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			INTRODUCTION

			“Moving On Up”

			Soul Music and
the Gospel Vision

			 

			THE BITTER END WASN’T EXACTLY A CHURCH, but Curtis Mayfield was feeling the spirit. Contemplating the salt-and-pepper crowd that had braved a cold snap to pack the New York City club in the first week of 1971, Mayfield peered over the steel-rimmed glasses that gave him the look of a street-corner philosopher. “Y’all got some strength tonight,” he said with a gentle chuckle. “You lit a fire up under us.” With the audience shouting out its approval, Mayfield rapped over the groove of “We’re a Winner,” the controversial anthem he’d written and sung with the Impressions a few years earlier. “A whole lotta stations didn’t want to play that particular recording. Can you imagine such a thing?” Mayfield asked the Bitter End crowd, shaking his head. “Well, I would say what most of you would say—we don’t give a damn, we’re a winner anyway.” From the back of a club best known as the launching pad for Bob Dylan, Joan Baez, and Peter, Paul and Mary, a voice boomed out, “They don’t want to play Aretha either,” eliciting a flurry of “Right on” and “Tell it.” “We’re believing very strongly in equality and freedom for all, but especially we people who are darker than blue,” Mayfield said. This was the heart of the gospel vision he’d been preaching alongside the Queen of Soul, Stevie Wonder, and a host of other artists who reshaped American popular music while battling in the streets for the soul of America. “I’m not trying to offend anyone,” Mayfield explained in the quiet tones that had earned him the nickname “the Gentle Genius,” “but just basically telling it like it is.”

			From there Mayfield conducted the Greenwich Village crowd on a musical tour of the storefront churches he’d known as a child growing up in Chicago’s Cabrini-Green ghetto. The band was still playing “We’re a Winner,” but by the time Mayfield finished, everyone in the club understood that what mattered wasn’t the hit song but the spirit that brought them together. Ignoring the boundaries between the sacred and the secular, Mayfield mixed lines from the classics he’d penned for the Impressions with images from the gospel standards that had steeled the souls of the everyday people he called the “invisible heroes” of the civil rights movement: “People get ready, I got good news for you. How we got over and you know it’s true.” Like a church mother calling on Jesus, he summoned the spirit of his people’s martyred leader: “We gotta keep on pushing like Martin Luther told you to.” Circling back to the text of the soul sermon, he concluded, “Let us all say amen and together we’ll clap our hands, ’cause we’re movin’ on up.” By then no one was worrying about the boundaries that, back on the streets of Nixon’s America, separated personal salvation and political redemption, or the musical worlds of gospel, pop, and soul.

			Decades later, it’s hard to imagine why dozens of radio stations banned “We’re a Winner” when it was released in the final weeks of 1967. In a musical world defined by hip-hop and MTV, the song’s celebration of the “blessed day” when black people wipe away the tears and move on up to a better world seems as innocently reassuring as The 
Jeffersons. But for those who saw the freedom movement as a threat to the American way—and they were many—the marriage of soul music and the movement represented a real threat. The movement’s leaders and their opponents were in perfect agreement on the central point. Soul music wasn’t just entertainment. Comedian-turned-activist Dick Gregory was dead serious when he compared Aretha’s political impact with King’s: “You heard her three or four times an hour. You heard Reverend King only on the news.” Poet Nikki Giovanni, a leading voice in the generation that turned from civil rights to Black Power, was even more assertive. “Aretha was the riot was the leader,” Giovanni wrote in “Poem for Aretha,” “if she had said, ‘come, let’s do it,’ it would have been done.” Insisting that people take the Bible and the Declaration of Independence seriously, the gospel vision was intent on changing the world. That was the good news the singers sang on high and the movement brought down to earth.

			Higher Ground tells the story of how Aretha Franklin, Stevie Wonder, and Curtis Mayfield set about realizing that vision with some of the most powerful music ever to grace the nation. It’s a story about black suffering, sorrow, and survival; but it’s also a story about the most promising interracial dialogue America has ever seen. For anyone who believes in democratic art, Aretha, Stevie, and Curtis should be taken as seriously as the visionaries who have insisted the nation remember what it has been and helped it imagine what it can be: Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson; Woody Guthrie and Bruce Springsteen; Duke Ellington and Mahalia Jackson; William Faulkner and James Baldwin.

			As I worked on Higher Ground, I was often asked why I chose Aretha, Stevie, and Curtis rather than, for example, Marvin Gaye, Otis Redding, and James Brown. My first inclination was simply to fill the CD changer with Spirit in the Dark, Innervisions, and The Very Best of the Impressions and hit “random.” But, of course, you can do the same thing with What’s Going On, Otis Blue, and James Brown Live at the Apollo. The deeper answer to this question reflects the complicated relationships between African Americans and the larger culture; the past and the future; the South and the North. On one level, it’s perfectly accurate to hear Stevie, Aretha, and Curtis as part of the long black song that has sustained African Americans since the first of the slave poets responded to the hard truth of “Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen” with the paradoxical hope of “Glory Hallelujah!” But time and place combined to position Aretha, Stevie, and Curtis where they could add a new and uniquely meaningful voice to the communal chorus. It’s crucial that all three grew up in the North in families and communities that had migrated from the Jim Crow South. Most southern-bred singers came of age in a world where segregation seemed intractable. Stevie, Curtis, and Aretha belonged to the first generation of African Americans who could reasonably hope to participate in the mainstream culture on something like an equal basis. Their music plowed a soul-deep memory of a history steeped in blood into an even deeper determination to create a new world where that hope could be realized. Grounded in the specifics of African American life but open to anyone willing to answer its call for change, their music offered— and still offers—an unsurpassed vision of shared possibility.

			It’s impossible to understand the power of this music apart from the political energy of the African American freedom movement. Like the movement, soul music emerged at a unique moment in American history. For a brief moment, a substantial majority of blacks managed to balance a deep sense of connection to traditional communities with a real desire to move closer to an American mainstream where blacks and whites could find common ground. Martin Luther King’s dream was, as he told the world, “very deeply rooted in the American dream.” Survival in America didn’t necessarily imply bleaching your soul. For that same brief moment a significant number of whites seemed willing to expand their own dream. Many seemed poised to dive into what James Baldwin called the “deep waters” of America’s interracial reality. It didn’t happen. But that doesn’t diminish the importance of the moment when it seemed like it might. That healing vision of shared struggle defined both soul music and the civil rights movement, and it remains the best vision that America has had for itself and the world.

			The daughter of the renowned Detroit preacher C.L. Franklin, Aretha took that vision as an article of faith. Growing up in a household where the stars of the gospel world ate soul food and talked politics with Martin Luther King and Ralph Abernathy, Aretha soaked in the sound and spirit of the southern freedom movement. Before she reached her teens, she was singing on the “gospel highway,” an informal network of churches and concert halls that took her into every corner of black America as the movement gathered momentum during the fifties. While her decision to pursue a career as a jazz/pop singer might seem a betrayal of her gospel roots, both Aretha and her father understood the move as part of a broader political commitment to desegregation. That she found her voice, and financial success, only when she returned to her gospel roots with “I Never Loved a Man (The Way I Love You)” and “Respect” speaks both to the problems with the crossover strategy and to the enduring power of the community that nurtured her. Once she returned to her foundation, however, her music provided an emotional center that transcended ideology. While Aretha never wavered from her personal commitment to King’s interracialist dream, “Think,” “Rock Steady,” and “Spirit in the Dark” spoke equally clearly to the aspirations of the Black Power movement. Through the late sixties and early seventies, responses to her call echoed in the voices of Vietnam veterans, feminists of all races, and countless white Americans who first heard her voice sandwiched between the Young Rascals and the Strawberry Alarm Clark on the Top Twenty countdown. It truly was, as one contemporary called it, the “Age of Aretha.”

			If Aretha sang the spirit of the political preachers who took the movement into America’s living rooms on the six o’clock news, Curtis Mayfield harmonized with the souls of the thousands of ordinary people who provided the leaders with their foot soldiers. Like Aretha, Curtis grew up in the church and started out singing straight gospel. Like the poor Chicagoans who formed the congregation of the storefront church where his grandmother preached, he supported the movement as it battled against Jim Crow in Montgomery, Little Rock, and the Mississippi Delta. But the distance between the Traveling Souls Spiritualist Church and Reverend Franklin’s New Bethel Baptist wasn’t just geographical. Mayfield grew up in a community where the southern movement’s gains contrasted all too clearly with the harsh reality of life at the bottom of a beleaguered industrial economy. No one in Chicago’s Cabrini-Green projects was likely to confuse the North with the promised land. Blessed with an extraordinarily warm and winning personality, Mayfield matured into an urban Griot, a new-world version of the West African singer/historian/genealogists who passed their people’s stories down through the generations. The songs Mayfield wrote for the Impressions—“People Get Ready,” “Keep On Pushing,” “This Is My Country”—told his people’s story in a way that radiated the healing energy of the gospel vision. But as “(Don’t Worry) If There’s a Hell Below We’re All Gonna Go” made clear, he never forgot or minimized the burdens that made the healing necessary. Where Aretha kept a certain distance from Black Power, Mayfield had an intuitive sympathy with the militants’ insistence on self-acceptance and self-determination. While he never achieved superstardom, he developed a realistic resistance strategy for those determined not to succumb to bitterness and despair. The economic and psychological self-sufficiency he sought, and to an impressive degree achieved, earned him near-legendary status in a music business that had destroyed dozens of his elders.

			Where Aretha and Curtis kept their best music firmly grounded in the African American church, Stevie Wonder lit out joyously for territories usually associated with “white” music. That’s not to say he wasn’t “black enough.” His early hits “Fingertips, Part 2” and “I Was Made to Love Her” infused Motown with pure gospel fervor at a time when the label was aggressively pursuing a pop crossover strategy. It’s just that Wonder’s idea of blackness was as comfortable with the Beatles and New Age mysticism as it was with Duke Ellington and Detroit’s Whitestone Baptist Church, where he sang in the choir. By the time he embarked on his beautifully baffling Journey Through the Secret Life of Plants at the end of the seventies, he’d made it clear that he was a true American original. Stevie took America at its word and, like Walt Whitman, set about remaking it in his own quirky and charismatic image. In the series of albums he created during the seventies—Music of My Mind, Talking Book, Innervisions, Fulfillingness’ First Finale, and his supreme statement, Songs in the Key of Life—he almost pulled it off.

			During the eighties and nineties Stevie and Aretha would struggle, not always successfully, with the complicated and confusing demands of superstardom and celebrity. Both would find it increasingly difficult to remain in contact with the communities that had supported them as they made their way from black America to the world. In part because of the extreme demands he’d taken on as singer, songwriter, producer, and business owner, Mayfield fell into near-anonymity before a catastrophic 1990 accident that left him paralyzed for the last decade of his life. The problems all three faced weren’t really susceptible to individual solution. With the ascendancy of Ronald Reagan and the emergence of hip-hop as one center of an increasingly fragmented African American cultural landscape, the values embedded in the gospel vision came under increasing pressure. While all three continued to make moving music—including the biggest-selling album of Aretha’s career, Who’s Zoomin’ Who?, and Mayfield’s near-miraculous New World Order—their later music was no longer changing many people’s lives. That simply highlights the importance of understanding and appreciating the reasons why it did, when it did.

			Embedding the movement’s call in the texture of everyday life, Stevie, Curtis, and Aretha each played a key role in the ongoing call and response between the gospel vision and what novelist Ralph Ellison called the “blues impulse.” Describing a way of life rather than a musical form, Ellison defined the blues as “an impulse to keep the painful details and episodes of a brutal experience alive in one’s aching consciousness, to finger its jagged grain, and to transcend it, not by the consolation of philosophy but by squeezing from it a near-tragic, near-comic lyricism. As a form,” he concluded, “the blues is an autobiographical chronicle of personal catastrophe expressed lyrically.” Ellison’s fellow writer and friend Albert Murray agreed, describing the blues as black America’s version of “the most fundamental of existential imperatives: affirmation, which is to say, reaffirmation and continuity in the face of adversity.” The blues speak frankly of isolation and despair, the sense that black people have been cast adrift in a world where the devil has taken control. Rather than giving in to those feelings, blues artists tell their stories in voices that walk the line between despair and laughter, asserting black humanity in a world predicated, as Martin Luther King Jr. observed, on the “thingification” of human beings. Bluesmaster Willie Dixon summed up the blues response when he sang, “I’m here, everybody knows I’m here.”

			Like the blues, the gospel vision refuses to submit passively to the burdens of history. Seizing control of their own stories, gospel artists testify to the value of their lives and to the power that offers more than mere survival. Inside the church most call that power the Lord God, Jehovah, or more frequently and personally, Jesus. But the gospel vision is elastic enough to accept those who called the power Jah, Allah, Yemaya, or—like funkmaster George Clinton—“the Mothership.” At its best, the gospel vision helps people experience themselves in relation to others rather than on their own. Where the blues offers reaffirmation, gospel offers redemption. If the blues gives you the strength to face another day, gospel holds out the possibility that tomorrow may be different, better. With the help of the spirit and your people—in church, at a political rally, or on the dance floor—you can get over, walk in Jerusalem, dance to the music. But it takes an energy bigger than yourself: Jesus, Jah, the Spirit. Whatever its specific incarnation, gospel redemption breaks down the difference between personal salvation and communal liberation. No one makes it alone. Where the blues men and women focus on the immediate problem of finding the strength to face another blues-torn day, the gospel vision holds out the hope that, if we stick together and keep faith with the spirit, a change is gonna come.

			It would be a mistake to draw too sharp a line between gospel and the blues. The relationship between the blues impulse and the gospel vision presents a clear example of the fundamental principle of African American culture called “call and response.” The basic structure of call and response is straightforward. An individual voice, frequently a preacher or singer, calls out in a way that asks for a reply. As Wilson Pickett and Marvin Gaye liked to say, “Can I get a witness?” The response can be verbal, musical, physical—anything that puts it across. It can affirm, argue, redirect the dialogue, raise a new question. Any response that elicits a response becomes a new call. Usually the individual who issued the first call responds to the response and remains the focal point of an ongoing dialogue. But, both in its political contexts and in its more strictly musical settings, call and response moves the emphasis from the individual to the community, from the present predicament to the ongoing tradition.

			For African American performance to work, the performer must receive a response, be it the rallying of the community around the political leader calling them to action, the punctuated cries of “Yes, Lord” and “Tell it” greeting Mahalia Jackson and James Brown, or the classic soul samples in twenty-first-century hip-hop. Drawing on the experience and insights of the entire community, call and response forms the living, breathing core of African American politics. The individual maintains a crucial role; a carefully crafted call will yield the most fruitful insight. But the individual does not necessarily, or ideally, maintain control. Aretha’s brother Cecil described her use of call and response perfectly: “It’s just like being in church. She does with her voice exactly what a preacher does with his when he moans to a congregation. That moan strikes a responsive chord in the congregation, and somebody answers you back with their own moan, which means, ‘I know what you’re moaning about, because I feel the same way.’ So you have something sort of like a thread spinning out and touching and tying everybody together in a shared experience.”

			While Aretha, Stevie, and Curtis created music that felt like church, most of their records weren’t gospel music per se. If they’d been content to stay in church, they certainly wouldn’t have had the impact they had, because most white listeners would never have heard their names. Setting out to attract an audience that was certain to shy away from openly religious lyrics, Curtis, Aretha, and Stevie benefited from the pioneering efforts of Ray Charles and Sam Cooke. Aware of the financial and political benefits of crossing over to the pop charts, the pioneering R&B artists had introduced gospel singing styles to white audiences by the simple expedient of reworking a few lyrics. Crystallizing the strategy that allowed the soul singers to take the gospel vision to the center of an aggressively secular music industry, Charles laughingly observed, “Gospel and the blues are really, if you break it down, almost the same thing. It’s just a question of whether you’re talkin’ about a woman or God.” While some black churchgoers shook their heads over the move from choir loft to nightclub, few resisted Cooke’s or Charles’s love songs. Most understood the crossover strategy as part of the larger political movement intent on opening every area of American society to black participation. Jerry Wexler, who’d produced Ray Charles and Aretha, spoke for many when he claimed that “the green dollar and the black song did more to eliminate segregation than all the polemics and preaching in the world.” By the end of the century, the green dollar would, ironically enough, become the defining element of a new form of segregation that mocked the vision the singers and Wexler shared.

			That irony underscores the value of focusing on Aretha, Stevie, and Curtis, whose voices reverberate through the mostly untold, and distinctly sobering, story of the freedom movement in the North. Most civil rights histories concentrate on the campaigns in the South and the legal skirmishes in Washington, D.C. If the North enters the story at all, it is usually only in the later stages and then in connection with the shift from civil rights to Black Power. That story is less wrong than it is deceptive. Its incomplete narrative seriously underestimates the depth of white supremacy in the North and renders the specific history of black northerners invisible. Higher Ground seeks to recover part of that history and to reflect on the political lessons to be gained from a broader picture of American life in the last half of the twentieth century. While the story begins amid the hopes of the movement, it continues through and beyond the Reagan years. What emerges is a sobering account of broken hopes and betrayed trust. In the South the enemy was clearly identified; in the North it was hard to tell your friends from your foes. Northern liberals who supported civil rights legislation aimed at the Jim Crow South frequently resisted efforts to desegregate their own neighborhoods and their own children’s schools. Similarly, a handful of northern blacks held a degree of political and economic power unthinkable in Birmingham or Memphis. But that power depended on the continued existence of its base in the ghetto. As the story played out over the decades, it became increasingly clear that poor blacks in Chicago and Detroit weren’t much better off than their grandparents had been in Alabama and Mississippi, and that problem could not be read only in black and white.

			Charting the cross-currents of American racial politics since World War II, Higher Ground follows Aretha Franklin, Curtis Mayfield, and Stevie Wonder as they grappled with the enduring dilemmas of race and democracy. Like the movement itself, their personal stories mingle trouble and triumph. Each overcame obstacles that would have broken the spirits of most ordinary people: Stevie’s blindness and near-fatal injury in an automobile accident, Curtis’s childhood poverty and grown-up paralysis, Aretha’s troubled private life. Each survived to create art of transcendent beauty. But despite their success in changing America’s musical landscape, they failed to realize the dream at the center of the gospel vision. Far too many people remained stranded on the platform when the freedom train pulled out of the station. The movement won the cultural battle but lost the political war. That’s the irony at the center of this book. You can see it in the juxtaposition of the White House ceremonies honoring Stevie and Aretha with the nightmare moonscapes of Chicago’s West Side and Detroit’s Eight Mile Road.

			However bleak the picture, the struggle hasn’t ended. The black southerners who forged the gospel vision in the fiery furnace of slavery and the fleeting hopes of Reconstruction wouldn’t have been surprised by the return of the hard times. From the beginning they’d understood that trouble was simply a part of life. And that it didn’t always last. That wisdom echoed in the songs their children and grandchildren carried out of the southern wilderness into an ambiguous promised land that, for many, turned out to be a mirage. Over the generations the rhythm and the words of the songs changed, but the vision persisted. In 2004, as in 1804 and 1904 and 1954, the challenge was to respond in ways that made it real. As James Baldwin wrote in “Sonny’s Blues,” “For, while the tale of how we suffer, and how we are delighted, and how we may triumph, is never new, it always must be heard. There isn’t any other tale to tell, it’s the only light we’ve got in all this darkness.” It was the song that Aretha, Curtis, and Stevie had been singing all along as they summoned countless thousands aboard the gospel train to the higher ground. For those with the ears to hear and the will to respond, the invitation remains open. As Curtis Mayfield once sang to the weary and the wary as well as to the warriors: “You don’t need no ticket, you just get on board.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			“There Is a Fountain Filled with Blood”

			The Roots of the
Gospel Vision

			 

			LISTEN AT HER. AMEN.” Reverend C.L. Franklin’s words rose up above the swell of voices that greeted his fourteen-year-old daughter as she surrendered to the moan at the timeless heart of “Precious Lord (Take My Hand),” the most tormented and triumphant of gospel classics. The quickening rhythm of the church mothers’ fans beat an expectant murmur from the crowd, which gave way to joyous cries of “Amen” and “Tell it,” and the hum of Detroit record store owner Joe Von Battle’s portable recording equipment. Her fingers flowing over the keys of the battered piano, young Aretha immersed herself in a healing river of spirit and song. Closing her eyes as the spotlight glinted off the crown of her perfectly coifed hair, Aretha sank into the depths of the song she’d sung so many times beneath the bright blue cross above the pulpit of her father’s New Bethel Baptist Church, nestled in the heart of Detroit’s dirt-poor Paradise Valley ghetto. Crying out “Ain’t no harm to moan,” she flooded out a cascade of tones that lifted her five thousand listeners above the killing streets of the cities that had promised much and delivered little, and carried them back to the southern crossroads churches where many had first felt the power of the Lord.

			Those who weren’t caught up entirely in their own trials might have paused to reflect on the song Aretha used as her gospel chariot. It was no secret that Thomas Dorsey, the reformed whorehouse piano player whose songs defined modern gospel music, had written “Precious Lord” the night he heard that his wife and son had died in childbirth. Those who attended New Bethel would have understood that Aretha’s moan bore witness to her still-fresh pain over her mother’s death. Raising her face to heaven and pounding out a shattering series of chords, Aretha struggled to twist the moan back into language. “At,” she began, shouting with an intensity that testified to the loving attention she’d received from the great gospel singers—Mahalia Jackson, Clara Ward, Marion Williams—who’d helped raise her in a house where the regular visitors included Adam Clayton Powell Jr. and Martin Luther King. The word stretched almost ten seconds until Aretha brought the line home. “At the river,” she continued, her words resonating with a chorus of African American voices, among them Paul Robeson’s “Deep River” and Langston Hughes’s vision of a deep deep river flowing from West Africa and the slave markets of New Orleans into the souls of black folk as they spread across a land in which they remained pilgrims of sorrow.

			Praying that his ancient reel-to-reel equipment would hold out, Joe Von Battle recognized Aretha as something special. His keen grasp of the connection between the spiritual, aesthetic, and commercial dimensions of black music led him to believe she had the potential to reach music lovers far beyond the walls of the drafty old arena or the stained glass at New Bethel Baptist. A central figure in Detroit’s African American music scene who had recorded down-and-dirty R&B singers Washboard Willie, Tye Tongue Hanley, and the Detroit Count as well as C.L. Franklin’s sermons, Von Battle had navigated the cross-currents between gospel, jazz, and rhythm and blues. He’d stood in Reverend Franklin’s living room trading stories with Mahalia, Sam Cooke, jazz pianist Art Tatum, “Queen of the Blues” Dinah Washington, and New Bethel’s talented young music director, James Cleveland. Reverend Franklin was reluctant to rush his daughter into a music business that had chewed up more than a few young black singers, but Von Battle had little difficulty convincing him to approve a series of recordings. The songs he committed to acetate on a series of Sundays in 1956 document the first steps on a path that would make Aretha one of the most deeply loved singers of her time and establish her as an American artist of the stature of Walt Whitman, Woody Guthrie, William Faulkner, and Duke Ellington.

			Twelve years later Aretha would again turn to “Precious Lord” as she and her gospel people—a few of them white—staggered beneath a burden that seemed too heavy to bear. As a mule-drawn cart carried Martin Luther King’s body through the streets of Atlanta, Aretha offered up a quieter version of “Precious Lord” as a meditation on the most basic human question: how to keep hope alive in a world where the devil holds sway. Her face a twisted mask of grief, Aretha’s voice illuminated the gospel vision that sustained the foot soldiers of the movement, the ordinary people whose tears, sweat, and—far too often—blood had changed America in ways that seemed impossible to all but the most audacious dreamers a generation before.

			As it has done since the first cries rose up from the festering holds of the slave ships, the gospel vision sounds the central predicaments of African American history: to flee or fight white power, to affirm black identity or assimilate into the larger society, to transcend the material world or try to conquer it, to pursue innovation or preserve tradition. Giving voice to the ongoing drive for freedom that remains the beating heart of African American history, gospel-based music bears witness to the burdens of life, the same experiences that gave rise to the blues. But where the blues celebrates survival, gospel seeks redemption. Whatever its specific form— traditional gospel, reggae, soul, the celebratory moments of disco and house music—the gospel impulse reconnects individuals with powers and communities larger than themselves: God and a community determined, as Mahalia Jackson sang, to “move on up.” Small wonder that gospel provided the guiding spirit of the civil rights movement that reshaped American life in the years following World War II.

			For Aretha, the gospel vision and gospel music were inseparable. She’d grown up surrounded by the stars of the gospel firmament, and her earliest memories clustered around the legendary musicians who filled her father’s social circle. When Mahalia Jackson sang in Detroit, she stayed with the Franklin family and “taught me things a girl should know,” as Aretha recalled. “Mahalia would come in and she’d head right for the kitchen. She’d put up a pot of greens,” she reminisced, savoring her memories of the down-home smells that filled her world in those days. “We’d sit around and talk. I was shy, but I guess I did have a lot of questions. Then maybe we’d sing. They were so strong, those ladies. And always there for me. She’d sing in my father’s church, and I would be thrilled listening to her. And feeling so lucky she would come home, to our house.” When Mahalia finished whipping up her feasts of fried chicken, gumbo, cornbread, and sweet potato pie, she never lacked for good company. Easing back into the living room with its fine woodwork, plush green carpet, and purple satin drapes, she could relax with Franklin family friends like Clara Ward, Francis Steadman, Sam Cooke, Marion Williams, and James Cleveland. Attracted by the charismatic presence of Aretha’s father, Reverend C.L. Franklin, the “High Priest of Soul Preaching,” the gospel luminaries mingled with jazz musicians, R&B stars, and political leaders like Powell and King. For Reverend Franklin’s talented daughter, the best times were when “somebody would start toying with the piano and something would start up. There was always music in our house. The radio was going in one room, the record player in another, the piano banging away in the living room.”

			Like the sounds and smells that surrounded her, Aretha came to Detroit from the South. She was born on March 25, 1942, in Memphis, Tennessee, the musical crossroads of the mid-South. Best known for the freewheeling night life of the Beale Street blues clubs, the sprawling cotton market at the bend of the Mississippi River was equally well known among African Americans as the headquarters of the Church of God in Christ and the home of renowned gospel composers W. Herbert Brewster and Lucy Campbell. Migrants fleeing the backbreaking labor of the Delta filled their Saturday nights with blues consolations and their Sunday mornings with gospel exultations, both of which testified to their hard times and their enduring hopes. The Franklins would soon join the thousands for whom Memphis served as a halfway house on the journey to the killing floors of Chicago or the assembly lines of Detroit. In Memphis they occupied a modest single-story home in a neighborhood that would nurture an impressive roster of musicians including Maurice White, the guiding spirit of Earth, Wind & Fire.

			Named after her father’s sisters, Aretha Louise Franklin was the fourth of five children. While her brothers Vaughn and Cecil would pursue careers in the military and the ministry respectively, Aretha’s older sister Erma and younger sister Carolyn would add to the family’s musical legacy. Erma would enter soul music history for her superior version of Janis Joplin’s signature song, “Piece of My Heart,” while Carolyn would make her mark as the composer of Aretha’s mid-seventies soul ballad “Angel.” Together Erma and Carolyn would provide memorable backup vocals on classics from “Do Right Woman—Do Right Man” and “Respect” to “Chain of Fools.”

			Aretha’s family had carried their songs to Memphis from the Mississippi Delta, where the young Clarence LaVaughn Franklin had pastored a series of churches in and around Greenville and Clarksdale, the mythic cradle of the blues. Born January 22, 1915, in Sunflower County, Mississippi, C.L. lived the harsh reality that echoed through the music of Robert Johnson and Muddy Waters. Unwilling to accept his place in the Jim Crow South after returning from World War I, C.L.’s father had abandoned the family. His mother remarried a caring and hardworking but illiterate sharecropper, Henry Franklin. The family moved from plantation to plantation before settling in the parched cotton fields of Bolivar County outside Doddsville. As he grew up, C.L. witnessed white supremacy’s relentless assault on his stepfather’s sense of self-worth. The intensely intelligent youngster perceived the obvious injustices of Jim Crow: the inadequate schools and the way the white farmers cheated his stepfather each year when the price of the cotton never quite balanced the accrued cost of food and supplies. He raged at the everyday indignities that constantly reminded blacks of their place on the fringes of humanity. Decades later Franklin rankled at the memory of being intentionally sprayed by bus drivers taking white children to school while C.L. and his friends trudged along the muddy spring roads.

			Chopping cotton alongside his father in the fields next to Highway 61 and the Illinois Central Railroad line, Aretha’s father dreamed of a better life as he waved back to blacks driving cars with northern plates. Walking the tracks, he hailed migrants aboard the “Chicken Bone Special” headed for the promised lands of Chicago, Cleveland, and Detroit. Returning to the sharecroppers’ quarters at the end of the day, he would relax listening to the blues moans of Blind Lemon Jefferson and Roosevelt Sykes as well as his favorite recorded sermon, Reverend J.M. Gates’s “Dead Cat on the Line.”

			Although he always insisted that he never felt a conflict between gospel and the blues, C.L. Franklin’s path out of the Delta led not to Beale Street but to the pulpit of Memphis’s respectable New Salem Baptist Church. From his early childhood in Mississippi, he had been steeped in the spirit of the church, walking two miles to choir practice and traveling in a horse-drawn wagon to the churches where he heard the backwoods preaching style that would shape his own. When he was thirteen, he experienced a fiery vision on the wall of his bedroom. “A voice spoke to me from behind the plank and said something like, ‘Go and preach the gospel to all nations,’ ” he later told an interviewer. “I went and told my mother what I had seen and heard.” A few years later he formally accepted the call to preach after hearing an inspirational sermon by the Memphis-based Reverend Benjamin Perkins. C.L. established himself by rotating through a series of small rural churches, often serving as many as four congregations at a time. Like their blues-playing brothers and cousins, Delta preachers grappled in a highly competitive culture that required both insight and showmanship. The charisma that would propel C.L. to stardom first emerged, he fondly recalled, at Delta “preaching rallies,” where four or five young ministers would deliver short sermons, “trying to outdo the others” and capture the hearts and financial support of the crowd. Rivalries grew fierce, but from the beginning C.L.’s voice and flair for showmanship set him apart.

			His growing reputation enabled C.L. to establish a home base in Clarksdale, although he continued to visit churches throughout the area. One day in Shelby, Mississippi, he met a young pianist and singer named Barbara Siggers. Attracted by her quiet beauty and resonant voice, he began courting her. A few months later, as a persistent rain drenched the cotton fields, they were married at the house of one of C.L.’s Clarksdale parishioners. The young couple stayed in Clarksdale for a year before moving on to Greenville and then, at the invitation of Reverend Perkins, whose sermon had set C.L. on his spiritual path, to Memphis and New Salem Baptist Church. C.L. busied himself serving New Salem and was soon pastoring a second church in the new Hollywood subdivision while pursuing studies at LeMoyne College. His young wife sang in the choir.

			At home Barbara Franklin exercised an influence that was not only personal but musical. “I was young but I remember how warm and beautiful she was,” Aretha wrote in her autobiography. “I was very close to her and I can’t say which, if either of my parents was the greater influence on me.” The legendary producer John Hammond, who would sign Aretha to her first pop music contract, remembered hearing that “Aretha’s mother was one of the really great gospel singers. Aretha said she had more talent than C.L.” Still, without question, Aretha’s father provided the family’s center of gravity. And her mother suffered in the fishbowl of life in a preacher’s household. C.L.’s respectful and admiring assessment of her glossed over the difficulties faced by a talented woman in a church culture dominated by charismatic men: “People loved her. We weren’t too involved with them socially; we were involved with them in terms of the church program. She got along beautifully, beautifully. She had no problem. To me, people who respect the minister’s wife and encourage her, admire her for what she is doing, like to hear her sing—I don’t see why she has any difficulty, although I have often heard it said that it is difficult to be a minister’s wife.”

			Whatever his wife’s hardships, Franklin had embarked on a journey that would carry him to the forefront of the National Baptist Convention. In those days “for a black boy,” the illustrious African American photographer Ernest Withers explained, “growing up to be President of the Convention was like a white boy becoming President of the United States.” C.L.’s first step to that end took place when he delivered the eulogy for a friend who had pastored Friendship Baptist Church in Buffalo, New York. His sermon so impressed the mourners that they asked him to fill the vacancy, an invitation Franklin eagerly accepted. That same year his sermon at the annual meeting of the National Baptist Convention mesmerized a Detroit audience that included members of that city’s New Bethel Baptist, which was embroiled in conflicts that would soon lead half the congregation to walk out and form a new church. The members who stayed behind agreed that the charismatic young Franklin was an ideal figure to rebuild the congregation. Much to the dismay of his Buffalo flock, he agreed to move once more. C.L. Franklin served the Lord and C.L. Franklin.

			When C.L. Franklin climbed into the pulpit of New Bethel on the first Sunday in June of 1946, the church huddled in a dilapidated former bowling alley on Hastings Street in the heart of Detroit’s Paradise Valley ghetto. Located on the city’s Lower East Side, Paradise Valley was the point of arrival for most of the black migrants who streamed to Michigan in search of the economic opportunities promised by Detroit’s wartime emergence as the “Arsenal of Democracy.” When they arrived, however, they found themselves in what the Pittsburgh Courier, a black newspaper with a national audience, called “the largest Southern city in the United States.” As early as 1942 a Life magazine headline noted, “Detroit Is Dynamite,” warning that the uneasy racial situation could “either blow up Hitler or blow up the United States.”

			A migrant’s first problem was simply finding a place to live. The black population of Detroit doubled between 1940 and 1950, putting enormous pressure on an already overtaxed and rigidly segregated housing market. As the ghetto expanded north from Paradise Valley on the east side of Woodward Avenue, conditions in the “rat belt”—residents reported more than two hundred bites in a two-year period—deteriorated. Over a quarter of Lower East Side apartments lacked plumbing and full kitchens. Migrants who prospered fled to middle-class black neighborhoods like Oakland Avenue and Conant Gardens; the growing divisions along class lines mocked the dreams that had drawn the migrants to Detroit in the first place.

			Tensions between new migrants and old settlers in the black community, however, paled beside the seething fear and anger that the black migration provoked among whites in Detroit. In 1943 the tensions exploded into one of the worst riots in American history. The riot began on the bridge over the Detroit River that linked the city with the Belle Isle recreation area, which local whites sometimes called “Nigger Island.” Historian Timothy Tyson describes what happened when word of white attacks on black motorists reached Paradise Valley: “A young black man mounted the stage at the Forest Club, a popular black hangout in Paradise Valley, seized the microphone from the band leader, and told the crowd, ‘There’s a riot at Belle Isle. The whites have killed a colored lady and her baby. Thrown them over the bridge. Everybody come on.’ The rumor about the woman and her baby was not true, but thousands of African Americans raged through the streets, stoning white motorists and looting white businesses. White agitators spread similar rumors of outrage, many of which were sexual in nature, as white mobs rampaged on streetcars and set fire to blacks’ automobiles. Many white rioters traveled substantial distances from all-white communities, as one put it, ‘to kill us a nigger.’ White police ignored and sometimes encouraged white rioters; some became active participants in the violence.” The riot left 38 dead, including 17—all of them black—killed by police. Officials reported 676 serious injuries and $2 million in property damage.

			In 1946, when Reverend Franklin and his young family arrived in Detroit, memories of the Belle Isle riot remained fresh, but those nightmare images could not overshadow the vitality and energy of their new home. On any Friday or Saturday night the clubs clustered along John R Street between Forest and Canfield overflowed with the music that accompanied the migrants on their journey north. They talked, drank, and danced to “Boogie Chillen” by John Lee Hooker, the Clarksdale-born bluesman who held down a janitor’s job at Dodge Main. They rocked to “Fever” by Little Willie John, who’d moved from Arkansas to the Motor City when he was four. R&B belter LaVern Baker, billed as “Little Miss Sharecropper,” fronted Todd Rhodes’s jump blues band while trumpeter Howard McGhee, saxophonist Bill Evans (who would soon change his name to Yusef Lateef), and singer Betty Carter helped establish Detroit as a center of the burgeoning bebop movement. Hank Ballard, first with the Royals and then with the Midnighters, delighted crowds with his salacious smash “Work with Me Annie.” The three Jones brothers from Pontiac— drummer Elvin, who would form part of John Coltrane’s great band of the sixties, soulful pianist Hank, and trumpeter Thad, whom Charles Mingus once called “Bartok with valves for a pencil that’s directed by God”— joined a jazz world that included vibe virtuoso Milt Jackson and trumpeter Donald Byrd. A parade of Detroit-born or -based musicians sparkled at night spots like the Flame Show Bar, famous for its hundred-foot-long bar and the mirrors covering three walls. Thomas “Beans” Bowles, who would play a key role in the Motown story as a member of the Funk Brothers house band, described the scene outside the Flame at its peak in the late thirties: “On weekends the traffic would line up; you could not drive down Canfield or John R. That was hustle night, girls were on the streets, pimps were out, everybody was makin’ money. Lights and glitter, valet parking. Nobody bother you or nothin’.”

			By the time the young preacher took the pulpit at New Bethel, Paradise Valley was surrendering its preeminence in black nightlife to Oakland Avenue, a north-end district that prided itself on comparisons with Los Angeles’s “Miracle Mile.” The name “Paradise Valley” grew increasingly ironic. A writer for Detroit’s leading black newspaper, the Michigan Chronicle, described the changes in the area around the young Reverend Franklin’s church: “No longer is the Valley the gay, charming, and alluring young lady she once was, instead she is a withered, ugly old hag whom no one loves and whom everyone is beginning to forsake for a younger more beautiful companion.” Thousands of returning veterans and new migrants came hoping the Paradise Valley boom would resume but finding little sign of it. Aretha’s brother Cecil fleshed out the picture: “The people you saw who had any measure of success were the pimp and the hustler, the numbers man and the dope man. Aretha knew what they were all about, without having to meet them personally.”

			Rather than lamenting his bad timing, C.L. Franklin embraced the challenge. “Hastings is a fine place for a church because the church is for everyone,” he announced. The exuberant preacher set about marshaling the resources for that mission. If, as Franklin observed, “raising money in church is an art,” music historian Daniel Wolff was certainly correct in anointing Franklin “one of the premier artists.” By March 1949 New Bethel had been transformed from a crumbling bowling alley into a palace. Entering through an outer lobby with new picture windows on three sides, the growing congregation worshiped amid towering stained-glass depictions of Jesus and the disciples.

			Aretha always retained her affection for the church where her father preached beneath the glowing blue neon crucifix above the altar. In her autobiography she admitted to feeling “the pull of those days in the old neighborhood down on Hastings with the Willis Theater across the street, small shops and storefront churches as far as the eye could see.” Aretha remembered the musical allure of the clubs where black musicians from Duke Ellington to Dinah Washington bedazzled appreciative audiences. She also relished memories of the storefront Holiness Church across the street from New Bethel where “they were shouting and praising His name so strong that I was drawn inside.”

			Reverend Franklin called upon the Holy Spirit in a somewhat more cerebral style. From his days studying sociology and English literature at LeMoyne, C.L. enjoyed being called “Rabbi,” a nickname that suggested the intellectual content of his sermons. Developing a “more historically minded and less evangelical” style than most of his Baptist peers, Franklin argued that his thoughtful approach would have “a more lasting effect because you’re reaching their minds as well as their emotions.” Still, he shared his flock’s appreciation for the intermingling of music and spirit. Every Sunday, New Bethel raised its own chorus of voices bearing witness to the burdens of life in the promised land and testifying to the spirit that bestowed the strength to face another week on the loading docks or in the white folks’ kitchens. From the start music played a central role at New Bethel, reflecting Franklin’s belief that “gospel music mends the broken heart, raises the bowed down head, and gives hope to the weary traveler.”

			At New Bethel C.L. perfected the inimitable style that would soon allow him to command fees of up to four thousand dollars per sermon. Future Supreme Mary Wilson, whose family attended New Bethel, described the weekly scene of women “rocking back and forth in the pews, saying, ‘Yes, Jesus. Yes, Lord.’ There were several women in starched white nurse’s uniforms and they would go over to the most hysterical churchgoers and fan them. . . . We would sit back and bet which of these middle-aged women was going to ‘get happy’ first.” Blues great B.B. King expressed his admiration for the man he called “my main minister. Whenever I was in Detroit, I’d make it a point to get myself up to New Bethel on Sunday mornings. . . . He spoke simply and beautifully, telling stories in hypnotic cadences that called forth the power of Scripture. He gave examples I could understand. His sermons were musical, moving with the rhythms of his emotions, building to a climax, and leaving you renewed. He also injected strong messages about racial pride. Listening to Reverend Franklin’s messages was like listening to a good song. You felt hope.” By the time the Chrysler Freeway Project forced New Bethel to relocate to the old Oriole Theater, the splintered congregation C.L. Franklin had encountered in 1946 had grown to between three and four thousand.

			Even as “the Man with the Million Dollar Voice” advanced toward the preeminent place he would maintain for the next thirty years, the Franklin family was facing difficulties that would shape Aretha’s personality. In 1948, when Aretha was six, Barbara Franklin left the family and took Vaughn, her oldest son, to Buffalo. While C.L. Franklin rarely mentioned his wife’s departure, the split shook the children. Aretha has always rejected suggestions that her mother betrayed the family’s trust. “In no way, shape, form or fashion did our mother desert us,” she wrote. “She simply moved with Vaughn back to Buffalo, where she lived with her parents.” Remembering summer visits to her mother, who supported herself working as a nurse’s aide at Buffalo General Hospital, Aretha painted a warm picture of care-free childhood games and ice cream treats. The visits came to a tragic end in 1952 when Barbara Franklin died suddenly of a heart attack. Even a half century later Aretha would say only, “I cannot describe the pain, nor will I try.”

			Many of those who knew Aretha well believe that Barbara’s departure and death affected Aretha even more deeply than she acknowledged. Mavis Staples, who first met Aretha when they were both teenagers on the gospel circuit, remembered that Aretha “had a brush and a case. And I asked, ‘That’s your mother’s brush?’ And she said, ‘Yeah, that’s my mother’s brush. It’s still got a little bit of hair in it.’ I think that was the worst thing that could’ve happened for her, not to know her mother.” Mahalia Jackson concluded simply, “After her mama died, the whole family wanted for love.”

			As she would throughout her life, Aretha turned to the church and song for solace. The same year her mother died, she accepted Jesus as her Lord and personal savior, a formal commitment that Aretha took with the utmost seriousness. By the time she was ten, she’d already found her way to the piano, “just bangin’, not playin’, but findin’ a little something here and there,” she later told an Ebony magazine interviewer. When C.L. overheard his daughter imitating popular hits like Eddie Heywood’s “Canadian Sunset,” he arranged for professional lessons. Frustrated by “too much ‘Chopsticks,’ ” Aretha asserted her musical independence. When the teacher arrived, Aretha recounted, “I’d hide. I tried for maybe a week, but I just couldn’t take it. She had all these little baby books, and I wanted to go directly to the tunes.” Listening carefully to visitors like jazz master Art Tatum and future gospel legend James Cleveland provided Aretha with all the schooling she needed. As Smokey Robinson, a close friend of Aretha’s brother Cecil, remembered, “We poke our heads into the music room and I’m amazed. Seated behind the baby grand is a baby herself, singing like an angel.”

			In later life Aretha would minimize the burdens she experienced during her childhood; at times, her memories evoke a sepia Father Knows Best, complete with comic interludes. Family friend Dorothy Swan remembered entering the kitchen to find C.L. Franklin, who had not yet hired a permanent cook or housekeeper, cooking beans. Exasperated, the reverend complained, “I keep cooking them and they just get harder and harder.” To which Dorothy responded succinctly, “Put some water in!” Fortunately, the arrival of Aretha’s grandmother Rachel and a new housekeeper saved the family from starvation. With the help of visits from Mahalia, they gave Aretha a schooling in the kitchen arts that made her proud. “I’m good and mean with the pots,” she would later say. “These were the serious soul sisters with those big black cast-iron skillets.”

			Living in a comfortable brick house in a shaded half-acre lot near Oakland Avenue, Aretha was shielded from the increasing problems of Paradise Valley. Although she had heard about the Detroit riot and felt the community’s outrage over President Truman’s 1952 seizure of the steel mills, she remembered the early fifties as “a time of high optimism in Detroit,” accompanied by “music [that] reflected that optimism, the belief that things were getting better for black folks.” From as far back as she could remember, music was part of the world that included parties at Belle Isle, movies at the Echo Theater, treats from Mr. Wiggins’s Sweetshop, car rides with the family in C.L.’s Cadillac convertible, and the excitement of listening to broadcasts of fights featuring Sugar Ray Robinson and Detroit’s own Joe Louis. “My childhood was a happy one,” Aretha wrote. “We roller-skated, sat on the back porch—some people would call it a stoop—and told a lot of jokes late into the midnight hour. I had a piano right off the back porch, and sometimes I’d sing.”

			The children benefited from the attentions of C.L.’s companion, Lola Moore, whom Aretha remembered as “fashionable, fun and a dynamite cook.” Although some members of the congregation raised their eyebrows at the presence of an unmarried woman in the minister’s home, no one publicly challenged the story that she was just helping out with the children. For a while Lola lived with the Franklins, and the children hoped their father would marry her. But the relationship came to an end, and although Aretha cried when Lola caught a cab to the train station, she concluded simply, “Daddy’s personal affairs were not our business, and we knew not to question him.”

			Ensconced behind the mahogany desk in his study or charming the visitors at his many parties, C.L. Franklin was the social and emotional fulcrum of the household. But his impact on his talented daughter was not simply psychological. When he lifted his expressive hands in benediction and filled New Bethel with his soaring words and rhythms, he provided his daughter a graduate education in giving voice to the spirit. Aretha frequently paid tribute to her father’s influence on her style: “Most of what I learned vocally came from him. He gave me a sense of timing in music and timing is important in everything.” In her autobiography she described what happened when C.L. felt the spirit: “When he would get into what I call high or third gear, it was called whooping. Later Harry Belafonte called Daddy a superwhooper, a description that made me smile. . . . Whooping is a powerful and highly rhythmic way of preaching in which words take the form of song— half speech, half melody. Reverend Jesse Jackson, whose ordination sermon was delivered by Daddy, said, ‘C.L. Franklin was the most imitated soul preacher in history, a combination of soul and science and sweetness and substance.’ ” When Reverend Franklin reached the climax of a classic sermon like “Dry Bones in the Valley,” “The Man at the Pool,” or “A Bigot Meets Jesus,” the line dividing speech from song existed mostly in theory. When the choir joined their minister in a favorite hymn such as “Father I Stretch My Hand to Thee” or “The Old Ship of Zion,” the emotional unity of individual performer and responsive congregation set a standard that Aretha would carry with her into the world of secular entertainment.

			While C.L. Franklin never crossed over into that world, his performances earned him an audience beyond the walls of his church. In 1951 he began broadcasting his sermons on Detroit radio, first on a small station out of suburban Dearborn and a year later on powerhouse WJLB. Reaching out to a national audience, Reverend Franklin bought time on a Memphis station where rates were cheap. Broadcasting giant WLAC out of Nashville quickly picked him up. At WLAC, ostensibly a black station targeting a black audience, DJs Gene Nobles, William “Hoss” Allen, and John R, whose full name was John Richbourg, were fully aware that the airwaves paid little heed to segregation. At any given moment upward of half their listeners, like the DJs, were white.

			The broadcasts also caught the attention of Detroit record store owner and producer Joe Von Battle, who convinced Reverend Franklin to record his sermons on the JVB label. Neither Franklin nor Von Battle saw anything unusual about mixing commerce and politics with sincere expressions of faith. Since slavery times African Americans had used biblical images to comment on political issues, and the gospel circuit had been one of the few spheres in which blacks could express themselves and earn a decent living. Seeking a larger audience and a bigger payday, Von Battle licensed the recordings to Chicago-based Chess Records, where Franklin rapidly ascended to stardom. He eventually headlined his own show on the gospel circuit and attained legendary status for his classic sermon “The Eagle Stirreth Her Nest.” B.B. King summed up the message. “God stirs the nest of our personal history,” the bluesman reflected. “He challenges us, like He challenged Daniel in the lions’ den. Reverend Franklin would remind me that God’s angels made the lions lie down like lambs. Like an eagle, God is swift and strong in healing our hearts.”

			The sermon is widely recognized as one of the classics of American preaching. Taking a passage in Deuteronomy as his text, Franklin offers a stirring exhortation that echoes the gospel vision of the movement leaders. He opens the sermon by saying he is using the eagle “to symbolize God’s care and God’s concern for his people.” Then he lays out the take-home message in straightforward terms: “History has been one big nest that God has been eternally stirring to make man better—and to help us achieve world brotherhood.” As the sermon unfolds, Franklin abandons the abstractions and spins out a fable about a farmer who builds a cage for an eagle he discovers living among his chickens. “The man went out and built a cage,” Franklin chants, sweeping his listeners up in a wave of sound and rhythm:

			And
every day he’d go in
and feed the eagle.
But
he grew
a little older
 and a little older.
Yes he did.
His wings
 began
to scrape on the sides
of the cage.
 And
he had to build
another cage

			 

			Finally, the farmer’s heart melts at the sight of the eagle’s distress, and he opens the door, freeing the eagle to fly, first to the branches of a nearby tree, and then into the heavens toward the mountain where the other eagles soar. “My soul is an eagle in the cage that the Lord has made for me,” Franklin half-says, half-sings:

			My soul,
My soul,
my soul
 is caged in,
in this old body,
yes it is,
 and one of these days
the man who made the cage
will open the door
and let my soul
Go.
Yes he will.

			 

			The sermon climaxes in a frenzy of moans wrapped around the most basic promise of the gospel vision: “One of these days, my soul will take wings . . . A few more days. O Lord.”

			Aretha understood that her father’s sermons echoed the messages of the freedom movement. “Daddy preached self-pride,” she observed, paraphrasing his social philosophy. “We are black not because we are cursed, for blackness is not a curse; it is a curse only if you think so, and it’s not really a curse then; it’s just the way you think. All colors are beautiful in the sight of God. The only reason why you entertain a thought like that is because you have been culturally conditioned by white people to think that way, and they conditioned you that way because they used this as a means to an end, to give you a feeling of inferiority, and to then take advantage of you, socially, economically, and politically.”

			The luminaries who gathered in the Franklin living room and kitchen represented the mainstream civil rights movement at its best. The traditional leadership class, they were well dressed, articulate, and confident that their cause was righteous. Cloaking their legal and moral appeals in the fiery words of the Old Testament, they supplemented their idealism with a hard-headed use of black economic power. During the Montgomery bus boycott, Martin Luther King claimed the moral high ground, but the power of black dollars did as much to carry the day. Organized around the presence of charismatic leaders including Franklin family friends Powell, Abernathy, and of course King, that movement embraced a “best foot forward” strategy designed to win white liberal allies and establish blacks as worthy of full participation in American society. They celebrated the individual breakthroughs of Jackie Robinson, General Benjamin Davis, and Nat King Cole, the first African American to host a network television show. They cheered Thurgood Marshall’s victories in the courts and King’s successful campaign to end segregation on the Montgomery buses. As the conversation around the Franklin dinner table gave way to the music that filled the house when the guests adjourned to the living room, Reverend Franklin’s young daughter was learning that, in black America, music and the movement could share a voice.

			[image: image]

			GROWING UP IN the Cabrini-Green housing projects, a black island on Chicago’s overwhelmingly white Near North Side, Curtis Mayfield never met the black political leaders or entertainers who frequented the Franklin household. Nevertheless, he and most other Cabrini residents joined their brothers and sisters throughout the nation in rejoicing over the Supreme Court’s 1954  Brown vs. Board of Education decision and thrilling to Dr. King’s stirring speeches. Few of them were aware that they were already playing central roles in an unpublicized drama that would shape the fate of the freedom movement not only in Chicago but throughout the United States. Even as the southern movement brought the walls of Jim Crow tumbling down, poor African Americans in Chicago found themselves losing battles that would leave them more isolated in the final years of the century than they had been prior to Brown. If freedom was really just another word for nothing left to lose, many of the people of Cabrini-Green were free.

			In Cabrini-Green as in the Georgia woods and the Mississippi Delta, hard-pressed residents turned to music and religion for strength and inspiration. Born June 3, 1942, Curtis was the first child of Curtis Lee Mayfield (who had been born Curtis Lee Cooper) and Marion Washington. Raised by his mother and his maternal grandmother, Sadie Riley, he couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t listening to gospel music, especially the music that resounded out of the church presided over by his grandmother, Anna Belle Mayfield. “My grandmother was working to become a minister back in the early fifties. So I saw a lot of church. We had a little storefront place. It was known as the Traveling Souls Spiritualist Church. And so it was just automatic for us young kids. We had Sunday school every Sunday, so after we’d come up in age of course we’d heard a lot of gospel music.” Like many storefront churches, Traveling Souls relocated several times before finding a resting place in the Lawndale District at the heart of the city’s mushrooming West Side ghetto. Curtis and the small congregation pitched in to touch up the peeling blue paint on the building and inscribe the church’s name in big white letters on the front window.

			Reverend Mayfield presided over services in a room heated by a black potbellied stove. Rising from a chair behind the rostrum, she would share her experience of the spirit with a congregation that numbered forty or fifty. Jerry Butler, who had been born in Mississippi and raised in the Pentecostal Church of God in Christ, remembers that when the spirit descended, services that began in the afternoon might last until midnight. He never forgot the emotional fire unleashed by the men and women as they spoke in tongues, “got the Holy Ghost,” and testified to the power of the spirit in their lives.

			For Butler and his young friend Curtis, the spiritual message came through more strongly in the music than in the words. “Whereas the preaching would kind of tire you out and put you to sleep,” Mayfield admitted, “the music was an outburst just full of love that would build your heart up.” Reflecting on the energy unleashed in spiritualist services, Butler saw African Americans recovering dimly apprehended aspects of their cultural heritage: “They had gone spiritually back to their African roots. Yes, the songs they were singing were about Christ—and in English—but the rhythms and the dances, the shouts and calls and responses between that woman and the congregation, were African.”

			It’s unlikely that many of his Cabrini neighbors in the forties would have endorsed Butler’s Afrocentric interpretation of their spiritual life. In the heady days after the project first opened in 1942, many saw Cabrini-Green as the harbinger of a future in which blacks and whites would live together in harmony. The Chicago Housing Authority had created the Cabrini project in 1937, choosing a site in a Sicilian neighborhood nicknamed “Little Hell,” tearing down the run-down tenements at the intersection of Oak and Cleveland Streets, better known as “death corner,” and replacing them with 581 two- and three-story row houses with flat roofs, private entrances, and small yards. For those who relocated to the interracial neighborhood from the overcrowded South Side slums, where rats outnumbered people, Cabrini-Green promised a taste of the American dream.

			Almost from the start the project found itself caught up in the battle over public housing that would define the movement in the North. Like Detroit, black Chicago suffered from a severe housing shortage. In 1948 the Urban League reported that 375,000 South Side residents were crammed into an area that could legally accommodate 110,000. The saturation of the South Side created enormous pressure for redefining Chicago’s racial boundaries. In neighborhood after neighborhood events followed a familiar script. A relatively well-off black family seeking to escape the ghetto would agree to pay higher-than-market value for a house on a previously all-white block; panicked whites would flee the area, allowing landlords to scoop up their property at bargain prices; the landlords would then neglect maintenance and subdivide apartments, re-creating the conditions the black pioneers had fled at the start of the cutthroat cycle. In Chicago’s “bungalow belt,” where a large number of European ethnic working-class families owned their own homes, the first signs of the depressing pattern understandably generated fierce resistance.

			The result was a state of what one historian called “chronic urban guerrilla warfare.” Whenever a black family moved into a white neighborhood, white residents mobilized to defend their turf. When black World War II veteran Roscoe Johnson and his wife, Ethel, moved into the Park Manor neighborhood, residents clustered on porches and in backyards, drinking, shouting “Bring out Bushman!” and “String him up!” and singing “Old Black Joe” and “Carry Me Back to Ole Virginny.” As the night wore on, the verbal attacks escalated into physical violence. “We barricaded the door and put a mattress behind it,” Mrs. Johnson reported. “We crawled on our hands and knees when the missiles started coming through the windows. Then they started to throw gasoline-soaked rags in pop bottles. They also threw flares and torches. The crowds didn’t leave until daybreak.”

			Similar scenes played out with distressing regularity throughout the city. Through the late forties and early fifties Chicago authorities reported scores of racially motivated bombings. When Curtis Mayfield was growing up, the primary difference between Chicago and Birmingham was the absence of news coverage up North. Fearing that the racial tinder littering the city could blaze up in a major conflagration, the city had convinced newspaper editors, including the editors of black America’s flagship paper, the Chicago Defender, to limit coverage of racial disturbances to brief factual accounts and to avoid editorials, inflammatory pictures, or emotionally charged language. Even though the city’s “tension map” blossomed with colored pins mapping incidents of racial violence, Chicagoans in unaffected areas, to say nothing of the rest of the nation, rarely even knew the clashes had occurred. Although the headlines of the Defender screamed out news of racial atrocities in the South, the black press minimized and sometimes altogether ignored the violence in their own backyards.

			The complicity of the black press in hushing up the hostilities was part of a larger pattern of race in Chicago politics. Unlike most of their relatives down South, blacks in Chicago could vote. Black ballots were a crucial cog in the most effective political machine ever assembled in an American city. In exchange for control of a substantial number of patronage jobs for blacks and protection for South Side numbers rackets and jitney cabs, a black submachine run by one-legged black boss William Dawson delivered votes for Richard Daley’s machine on request, including some of the questionable ones that swung the 1960 presidential election to John Kennedy. Dawson and his allies also tacitly agreed not to challenge the racial status quo. Black politicians might speak out against racial injustice in Mississippi and Alabama. But their power base and economic self-interest were tied to the continuing existence of the Chicago ghetto.

			Nonetheless, for the young Curtis Mayfield and his family, the Cabrini row houses did offer a glimpse of a better future, albeit one that vanished almost as soon as it came into sight. Under the leadership of Elizabeth Woods, the Chicago Housing Authority envisioned a solution to Chicago’s intense postwar housing shortage based on building small integrated projects scattered throughout the city. The CHA believed that small projects offered the best chance of providing real educational and employment opportunities for all Chicagoans. But the approach never got an honest chance. Before long a set of deals redirected resources from small projects to the endless miles of all-black high-rise projects lining the State Street Corridor on the South Side. Woods herself would be driven from office by a segregationist coup.

			But before that happened, the Cabrini-Green of the early 1950s provided one of the rare test cases for Woods’s vision. Most of the first blacks to move to Cabrini, including the Mayfields, were fleeing the South Side slums. When black families began moving into Cabrini-Green on August 1, 1942, their new homes seemed promising. Retreating from Chicago’s steaming summer streets to the shade beneath the trees outside the row houses, dancing to the music at the frequent block parties or partaking of the feasts provided by the neighborhood’s established St. Philip Benizi Church, most of the neophyte North Siders shared the feelings of Margaret Wilson, who said: “In the early days, I didn’t feel a boundary to the community. I didn’t feel like Cabrini was separated from the rest of the area at all.” For future jazz pianist Ramsey Lewis, his interracial group of friends seemed like a natural part of a comfortable childhood: “It wasn’t until I was in college that I realized I was from what others might consider a ‘poor’ family as far as money was concerned. But growing up in Cabrini, I never wanted for anything. We had clothes to go to church in, clothes to go to school in, and clothes to play in.” Ramsey ran with a mixed group—two or three whites, two or three blacks: “I didn’t realize there was anything unusual about the fact that our neighborhood was mixed.”

			All too soon, however, events would justify Chicago activist Saul Alinsky’s sardonic definition of integration as “the period of time between the arrival of the first black and the departure of the last white.” At Cabrini the 1958 opening of the “Reds”—fifteen buildings of between seven and nineteen stories housing seven thousand new residents—marked the point of no return. Initially, as Jerry Butler remembered, the Reds seemed to expand the opportunity offered by the low-rise “Greens.” “When the red high-rises were built, the initial reaction was, wow, this is gonna be great,” he recalled. “And I think in its embryonic stages, it was great. It was a mixed community with all types of blue-collar workers. We had bus drivers and plumbers and sanitation workers.” Fellow Red resident Viola Holmes concurred: “I thought I was livin’ in heaven. . . . We had a big playground for the kids to play in during the day and all the grown folk would take over in the night time and set out there in back.” Rochelle Satchell underlined the communal spirit that permeated the projects: “Everybody took care of everybody. You never had to lock your doors. You never had fear of anybody just coming out. You never felt like they were going to do any harm.”

			For the young Curtis Mayfield, life in the projects was simply life. Without romanticizing the era, Mayfield remembered the forties and fifties as a time of communal sharing. “Mostly everybody that had a little something or that had a little home or even an apartment, they had grandfathers, they had uncles and aunties, and many times those people lived right within the same household. And of course the women had their men and everybody had the support and took what little you might have to make it work for everybody.” Mayfield traced the values of his community to its roots in the rural South, where most of the older generation had grown up. “I was fortunate enough to be amongst a lot of folks who helped to strengthen my mental abilities as a youngster,” he said appreciatively. “I learned through the streets and through the wise old people. I used to love to listen to old folks. Though you have to sort things out and make certain amends because a lot of what they say’s BS. But there’s a lot of truth to it, too. You know, everything in its place. I got my learning talking to elderly people who’d had to do the same because of the times. Even prior to my time that was the only way to get a learning.”

			The economic realities of life in the projects, however, placed those values under extreme pressure.
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