind for another.

By all accounts, Wilson Sr. had no intention of deserting his children. “I never thought it was a separation,” said his oldest daughter, Bertha. “I thought he was leaving to go north and get a better job so he could see about his family better than he was.” Still, his absence was felt more keenly than when he had been jailed. Lena took ill and couldn’t work, Bertha was put off from starting school to stay home and help look after her mother and her three younger siblings, and the family found itself without the resources to get by. The sickly Lena finally got word to her own parents ten miles away, and Shepherd Jackson came to the rescue, literally, retrieving his daughter and her five younger children to rejoin Catherine on what they all referred to as the Rice Place, a wooden house on the McQueen Smith Farms, out the far side of cotton fields accessed only via a dirt road from County Road 29, a couple of miles south off the old Selma Highway.

At Rice Place, once Lena recovered, the family, young Wilson included, enjoyed a semblance of what passed for normal plantation life. The wooden house, one of four that formed a protective near-circle, had a kitchen big enough to store the meat from a slaughtered hog down at one end, a bench with room for all seven to eat at the other, and a cook stove in between. Across a platform from the kitchen stood one bedroom, with access from there to two more. The wooden floors were routinely scrubbed so clean, “you could do whatever on them,” said Catherine. There was no running water or electricity, but what you’d never had, you couldn’t miss. Besides, the pump out back was a vast improvement on the old bucket-and-well of Washington Hill.

Those children of age took to attendance at Jericho Elementary, a two-room schoolhouse further down Route 29 that doubled up as the Baptist Church. Bertha learned to cook from her grandmother, she and Catherine generally looked after the younger ones, and Shepherd engaged everyone, regardless of enthusiasm, in evening Bible study. Those who could run far enough played in the woods and the fields, and down at Dry Creek, Bertha would fish and Wilson Jr., in particular, would watch and learn.

It could be inferred that the family was finally coping without the presence of Lena’s husband. But then a letter arrived from Detroit, and with it everything changed. Roosevelt had taken Wilson Sr. under his wing at his home on Livingston Street, to the northern end of the downtown Detroit neighborhood known as Black Bottom, where the migrant population from the South had mostly settled, and where Roosevelt and his partner Alberta lived, each with offspring from previous relationships. This made it an act of great generosity that they allowed Wilson Sr., now that he had secured a job on the Dodge assembly line, to send home for his family, or at least the part of it that took up the least space. For Lena, eager to heed the call of the big city up north, that meant leaving Catherine, Bertha, and James behind with her parents at Rice Place. She packed up baby Jeannie and her youngest boy, Wilson Jr., and boarded the Greyhound bus for Detroit.


CHAPTER 2


He said, “When I leave here I’m not coming back and one day you’re all going to be buying my records.” And I said, “Yeah, sure.” But it really happened. It really did.

Otis Myers, cousin, Prattville, Alabama



Helen Walker was living on Brady Street, a block south of Livingston in Detroit’s Black Bottom, just off the black community’s famed commercial thoroughfare of Hastings Street, when she first met her future stepson. The local kids were playing in the backyards and alleyways as always, when she noticed a boy, maybe six years old, “get into it” with another, whom he hit with a stick before running down the alley and sitting himself down in her backyard. He knew, said Helen, “that the other boy wasn’t going to come up to where grown people was, to fight him.” The boy with the stick was Wilson Pickett Jr.

“His mama came out the door,” recalled Walker. “She said, ‘What’s the matter now, Wilson?’ He said ‘Nothing.’ And the other little boy was standing there on the corner of the house, peeping, waiting for him to come out. And Wilson kept looking at him, wouldn’t move.”

Wilson, Helen learned quickly enough, “was a mean little boy,” a description not intended as much as an insult, perhaps, as a note of his tough spirit. He would “never take nothing off the other kids—and if they jumped on him, he would fight.”

Helen would have expected to meet Lena Pickett and her children soon enough. She knew Roosevelt Pickett’s partner, Alberta, through church, had occasionally seen Roosevelt’s brother, Wilson Sr., who was lodging with them, and had heard that Wilson had sent for his wife and a couple of the younger kids from Alabama, the latest new arrivals from the South. Only a few years ago Helen had been one of them—marrying, at the age of sixteen, a near stranger in her hometown of Gould, Arkansas just to get out from under the feet of her grandmother and mother, only thirteen years her elder. That was in 1941, and now six years on it was evident that her husband was a ne’er-do-well, staying out all night and often all week. He was gone beyond that frequently enough that Helen had taken a job of her own to guarantee an income for when he didn’t come back at all.

It wasn’t uncommon for families to room together, but the Picketts’ accommodations at 642 Livingston were especially tight, the family living together in one of three bedrooms. When Lena became pregnant again, she returned to Prattville with Wilson and Jeannie in tow to give birth, to another boy, Hezekiah, in 1946. She then came back to Detroit to the same, now even more cramped quarters with all three of these children.1 Given Wilson Sr.’s job at Dodge, the family should have been able to afford a place of their own—and in Lena’s absence Helen Walker, proclaiming only to be helping her church friend Alberta regain her living quarters, posed as Wilson Sr.’s wife to make the rounds of available rooms.

But the landlords, Helen recalled, “didn’t want too many kids.” With new immigrants from the South arriving thick and fast, landlords could choose who they wanted, charge more or less what they liked. Complicating matters further, when Lena did return to Detroit she became pregnant again, heading back down to Prattville to give birth to Maxwell in February 1948. A couple of weeks later, Wilson Sr. took a rare trip south to see the whole family. Considerable discussion about their future concluded with the understanding that while it was impossible to raise all six of Wilson’s children in Detroit on his salary, Shepherd and Clara Jackson were no longer willing to accept full-time rearing responsibilities for anyone left behind. (Catherine, fifteen now, was setting to marry a local boy, Tommy Williams, and escape the cotton fields by moving to Louisville, Kentucky). Wilson Sr. returned to Detroit and worked through the kind of decision frequently faced by menfolk up from the South. He put his family first, quit his job at Dodge, and prepared to return home.

Then he received news that Lena was pregnant yet again. Based on the due date, the child wasn’t his, and the betrayal ruined the marriage. Whatever excuse the children in Prattville may have been given, the result was the same: “Daddy Wilson” was not coming back, and the long-term trips to Detroit for the younger kids were over. Lena and her children, under the guidance of Shepherd and Clara, moved to a new four-room cinderblock home the McQueen Smiths built for them just across the cotton fields from Rice Place. It was smaller and lacking in character, but presumably safer and sturdier, on Route 29 itself, where a bus now came by each morning to take the children to the Autauga County Training School, about ten miles down the old Selma Highway. Modernization—of a sort—was working its way through rural Alabama, and the Jackson/Pickett family’s move represented their own small part in it.

This was a major change of environment for Wilson Jr., who until this point had spent almost his entire life in Prattville or Detroit with his father, and it likely had a significant impact on the young boy. In Detroit he had lived within a self-sufficient—and segregated—black community that by necessity assembled its grocery stores, churches, nightclubs, barbershops, restaurants, funeral parlors, banks, community centers, schools, and record stores alongside each other.2 The northern city was not the Promised Land: there was too much poverty and overcrowding for that. But compared to what Wilson Jr. was coming back south to in Alabama, it must have looked like it. At the age of seven he would be living once more on the farm, where the term “neighbor” meant someone perhaps three miles away, where the local store was a five-mile round trip by foot, and where many of the other facets of the urban black lifestyle that he’d known in Detroit simply did not exist. He was now expected to work for a living: planting, chopping, and picking cotton and corn in the fields, through the hard cold of winter and the harsh heat of summer, all for the ultimate benefit of the white man.

For now, though, Prattville was home. As Bertha put it, “We was poor but didn’t know we was poor, because we always had plenty to eat.” The family, like most on the plantation, lived a largely agrarian, self-sufficient lifestyle. Shepherd and Clara raised hogs and kept two milk cows. They tended a garden out back of the “block house,” as it came to be known, where they grew white potatoes, sweet potatoes, corn, tomatoes, and peas. They produced their own meal, flour, sugar, syrup, and butter. After the harvest each year, they erected a tent to preserve the root vegetables through the winter.

Then there were the communal slaughters. “Every year a family would butcher a hog and share the meat, they would butcher a cow and share meat,” said Maxwell. “There was a lot of sharing that was going on to make sure everyone was sufficient. During the Thanksgiving season, the plantation owner would make sure that all the families would receive free turkeys, as many as they needed based on size of family.” And when nonagrarian items were required, such as shoes or tools, the family could get them on credit from the company supply store up in Prattville—the cost to be held against their income from the forthcoming crop. Compared to the sharecropping lifestyle of twenty years earlier, there simply was no comparison.

As a small boy Wilson played regularly with one of the white supervisors’ sons, Charles “Hutt” Hall—but only outside, in the country, where there were no parks with enforced segregation, and not at either family’s house. As recently as 1930, Alabama had passed a law forbidding adult blacks and whites from playing billiards or pool together, and for as long as that system endured, integrated childhood friendships on the farm were always likely to be short-lived. “For me, Catherine, James, Wilson, we didn’t think about [segregation],” said Bertha. “We only lived.”

Wilson Jr. took to hunting and fishing with boundless enthusiasm. He would head down to the swamp creeks that meandered through the woods into small ponds, and muddy the waters to bring the fish to the surface where they could be caught by hand or knocked out by pole. He used a similar method when hunting rabbits: “I couldn’t understand how they did it, but Wilson and his friends used to kill rabbits with a slingshot,” recalled Bertha. “He was doing it so much that mama decided to buy him a rifle.” Shepherd and Clara vociferously expressed their opposition, but Wilson was persistent, and as tended to be the case, he eventually got his way. Armed with a weapon more powerful and as deadly as his slingshot, his zeal for hunting grew even more. He would often stay out for a couple of nights in the woods and return home with a sack full of rabbits, which he would skin perfectly so that not a hair could be found.

Later in life Wilson would talk of having run away from home following a particularly savage beating from his mother. She had told him to walk the several miles up to the company store on the Selma Highway to get “dipping snuff” for his grandma. “I’d done worked my ass off … I said, ‘Mama, I’m so tired, why don’t you ask one of the others.’ Whoaaa, she almost killed me.” As he told author Gerri Hirshey, “I cried for a week, me and my little dog,” that being Tag, formerly his sister Bertha’s dog who had attached itself to Wilson. He claimed to have lived off fresh fish and corn for those many days in the woods, before eventually coming home, “ ‘Cos I got scared. Too many hoot owls out there.”3

In Wilson’s mind, disappearing overnight into the woods with his rifle or fishing rod might well have felt like running away. The irony is that nobody seemed to recall worrying about him in the meantime. “Down there in the country,” said Bertha, “those boys just went out in the woods like they wanted to, and they come back when they got ready.” Wilson Jr. was a study in contrasts, and for all that he thrived on attention, he was also something of a loner. A part of him genuinely sought escape from the confinements, the chores, the arguments, and the “whuppins” back at the block house, where as many as seven children at any one time were living with three adults in a four-room house comprising all of about two hundred and fifty square feet. (The family grew extensively in the absence of Lena’s husband, with the additions of Louella, born 1949; Linda, 1950; and Lillie, 1952. All three took the name of Pickett, given that their biological father, a sharecropper named Anderson Thomas, did not live with them.)

Everyone around Wilson recognized that that he was special. “Wilson was a highly energetic person,” said Maxwell. “He always had to be doing something. And whatever he engaged in doing, it involved him doing it quickly, energetically. He was not the type of person that you would have to worry about laying about the house being lazy. That was not in his blood. And when he decided to put his mind, take an interest in something, and he decided he wanted to do it, then he would pursue it in such a way that he would get very good at it.” The obvious manifestation of this would be his musical talent, which he would soon come to identify in his voice. But his perfectionist trait applied also to athletics. Wilson ran track at school, and was soon part of the relay team. He loved to wrestle—and win, and then challenge his victims to another bout, only to gleefully pin them again. The same determination to succeed was noted in an ability with mechanics. In his early teen years he put a bicycle together from spare parts, some procured from the plantation supervisors, inspiring one of them to give him a couple of inner tubes as a bonus and observe, presciently, “You gon’ be somebody.”4

The one area where Wilson was not inclined to succeed was in the cotton field. He understood instinctively the inequities of the sharecropping system, and had a vivid sense that he was destined not to live by them. And so although he was quite capable of picking a few hundred pounds of cotton in a day, he would just as likely risk cheating the system as succumbing to it. This might involve putting “rocks and dirt in our bags to make it heavier,” said his close cousin and frequent coconspirator Otis Myers. Or, at the weighing truck, diverting the foreman’s attention so that an accomplice could throw his bag back out the other side, at which Wilson would, in his own words, “go out in the field and mess around long enough to make it look good, and then bring the same bag of cotton back to get it weighed again.”5

“Sometimes we got caught,” said Myers. “Sometimes we didn’t.” Punishment for cheating would usually be administered by the parents—an improvement, of sorts, from the old slavery days when engaging in such antics would have meant a lashing from the white man. Most of the time, however, Wilson would do his best to avoid working in the fields at all. “He would be walking around that field with that rifle on his shoulder,” said Bertha. “He wouldn’t really be doing nothing. He wasn’t picking no cotton worth wanting. He would leave the fields and go in the woods to go hunting. I’d say ‘Wilson, why aren’t you in the fields?’ ‘Well, I don’t feel like it.’ ”

He inherited his insolence from Lena (“Mama would speak out,” said Catherine, “she didn’t care”), as he did his penchant for fighting: Wilson Sr. carried a scar on his forehead from the time Lena threw a bowl of beans at him in the Livingston Street, Detroit kitchen. Wilson Jr., meanwhile, had his arm fractured by his mother after arguing back about his chores. “In a fit of rage,” recalled Maxwell, “Mama just grabbed this piece of stove wood and went to hit him with it—and Wilson raised his arm up in defense and she hit it.” The limb was put in a makeshift sling—doctors weren’t called out for a perceived minor injury like this—but hung loose for a long time afterward. “It wasn’t uncommon for that type of thing to happen in the South,” said Maxwell. “Not only for our family, but for a lot of families. They was under so much stress and it builds up and every now and then it would just release, in fits of rage and anger.”

For most southern blacks of the era, harsh physical discipline was accepted as a rite of passage. Rage and anger aside, the parents beat their children to keep them in line because their own parents had beaten them to keep them in line. Few considered that the routine violence, the use of the switch and the whip, had been introduced and imposed on them through slavery. And punishment for disobedience or lack of respect was often administered out of perverse parental mercy—because if a black child, a boy in particular, proved similarly insolent in front of a white person, and especially a white woman, the end result could be something far worse. “One thing our parents always told us,” said Otis Myers. “Do not talk back to a white man, a white person, and do not associate with white women, or white girls. That was a danger for us. Whatever they wanted to call you, they did. And you had to say, ‘yes, sir.’ ”

The whuppins, then, were a necessarily painful part of what one writer called “steeling against the pure meanness that waited out there,”6 and as such it was common practice for any black adult within a close—and often closed—community to administer the punishment. Maxwell Pickett recalled a particularly harrowing example:

The Studemeyer family was a prominent and a very high producing family. The daddy, we called him Deacon S because he was a permanent Deacon. One day, all three of the Studemeyer boys and James and Wilson was together and they decided that they would delay for their convenience the taking care of their chores. And you was meant to take care of your chores before the sun went down, because after the sun go down you can’t see. Ain’t no light anywhere. So this day, the Studemeyer boys didn’t get the chores done. Deacon decided that they was in for punishment because when you didn’t get your chores done, something got to be done. He had two mules and he had a wagon, and he had become very efficient with a whip. He had all the boys line up, and he said “If anybody gets by me, that means the blessing of God is upon you and I got no problem with that.” And Wilson, because he was always swift of foot, the fastest one, he always wanted to go first. He’s thinking “I’m gonna make it and I’m gonna be done with it and I can sit back and laugh at the rest of them.” So Wilson lines up, and he takes off and he’s running like a bat out of hell, and at a certain point I guess he thinks he’s made it, but then that whip comes out of nowhere and cracks him across the back. And without exception, whenever they would get hit, they would fall down on the ground, and because it hurt so much, they would be rubbing themselves on the ground. But it’s in the backyard and it’s all dirt and it would be kicking up all this dirt. They had to go twice. Go by one way and then come back again. None of them made it [without catching the whip].

The older sisters considered the physical punishments normal, even healthy. “We are thankful for the whuppins we got, because it made us like we are today,” said Catherine. Maxwell viewed it as an effective deterrent. “I witnessed Wilson getting beat two or three times a day, I witnessed Jeannie getting beat. Somewhere down the line I got to have just a little common sense. If they do it and they get their butt beat I got to know that if I do that I get my butt beat too. So I’m not gonna do it. If Mama say, ‘Get your wood brought in and stack it,’ I’m not gonna wait till after sundown.”

But then Maxwell was always seen as the sensible sibling. When it came to Wilson, the whuppins proved entirely counterproductive. The boy seemed not just unwilling, but unable to tow the line. And because his stubborn resistance provoked ever more harsh lashings, and because these still failed to deter him, it created an especially vicious cycle. The excessive violence Wilson later perpetrated on his male children, his female partners, even his band members and business associates represented a continuation of the way he had been raised: doing unto others as had been done unto him. And the fact that he had braved his whuppins and was willing to brave more of them rather than bow to authority may only have proven to Wilson that he was stronger than others, in whom he then could instill fear and acquiescence—because, after all, that’s the way the world worked.

This cycle began early. Not just in confrontations with his brother James, which at one point involved Wilson pointing his loaded rifle at his sibling in the backyard, but on his sister Jeannie, who shared his rebellious streak: “Anything I wanted to do, I did it, and I don’t care who told me not to,” she told her sister Louella for a posthumous book on their famous brother. The day after Wilson had got his bicycle in working order, he went to school leaving strict instructions for Jeannie not to touch it. She disobeyed, and promptly rode the bike into a ditch. On coming home and seeing it busted up Jeannie recalled seeing Wilson cry for the first time—after which Wilson administered an official whuppin’ to which Jeannie formally submitted. “I think he gave me eight licks, and they was hard licks too.”7

Strict discipline went hand-in-hand with strict adherence to church. Twice a month, the entire Pickett family (excluding Shepherd Jackson, out preaching on the road) would attend Jericho Baptist. For the younger children, the day would start with Sunday school; then there was morning service, a lunchtime picnic on the church grounds, and afternoon Bible teaching. By the time the families had communed again and taken the walk back home, it would be evening already. Attendance was not optional.

The southern blacks were largely left alone to practice their devout Christianity by their white overseers, and the churches were the one institution black people were allowed to build and own. As a result, they became the most important of all institutions. At church they received both education and entertainment in the form of the theatrical sermons, especially if the preachers were visiting from out of town; they experienced social interaction by way of the groups who would be “outside partying,” as Bertha recalled of a significant part of the Jericho community; and the boys and girls whose hormones were just beginning to kick in were able to observe the opposite sex in their finery. Church provided schooling not just on Sundays, but at places like Jericho in the early years, as an elementary schoolhouse for the local black children. It provided charity and community outreach, and it preached social and economic betterment.

As much as anything, it provided the congregation an opportunity to listen to and participate in music. Indeed, for the younger churchgoers, especially those in strict religious households like the Picketts, this was the only music they were exposed to. No surprise, then, that for a young Wilson Pickett, gospel music became everything.

For sure, the brand of Baptist faith practiced at Jericho was markedly more restrained than that of the increasingly widespread Pentecostal church, where the Sanctified were given to “falling out” and speaking in tongues, and this would be reflected in Pickett’s subsequent performance style, foot-stomping rather than convulsing, as distinct a mark of his roots as his accent. But that’s not to say that it wasn’t fervent. “When I was a young ‘un, you’d see these big ole girls just getting carried away by it all and hollerin’, lettin’ it all loose,” Pickett told the writer Nick Kent in 1979. “I used to watch ‘em, then I joined in and then I got the sound that I would use as the basis for my whole style of vocalizing.”8

The whole family sang—Lena was particularly well known for it—but it was Wilson’s voice that stood out from the beginning. Such was its power that Lena frequently called upon him to lead the singing in the cotton fields (on those occasions he deigned to work them), and the others would quickly fall in behind him. He was recruited into the church choir, along with younger sister Jeannie. On Sunday mornings the pair would break into gospel hymns as they wended through the woods on a short cut down to Jericho Baptist, provoking holy shouts from the porches of the other sharecropping shacks where folk were busying readying themselves for the Sunday service.

Wilson soon focused his love of gospel music away from church choirs and into quartet singing. Male quartets exclusively sang religious music and were named for their four-part harmonies rather than the number of singers (typically capped at six). The genre had grown out of the Jubilee and barbershop styles prevalent earlier in the century and influenced the development of vocal R&B groups that were starting to come together on the street corners and in the community centers of northern cities. Yet in a country obsessed not only with segregation between the races but also with compartmentalization within the races, these connections have been historically underplayed or obscured. Even as the music industry magazine Billboard changed its popular black music charts from “race” to “rhythm and blues” in 1949, the quartets were confined to a separate “spiritual” listing until that term was replaced by “gospel” in 1960. (White spiritual music was ascribed its own chart under the listing of “sacred.”) Some of this division came down to the gospel community’s self-imposed isolation, its refusal to serve both sacred and secular. On the occasion that Wilson Pickett blurted out the chorus to Louis Jordan’s 1947 early rhythm and blues smash “Ain’t Nobody Here But Us Chickens,” his grandfather beat him across the head with the Bible. (As Wilson later recounted, with a sense of amusement, “You know the Bible weigh a lot.”9)

Still, such was the power and presence of the young Wilson’s voice that at a young age he was invited to join a quartet alongside his older brother James, and Anderson Thomas, the sharecropper father of their youngest siblings. The group sung its way from church to church, as was the fashion of the day.10 Along the way, Wilson “got so good that eventually he took over,” James told Louella of his brother’s capabilities.11 This might have presented a further challenge in their long-established sibling rivalry, but in 1953 James graduated from Autauga County Training School at the age of sixteen—and promptly left Alabama to join his father in Detroit.

A thousand miles north, events had unfolded according to predictable script. Helen Walker’s husband had left her at almost exactly the same time that Wilson Sr. found out Lena was pregnant by another man, and the couple had started dating around the end of 1948. Having picked up construction work where he could in the meantime, Wilson had finally secured another job on the assembly line, this time at Ford, where he would stay for the rest of his life.

At Ford, Wilson Sr. was making two dollars an hour at a time that picking cotton brought two dollars for every hundred pounds; by Alabama standards, he was rich. Wilson and Helen, without children to tend to in Detroit, sent some of the earnings back to Prattville. On one occasion, recalled Helen, she sent $75: “a mansion to them.” It seemed a better use of Wilson Sr.’s wages than the alternatives. “When he was drinking, you would have to be careful with his money,” said Helen. “Because he would gamble and wouldn’t know what he was doing. So I would take his money off of him, seal it in an envelope and send it to Lena.”

Wilson Sr. took a trip back south to see the family in 1950, around the time his oldest daughter Bertha got married, at fifteen. (She eventually followed Catherine up to Louisville.) In 1953, Wilson Sr. and Helen returned to Alabama, driving down together for James’s graduation in a shiny new Ford that Wilson had acquired at the employees’ discount.

For the younger among Wilson Sr.’s own six children, this visit was a rare encounter with a father they barely knew: Maxwell reckoned that he only saw his father maybe four times in his entire life. For the older boys, it was the start of a belated reunion. James, his schooling complete, accompanied his father and Helen on their drive back to Detroit, moving in with them on Brady Street. That left Wilson Jr., at twelve, as the oldest remaining child, the “man” of the house.

This change, right as he was reaching adolescence, sent Wilson Jr.’s rebellious streak into overdrive. At school, he was frequently sent to the principal’s office to receive a beating for his behavior. On the bus there and back, he took it upon himself to physically protect his siblings and any girlfriend from perceived threats, and sometimes from each other. “Every day, without exception,” recalled Maxwell for a BBC Radio documentary on his brother, “going to school, Wilson would fight somebody, and coming back home, he would fight somebody.”12 On several occasions the driver, Mr. Albright, forcibly ejected him from the bus by prodding him up the aisle and out the doors with a stick. Wilson was left on the side of the road somewhere along the old Selma highway and down Route 29, to travel the remaining distance home on foot.

The Autauga County Training School was firmly rooted in the Jim Crow doctrine of “separate but equal,” which emphasized the former and scoffed at the latter. The budgets were miniscule, the classrooms overcrowded, and the textbooks overused hand-me-downs from the white schools, all of which only served to confirm the obvious: by their very name, the schools were designed to prepare young blacks for their place at the menial base of the segregated economic system. Agriculturally focused 4-H youth clubs sought, at least, to ensure a sense of pride and ownership in the agrarian lifestyle, and the teachers did what they could, stressing the importance of education for those who would listen.13 Still, many local parents, deprived of much more than a fourth-grade education themselves, couldn’t wait to get their children out of school and into the fields. For the many male children who could not get into a college or migrate north, the best way to evade this bare subsistence lifestyle of the Old South was to join the military—finally desegregated in the Korea War, and an institution ideally suited for young men already hardened by years of physical labor in the field and fierce discipline in the house. In time, all three of Wilson Pickett Jr.’s brothers would follow this path.

For Wilson, it became ever more about the music. Until now Shepherd Jackson had jealously guarded the lone radio of the house, which he typically restricted to news and religious programming. (Jackson’s deep faith was such that he built his own church, True Vine Methodist, in the woods off Gin Shop Hill Road, just across the water from downtown Prattville.) But around the time that James left home Wilson was allowed to buy himself a transistor radio, on condition that he confine its musical broadcasts to gospel. There was no lack of choice in this regard, given the number of AM radio stations with powerful 50,000-watt transmitters covering large parts of the country. It’s quite possible that Wilson was able to connect with Detroit’s own WJLB, on which “Senator” Bristol Bryant, with whom he would soon become personally acquainted, broadcast the best in quartet singing. From Nashville, he could have heard gospel on WLAC. And from 1954, when Memphis station WDIA, the self-proclaimed “Mother Station of the Negroes” (despite its white ownership), upgraded to a 50,000-watt transmitter, he could hear gospel music in two lengthy blocks daily.14 That meant not just the weekly live broadcasts by resident local groups but also the stars of the “Gospel Highway,” those who had a recording career, too: the Five Blind Boys of Alabama, their namesakes the Five Blind Boys of Mississippi, the Fairfield Four, the Dixie Hummingbirds, the Soul Stirrers, the Swan Silvertones, the Sensational Nightingales, and more. Wilson inhaled every one of them. “Anyone cried to the Lord so’s He could hear, I got down there,” he later told Gerri Hirshey.15

Still, everyone has a preference, and two lead singers in particular would have a profound impact on Wilson. Archie Brownlee had been part of the Mississippi Blind Boys since their inception as the Jackson Harmoneers, singing in the clearly enunciated, tight-harmony style that was common in schools for the blind. When they joined the Great Migration, moving to Chicago during the war years, they teamed up with another Mississippi native, Percell Perkins, who had developed a fierce holler in the cotton fields down south and who pushed Brownlee to match him, shout for shout, until Brownlee overtook him in presence and prominence. It was Brownlee, said the Dixie Hummingbirds’ revered leader Ira Tucker down the line, who “started that scream you hear all of the soul singers do.”16 Indeed, listen to Brownlee’s lead on “Will My Jesus Be Waiting,” recorded in 1952, and hear how, following the familiar introductory build-up verse with its tight accompanying harmonies, it suddenly leaps into another dimension, unleashing a blood-curdling yelp that Pickett later cloned in his own screams of spiritual ecstasy.17 Brownlee was also known as the “baddest man on the road,” given to running up and down the aisles in displays of wanton abandonment, and matching this wild athleticism with a hard-drinking lifestyle that would bring him, in 1960, that much closer to Jesus, at the age of just thirty-five.

By that point, Brownlee’s reputation had already been superseded by the Reverend Julius (“June”) Cheeks, of the Sensational Nightingales. Born in Spartanburg South Carolina, Cheeks was one of thirteen kids living with a widowed mother, and raised hard. “All us kids worked the cotton fields. Mama would whip me every day. I’d look for it, it was signed. When I was eight, I worked in the cotton fields and mama told me, you take one row of cotton, I’ll take another. If I catch you, I’ll hit you.” Leaving school in the second grade, Cheeks was working in a hobo “shanty car” by age twelve, but his love of the Bible and exposure to gospel music on the radio brought him to a group called the Baronets. They made it to a local stage in 1946 alongside the Sensational Nightingales, who, the next day, as often the case when a supporting act’s voice impressed, invited Cheeks to join them. He likened his subsequent training regimen to “gettin’ out there, plowin’,” but the hard work paid dividends, especially when Cheeks spent a transitional period with the legendary Soul Stirrers, where he claimed to have given a teenage Sam Cooke his “first shout,” pushing him harder just as Percell had done to Brownlee. Cheeks was back in the Nightingales by the time Pickett acquired his radio, challenging Brownlee’s reputation both as the most overt entertainer on the gospel highway (“I was the first to cut the fool,” he told author Anthony Heilbut), and as its loudest voice. His hollering on “God’s World Will Never Pass Away,” recorded in 1953, doesn’t quite match Brownlee’s for sheer exuberance, but he holds his scream longer, and with more evident control. Again, comparison with the voice of the adult Wilson Pickett is unavoidable.18

It wasn’t just gospel that Wilson heard. Listening to his radio “around the side of the house, out in the field, along the road,” as Maxwell recalled his obsession, “he was sneaking in a lot of the secular music, no doubt about it.” The fact that Wilson acquired a harmonica around this period, and was frequently heard by his younger siblings making sweet sounds on it, further indicates that Shepherd Jackson was gradually losing control of Wilson’s musical habits.

Besides, with his good looks, athletic grace, and easy charm, Wilson had no trouble attracting girls. A first girlfriend, Audrey, moved away to New York, giving way to Clara Kate Williams, who lived around the loop that the school bus took on its route back up to the Selma Highway, and was just far enough removed from the direct Pickett blood line to make dating acceptable. “Wilson would sleep, eat, and drink Clara Kate,” said his brother Maxwell, and the two were so close, recalled Otis Myers, that “we always thought they were going to get married someday.”

Wilson had other plans. By the mid-1950s, word got back to his mother and grandparents that he was regularly missing school and not focusing on his classwork when he did attend. Meantime, his reputation for fighting and physical violence only increased—it has even been suggested that he kept his girlfriends in line with his fists. He didn’t always win these fights, though. When James came back for a rare visit, wearing a Marines uniform, he described the use of deadly force in which he had been trained to a group of Wilson’s peers. Wilson refused to believe that he would no longer be able to get in a first punch. He came at his brother and was promptly put out cold with two fingers to a pressure point.

It was all bound to come to a head, and for a profile in Ebony magazine in 1968, Wilson described it happening in an especially dramatic style. He had grown increasingly frustrated with what Ebony’s David Llorens called “the white folks’ custom of walking into the homes of black people without knocking at the door.” According to Pickett, “One day I asked this white cat, ‘Why don’t you knock? Don’t you know how to knock on a door?’ ”19

Such righteousness indignation, or perceived “uppity-ness,” would have been in keeping with his character. It would also have been appropriate within the context of the times. In 1954 Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. took over as Pastor at the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, fifteen miles away in Montgomery. His presence as a politically motivated preacher led directly to the bus boycott the following year spearheaded by Rosa Parks, which in turn ignited the whole civil rights movement. Meanwhile, in the midst of the landmark Brown v. Board of Education decision of 1954, in which the Supreme Court ruled that segregated schools were unconstitutional, Autherine Lucy had sued for admission to the University of Alabama, and the Alabama Attorney General responded by shutting down the State’s National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.

The Pickett family was not so much disinterested in all this statewide upheaval as profoundly uninformed—only Shepherd Jackson routinely travelled beyond downtown Prattville—but any white boss Wilson may have dissed would likely have been all too aware of the growing sense of equal entitlement among blacks who had long toiled under white rule. As Wilson admitted to Ebony’s Llorens, “When I was growing up down south, the young people didn’t have respect for whitey that a lot of the old folks used to have.”20 But there is no hard evidence that Wilson Jr.’s insolence led to him leaving Prattville. His frequent insistence to his siblings that, as Catherine recalled it, “he didn’t want to work and make money for the white man” was not so much a reflection of a racial bias (he would end up making plenty money for the white men of the music industry) as much as that “he wanted to make his own money.” On the plantations of rural Alabama, that was all but impossible.

His move north came down to a general understanding that he was as gifted and ambitious a talent as he was unmanageable and recalcitrant a personality.
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