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Dedication

To my hometown of Tuskegee, Alabama, for teaching me what it means to serve a higher purpose.

To the Commodores, because without the Commodores, there would be no Lionel Richie.

And to my fans, for letting me and my songs be a part of your lives for all of these years.
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Author’s Note

BERRY GORDY, FOUNDER AND LONG-TIME chairman of Motown Records, used to ask a question every time he got up to speak—even in informal settings. He would say, “Is anyone taping this? I might say something brilliant.”

I’d laugh every time, but only in writing this book has it occurred to me that I should have done a better job over the years at recording or jotting down highlights of the stories that form the atomic structure of my journey so far.

Even so, I want to emphasize that the events and experiences recalled herein are faithfully rendered. Although I have a good ear for recalling what was said, and how it was expressed, the conversations I’ve included are not written to represent word-for-word reenactments. My job has been to evoke the real feeling of the words spoken, in keeping with the true essence of the mood and spirit in which they were conveyed.






Zoom

Sunday Afternoon, June 28, 2015

Glastonbury Festival

Worthy Farm, Somerset, England

“What the hell is goin’ on?!”

That’s all I can say as I step onto the edge of Glastonbury’s Pyramid Stage, mid-show, and stop, right there, to look out at the sea of what has been estimated to be anywhere between 175,000 and 200,000 folks. They’re spread before me like a rolling wave—in every direction as far as the eye can see.

Unbelievable.

For weeks I’d been plagued by doubt. The story of my life.

You would have thought that at the grown-up age of sixty-six, after a career spanning almost fifty years, that would no longer be the case. And yet, somehow, just when I thought I’d finally banished the old fears, they came back full force as soon as this gig was proposed—You haven’t played a massive venue like this in a while! Do these festival fans even know you or your songs?

But wait. Fear of missing out—also the story of my life—kept me from saying no to the offer. C’mon, y’all, this was Glastonbury! The mecca for die-hard music fans who brave the elements and trek out to the English countryside where they expect to hear the hottest artists alive.

“You haven’t lived until you’ve played Glastonbury!” I’d been hearing from fellow entertainers for years.

So I said yes.

Hours before showtime, I flew down from London by helicopter, a mess of nerves. As we began to descend through a misty cloud cover, I caught my first sight of the festival grounds. What I saw below, even under gray skies, looked like something out of a storybook—with folks already streaming in through the gates.

Yet nothing prepared me for what happened in the minutes before I hit the stage.

Standing there in the wings, already sweating, I took a breath to calm myself and was instantly jolted by a roar, a distant rumble—What the hell is THAT? Thunder? No, it was some kind of chant and it grew louder by the second. That’s when I looked out, saw the magnitude of the crowd, and realized that it was my name being sung in greeting.

Lawd, have mercy, as we say back in Tuskegee, Alabama, where I was born and bred.

The concert is a true lovefest.

That’s why, midway through the show, I ask, a second time, “What the hell is going on?”

My arms are open wide, hands extended and palms up.

In response comes thunderous laughter.

These beautiful people think I’m joking. Oh, no, I am serious. I swing my arms, march down to the other end of the stage, and look out again.

Am I really seeing thousands of kids with seventies-era Afro wigs?

I am.

And are they also wearing stick-on mustaches?

They are.

Some have climbed up onto the shoulders of others, creating a double-decker crowd. One line of fans has painted faces spelling out ENDLESS LOVE.

Multicolored peace signs are held high. Flags of many nations ruffle in the wind like ships’ sails, alongside banners that read: PARTY ALL NIGHT LONG and EASY LIKE SUNDAY MORNING and LIONEL, WILL YOU MARRY . . . MY MOTHER? A huge likeness of me resembling the cartoon guy from Where’s Waldo? is captioned: HELLO . . . IS IT ME YOU’RE LOOKING FOR?

Did I dream all of this up?

If not, I mean—How in the world did this even happen? That, my friends, is a million-dollar question. It’s one that I’ve been asking myself since I was nineteen years old, in a similar state of disbelief, on the precipice of the most unlikely future that has blessedly led me to the Pyramid Stage at Glastonbury. And beyond.

***

X MARKS THE spot—Harlem in the summer of 1968.

The moment I caught my first glimpse of the legendary building on West 135th Street—between Seventh and Lenox—I knew that my bandmates and I had arrived. We were on the verge of becoming household names.

The instant we parked the 1967 white Chevy van that had carried us here all the way from Tuskegee, I threw open the front passenger door and hopped out.

The rest of the guys followed.

“C’mon, Skeet, let’s go,” I heard someone say, using the childhood nickname that I wanted badly to outgrow.

I didn’t answer. I just stood on the sidewalk trying to capture every detail, to take in the thrill of the moment. Lifting my eyes to the top of the fourteen-story tower that crowned the landmark brick building, I basked in the sight of the red neon sign and its four proud block letters: YMCA.

The Promised Land.

The fact that I’d overcome my parents’ objections to this escapade was an honest-to-God miracle. None of it would have happened if not for an unexpected occurrence the previous fall, in my freshman year of college.

Before this time, I had rarely been among “the Chosen” for anything. Not in Tuskegee, where I grew up until the tenth grade, nor in Joliet, Illinois, where I spent my last two years of high school. But then, shortly after I’d moved back to Alabama to attend Tuskegee Institute (as the university was then known), as I was standing in line to sign up for classes, along came fate.

A fellow freshman, just behind me, tapped on my shoulder and introduced himself as Thomas McClary from Florida—business major and guitar player. “Hey, Richie,” he added, “heard you brought your horn to school.”

Huh?

Not sure how Thomas knew this information, I nodded—without confessing that I’d only brought my saxophone to learn how to play the thing. Well, now, I could sort of play by ear and had begun to have a feel for it, following along with records of Jazz greats John Coltrane and Sonny Stitt.

That was it. Because I owned a saxophone, I was invited to join the Mystics, a ragtag little band that Thomas McClary put together for the sole purpose of performing in the upcoming Freshman Talent Show. That’s how I came to be “chosen” for the first of only two bands I was ever in—something I never would have pursued on my own.

***

FROM THE TIME I was young, I accepted as gospel that I was not trustworthy enough to travel far from the safety of home by myself. The dangers lurking in our small town of about fifteen square miles, population approximately 7,500 (3,000 students), weren’t the main concern.

The issue was me.

Why? Evidently, I was too hyper, too easily distracted to return home at the appointed hour—which would worry the family to no end. If I went to the market to pick up eggs and ice cream, six hours later I’d return with dairy products gone bad. If I got lost, I’d rarely ask for directions because I was so painfully, awkwardly, horribly shy.

Whenever I wanted to leave the house, for any reason, the first question I heard was—“Well, now, Skeet, who’s goin’ with you?”

Thankfully, I had friends, slightly more responsible than me, and if I was in their company, I was free to leave. Harold would come by, and we’d go traipse around, past the stately campus buildings—famous for their red bricks hand-formed by the first classes of students in the early 1880s.

Howard would come by, or Shorty. Somebody would come by, and, like magic, being part of a group became my ticket to freedom.

These rules created a push and pull inside of me. On the one hand, I could never wait to get outside the Tuskegee “Bubble,” as we all called it; on the other hand, I panicked whenever heading onto unfamiliar ground alone.

Even as a college student! Go to a movie by myself? Nope. Never. To this day, I’ve never been to the movies alone. What about, at the appropriate age, going out to a club on my own, maybe meeting some special someone?

Are you kidding me?

When it came to introducing myself to members of the opposite sex, I was the worst. Tongue-tied and awkward, I was self-conscious to the point of nausea. Imagine—I was a hopeless romantic, yet even as a college freshman, if I got it together to approach a young lady, before I said a word, I’d panic.

Was I a late bloomer? Not exactly. Let’s clear this up. I was a tragically late bloomer. Without friends who helped make introductions, God only knows where I’d be today.

We’ve all heard the success stories of people who always knew they had a calling. Not me.

Aside from a love for music—all kinds—nothing about me hinted that one day I’d make it as an entertainer, a showman!

I liked to play sports, but I was never the athlete who ran onto the playing field shouting, “Gimme the ball!” No . . . I’d run the other way. I was traumatized changing into gym clothes for PE. Somebody would say, “Y’all, can you believe how skinny Skeet is?” Like it was news to me. Gym shorts only came in small, medium, and large. There was no slim fit, no size for a kid like me who was built like a pencil. If I slid my two legs into one of the legs of the smallest shorts, it draped like a skirt.

Whenever sides were picked for teams, whatever the sport, I’d be one of the last to get chosen—with a begrudging, “Okay, we’ll take Lionel.”

My inability to focus was the problem. I was the problem. There was something wrong with me. There were too many distractions. And, in all that noise, there was this Other Side calling to me. Like a radio signal from a distant planet that I wanted to hear better but couldn’t quite tune in to.

At school, I could never sit still. I’d have to tap my foot or drum my hands to a beat only I could hear, and then try somehow to process multiple soundtracks of sensory overload.

In those days, nobody talked about ADD or ADHD. Aside from murmurs about “poor Lionel” being “too hyper” and “too sensitive,” I never heard the more clinical terms. Ever. What I heard was, “Lionel, would you care to join us?” and “Mr. Richie, you have something more important to do?” or, “Skeet, would you respond to the question?”

What was the question?

I heard grown folks saying to my parents and grandparents, “You know, that Lionel . . . he’s a slow learner.” “He’s not a strong reader.” “He has trouble in school.”

Those statements would be hard for any young person to hear, especially for an uncertain kid like me growing up, basically, on the Tuskegee campus—where the energy, brilliance, and heroism of the likes of Booker T. Washington and the Tuskegee Airmen loomed large. We were expected to be next-level.

True success, we were told, would not be defined by money. No. The measure of your worth was your level of education, your scholastic achievement—a reality that hit me one afternoon when I was eleven years old.

Out on my bike, riding around campus, I took a break from the heat to sit, head in hands, on the steps of one of our great halls of learning, near the overhang of an old oak tree. That’s when it dawned on me—Wow, if you’re a PhD, you’ve reached the top.

Proof was in front of me—professors walking around in tweed jackets, smoking their pipes, and talking in big words.

Right there, I faced a hard truth—It’s all Greek to me. Actually, it was Greek! And Latin! The smart students took Latin and Greek and the other classical languages.

The revelation—Oh man, that ain’t me!—sent a message to my brain that something was fundamentally broken in me. My driving question became, How can I cope with my brokenness?

The solution was to become an escape artist.

Instead of fighting the Other Side, I gave in, and by age twelve began to escape to it all the time, and to live in the creative laboratory of my imagination. On the Other Side, there was no self-doubt, no boredom, no fear of being alone, no limits on my freedom to be whatever I chose.

More than a decade later, in my mid-twenties—early in my songwriting efforts—I summoned my twelve-year-old escape artist self to help write what became a theme song for my life:


I may be just a foolish dreamer

But I don’t care

Cause I know my happiness

Is waiting out there, somewhere . . .

Whoa, zoom, I’d like to fly far away from here

Where my mind, oh Lord, is fresh and clear

And I’ll find the love that I long to see

Where everybody can be what they wanna be . . .

Whoa, I wish the world were truly happy

Living as one

I wish the world they call freedom

Someday would come



“Zoom” was a wish, a vision, a dream by a foolish, unrealistic dreamer.

That was me for most of my youth, this imaginary person. And then, the most unlikely thing happened. What happened, through the strangest twists of fate, was that the imaginary person became the real person.

Everything happened on purpose. By divine intervention.

***

IN GLASTONBURY AND in Harlem—separated by decades—the message was clear: When opportunity knocks, it may come in disguise.

I am thinking of a very cold Monday evening at my grandmother’s house in Tuskegee—where I grew up with my parents and sister, and where I had returned to live with Grandma during my college years. This was January 1968, after the holiday break in the middle of freshman year. This was the night when I heard the Big Knock.

The gregarious young man on the front porch said he wanted to holler at me about something he promised might be of interest. He was a third-year engineering student from Arkansas by the name of Michael Gilbert.

We sat down in the living room as he informed me, “I’m with the Jays.”

Holy shit!

Right then, sure enough, I recognized him as the bass player and lead singer of the Jays, a group of upperclassmen who did covers of Top 40 hits and some standards. Mostly juniors and seniors, they were the biggest thing in music on campus. They were good. I mean, really good.

The Jays paired up with a Tuskegee girl group called the Joyettes to perform a variety of paying jobs—including a show at Harlem’s hoppin’ Smalls Paradise. They were pros!

Michael had a problem though. “The Jays are breaking up.” All but three of the band members were about to graduate, and fly off to be pilots, or take posts as commissioned officers, or pursue the professional careers they’d studied hard for.

“Really?”

Michael spat it out. “Richie, I’ve been looking at you and think you might be perfect for the new band we’re putting together.”

Did he say he was “looking” at me? That was a surprise.

At the Freshman Talent Show I had suffered such crippling stage fright, I tried to walk off with the curtain when it opened to reveal the Mystics to the entire auditorium. It was the annual tradition for unwitting freshmen to sign up only to have older students laugh and throw stuff at us. But that didn’t happen in our case. Somehow—once I made it back onstage—we got going on our rendition of James Brown’s “Cold Sweat” and we were tight, man. The show put us on the map, at least for the first semester.

Maybe Michael Gilbert had seen us and was impressed. But why had he singled me out? No clue. I wasn’t a real saxophone player. More like a sax holder or blower.

The real story is that Michael had a concept for what a hot new band might look and sound like, and he wanted players willing to be coached.

I would love to report that I was the first new member recruited by Michael Gilbert. He made it seem that he was, secretly, only talking to me. And that was the same conversation he secretly had with Thomas McClary and two other members of the Mystics—which I discovered after I went to “audition,” basically our first rehearsal. Within two weeks we had our first paying job. The only thing missing was the band’s name.

There are differing versions of how the naming went down. The version I recall is that it was the middle of the night and there was a dictionary, and Michael Gilbert, eyes closed, opened it up randomly and pointed to the first word that jumped out at him. That word came right after commode. It was commodore—the term for a high-ranking naval officer, just below admiral. Perfect for adding a “the” and making it plural. Thus, the name Michael gets credit for choosing was—you guessed it—the Commodores.

The joke, for years, was—Thank the Lawd we didn’t have to go with “the Commodes.”

The months that followed were magic. The band spent every weekend on the road—outside the Bubble! Being a Commodore was about belonging, about being part of a group and getting to do something I actually, truly loved.

The end of freshman year came much too soon. Time to return to Joliet—where Dad had wrangled a summer job for me in the munitions division of Uniroyal, his employer, so I could help pay for ongoing college expenses. In effect, I was now out of the Commodores. And miserable.

But wait. After a few weeks, here came fate again.

Michael Gilbert called and announced, “We’re going to New York to take the town by storm. We’d love for you to be with us, Richie.”

After all the times I’d heard, “Okay, we’ll take Lionel,” this was a whole other kind of being chosen, as in—We gotta have you!

This was my golden ticket to adventure. Nothing like this had ever been presented to me. And nothing had ever given me a reason to defy my dad—who would never approve of me quitting the job he pulled strings for me to have.

Michael urged me to hold my ground, because, as he said, “You don’t wanna be a wimp.” He added, “But be respectful.”

Predictably, my mother, oh so proper, yet prone to worry, would say little. Not my father. He’d have a lot to say, I knew.

With his hard-ass army readiness, he’d give me a flat-out “No!”—which would kill me because 1) for the first time in my life I was not gonna back down; and 2) there was nobody in the world I admired more than my dad—complicated and stubborn as he was.

Lyonel Richie Sr. had been forced to change the spelling of his first name at officer training school because there was a white officer also named Lionel, and the change stayed on Dad’s papers from then on. Yet he bestowed upon me, his only son and the firstborn of his two kids, his given name in its original spelling. He wanted me to have every advantage he did not.

And I understood. Still, I had to take a stand—and go into the lion’s den. Or, rather, the Lyon’s den.

At dinner I announced politely that I had to quit the summer job because “the Commodores were asked to play at a famous Harlem nightclub.” There was an audible gasp from Mom and my sister, Deborah, two years my junior. Dad cussed, folded his arms, and fumed.

The family had to assume this was only a phase. How many times had I gotten on a kick only to lose focus? How about my plan to design go-carts for a living? Or my short-lived interest in taxidermy? Dad predicted I’d be over the music thing in weeks.

I pleaded, “Could you just think about it?”

“Absolutely not, boy. I am not gonna do that.”

End of discussion.

It would have been the end of this story, forever, except for the intervention of our neighbor, the father of my close friend Butch Jefferson. Mr. Jefferson was the glass man in Joliet, and he also had the most unforgettable operatic voice that brought down the house each Sunday when he sang with his church choir.

Mr. Jefferson overheard me telling Butch about my predicament—working my ass off at the bomb factory that supplied the Vietnam War (which I opposed!) or running off with the band to break into the big time. Mr. Jefferson jumped in with, “Lionel, I think you oughta go.” When he heard how my dad felt, he offered to help move a mountain that refused to move.

Mr. Jefferson stopped by our house a couple hours later and told a story we never knew. “Rich,” he said to my father, “I had an opportunity many years ago to join the Metropolitan Opera. And I was talked out of it.”

His fiancée at the time (eventually his wife) wanted him to get married, stay home, and make a steady income. He loved his family, he liked being the glass man, but he had to admit, still, “Every time I get a standing ovation in church, every time, I have to ask myself—Could that have been the standing ovation at the Metropolitan Opera?” He sounded broken up about it, all these years later.

There was a tense silence.

Mr. Jefferson said, “Don’t do that to Lionel. Let the boy have a shot. Don’t have him wonder for the rest of his life could this have been his big break? I know exactly how that feels. It’s just an adventure. He’ll be back in school in September.”

And my dad, Lyonel Brockman Richie Sr., muttered a half-hearted “Okay.”

Are you hearing that? He said okay!!! The mountain moved—but not without insisting, “From now on I’m not gonna pay a dime.”

In other words, if I quit the job that was supposed to help pay for college, he was not gonna pick up the slack. From then on, I would pay the annual tuition—five hundred dollars.

With my newly found freedom I reminded him, “I got a check.” My one paycheck convinced me I had earning power. Dad gave me the gift of a challenge—to soon discover one paycheck ain’t nuth’n! Yet, at that moment, for the first time in my acutely sheltered life, I didn’t need his money. Lucky for Dad too, because he didn’t have it to give to me.

So it was settled. More or less. Except for one more unexpected hurdle.

At the last minute—after I had already gone to the airport to fly back to Tuskegee so that I could make it to rehearsal—my parents decided to get into their car, drive the twelve hours all the way to Alabama, check out the band, and interrogate Michael Gilbert about his means for supervising their nineteen-year-old son.

When my parents stepped quietly into the practice hall, we were in the middle of a horn section of a song we had just learned. I can’t remember what it was, but I do recall that I was killing it! And that Alberta and Lyonel Sr. were stunned.

They had never heard me play the saxophone given to me by my uncle Bertram Richie, my father’s brother. They knew I had a pleasant singing voice but had never heard me on a mic, doing backup, in harmony, on Top 40 hits. They had never seen me do freestyle dance moves while playing a horn. And my parents appeared to be just as wowed by the rest of the band.

On a break, Michael huddled with Mom and Dad, answered their questions about safety, and soon had them laughing. He insisted, “This is a wonderful opportunity for your son.”

Finally, I heard Mom note that my uncle Bertram lived in New York and that he could be contacted if need be. Michael then mentioned how we were set to stay at the YMCA.

That was the clincher. I mean, c’mon, what could be safer than the Young Men’s Christian Association—the original epicenter of the Harlem Renaissance?

The next day, on a Saturday morning, all the Commodores (seven of us that summer) loaded up into the white Chevy van packed full of our instruments, amps, and uniforms. Squeezed like proverbial sardines in a tin can, we took turns sleeping and driving. We got to Harlem on Sunday afternoon, went to check out the club, and then, at long last, turned onto 135th Street.

We parked not far from the YMCA entrance—the spot marked X where I stood gazing up, pinching myself.

Some of the guys went to stretch their legs as the rest of us dashed inside to get our room keys and arrange to put our equipment into storage.

Everyone hurried back to meet where we had parked. And what do you think happened next? At the sight of our white Chevy van, we stopped dead in our tracks.

The van’s two back doors were hanging wide open. And we all knew what we would find as we slowly went around to look inside. It was completely empty. Everything was gone. The suitcases, horns, organ, guitars, amps, mics, uniforms, the whole kit and caboodle.

Gone, gone, gone.

Oh, that’s not the end of that story, though I could only conclude it was a career-ending disaster. But, of course, there was so much more to come, all of it hilarious, terrifying, and more thrilling than I could have ever dreamt.

***

YOU COULD SAY that this book was born in that split second of a flashback that came to me as I looked out at the crowd from my perch on the Pyramid Stage at Glastonbury in 2015—asking myself how the little rocket ship I boarded in the summer of 1968 arrived in this stratosphere.

Incredible. I had survived my own self—my brokenness—to become who I was supposed to be all along. That’s when it hit me: Wow, I have always been the reluctant hero of my own story. Yet, somewhere along the way I discovered me and, in the process, the joy of flight.

For a long time, whenever anyone asked not just what happened at the different stages of my career but how it was even possible, I struggled to answer. Imagine you’re in a race car going one hundred miles an hour and you stick your head out the window and you’re asked what do you see. The answer is, “It’s a blur.”

Most of my twists and turns are so unbelievable, in fact, that I toyed with calling my book Lies, Lies, and Mo’ Lies: The True Life Story of Lionel Richie.

That’s a joke. Or how about—You Can’t Make This Shit Up: The Lionel Richie Story? I’m kidding again. Seriously, I’m just glad to have lived to tell the story.

And now, here I am, a judge on American Idol, with kids looking to me as the guru on the mountain to offer wisdom about how they, too, can have the career of a lifetime. Most of the contestants remind me of myself when I was starting out. By sharing my unlikely journey, I hope to reassure these amazingly talented, brave kids—and readers of all ages—that those things you may think are broken inside of you can turn out to be your true gifts. You may start out your life in freefall, and yet, by some stretch of God’s imagination, you land solidly on your own two feet.

I’m also writing to acknowledge the unsung heroes—mentors and friends and family who pushed me to keep at the grindstone, even when the rest of the world told me what I was doing would ruin me.

There are a couple of truths of my life that I hold to be self-evident. One of them is that without the Commodores there would be no Lionel Richie, and I say that on a daily basis. Being part of a band was all I ever wanted, and, in fact, had it been entirely up to me, I would never have not been a Commodore.

The second truth is that I didn’t begin to heal my brokenness until I became a songwriter. The golden ticket was figuring out that all the distraction from the Other Side was what enabled me to be a storyteller—to give voice to the love and the pain that we all feel. And that were also hits. How ’bout that?

I am aware that I’m writing in a time in which we are more divided than we have ever been—or so it feels. My hope is to bridge some of those divisions. This is not to downplay the celebration of our roots and the pride we each have in our own community, our own culture. I’m talking about the power of song to bring us together. We have a lot in common. As human beings, we have mothers and fathers and sisters and brothers and kids and grandkids, families and weddings and anniversaries, tragedies and pain, and agony and frustration. Nothing connects us more than love. We all can relate to wanting love, giving love, despairing for love, soaring for love. We all can relate to the common bonds of the human experience. Too often I hear this phrase some use to marginalize others as “those people.” What does that mean? Who the hell are “those people” if not fellow members of our human family?

No matter where I am in the world, I never tire of the questions and the anecdotes that prove our connections and make me feel instantly at home. The statement I hear the most, wherever I am, from folks of every background is, “You know, I grew up with your music”—to which I always have to say, “Funny thing, so did I.”







Origin Story (1949–1970)


Success is to be measured not so much by the position that one has reached in life as by the obstacles which he has overcome.

—BOOKER T. WASHINGTON













1 Tuskegee

WHEN I CLOSE MY EYES and think back to the long-ago past, I surprise myself by landing on a super-vivid early memory. I’m in preschool, and believe it or not, I’m paying attention to all the details of playing in a sandbox.

I’m looking at all my soon-to-be friends—who are truly destined to be my friends for the rest of my life.

Everything is serene, safe, and fun, but then it shifts and I’m not as secure. The vibe is not terrible because I don’t know to be afraid that any minute my mother, like other mothers, will depart, leaving me to suffer from my life’s first bout of separation anxiety.

Yet I survived. Soon enough my vibe shifted as I bonded with the other kids.

A pattern emerged. The sandbox became my new cocoon. It was my first foray into creativity. And it was soothing as hell to be able to play, even to be crazy and mess around. Nothing ever felt that fun to me until I wound up in a recording studio and never wanted to leave. The sandbox was where I first caught a glimpse of the Other Side—a place in my imagination where I could go to escape.

Most of my early years are much less vivid. They are more like sense memories, the stuff of daily life—the sights and sounds and smells that transport me instantly to Tuskegee, Alabama, my forever home.

Simple impressions arise—the weight of the air, how thick and wet it was, year-round. Extreme humidity was a given in that subtropical climate of Macon County, over in the eastern-central part of the state—forty miles east of Montgomery, and about 150 miles north of the Gulf of Mexico. As a kid, I thought that Alabama, one of the most humid states in the country, had originated the phrase “Lawd, have mercy, it’s hot!” I am telling you, skinny as I was, it’s a wonder how much sweat could pour from me.

The lesson was to roll with it and accept that life had a rhythm. The changes of the seasons always stood out—how just when you couldn’t take one more steamy day of summer, not one more flying roach, not one more mosquito bite, finally everything would tumble into the cool of autumn. Then, in no time the leaves would turn into all the yellows, browns, and oranges, and drift to the ground. Soon the winter clouds would hover, and the winds would bite until most of the trees were left naked to stand guard, shivering, across the landscape.

I remember cold walks through the woods with friends, frost on the ground, and discovering that if you didn’t cut some trails for later, the rains of spring would come, and by June you could get lost in the overgrowth.

Summertime in Tuskegee. That’s Memory Central. Nothing puts me there faster than the smell of newly cut grass. In a flash, I’m a kid again, outside with Dad, who is standing with authority, all six foot three of him, surveying the terrain we are soon to conquer. In other words, we are about to cut the grass and trim the hedges. I can tell you what the mower looked like, how it worked, and about the oily smell of gas it burned that hung in the air for hours. Then there’s the unmistakable smell of car wax that, no matter where I am, has me back in my youth, again outdoors with my father—always determined, as he was, to instill a few life skills in me.

I can hear his voice and feel the weight of his hand on my shoulder. “You hear me, Skeet?” Dad would ask, emphasizing my nickname—which he had made up when I was very small. It was just his silly, playful scat song that went from Skeebo and Skeeboo to Skeeter until Skeet stuck.

My father used every opportunity to send me the message—Pay attention!

I got the double whammy: I’m a Gemini—born June 20, 1949. If you know anything about astrology, you know that with the twins of the zodiac, there’s never a dull moment . . . because—yes, ha—we have no attention span. (No problem for me because I had a couple of people inside of me to talk to.)

Dad had his work cut out for him.

My father’s voice provided the dominant chord in the soundtrack of my childhood and teen years. Every single morning, without fail, like the crowing of the rooster at the break of dawn, Dad would begin his day with the same song.

“Oh, Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling . . .” he sang in a booming tenor, letting his voice echo from the bathroom throughout the house. He sang the song from beginning to end and then over again as he shaved, as if loud vocalizing was the only way to get a good clean shave.

Why that song, I never knew. Dad’s favorite artist was Count Basie, bandleader and piano player, the King of Swing. My parents listened to Duke Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald, Louis Armstrong, Harry Belafonte, Johnny Mathis, and the unforgettable Nat King Cole.

Mom and Dad loved Sammy Davis Jr., Dean Martin, and especially Frank Sinatra. What made those guys, the Rat Pack, so great was clear to me even as a kid: They had style. They were the coolest of the cool.

There’s not a square inch I’ve forgotten of the gray house with the white trim where I grew up—right across from the home of the president of Tuskegee Institute, close to the college’s main gates. I can still smell the honeysuckle that grew in a vine along the backyard fence. In a snap I can summon the fragrance of fresh mint that was planted back there too. Mom often sent me out to pick some for her, and before long she’d have the leaves brewed into a pitcher of iced mint tea.

The kitchen, my mother’s domain, commanded some of the greatest smells ever. Start with homemade peach cobbler or blackberry pie, fresh out of the oven, cooling on the windowsill. Then add to that the mix of aromas from what is still my favorite meal: chicken (however you can make it—roasted, smothered, or fried—Mom had it down), a batch of corn bread, a pot of greens, and a casserole of candied yams. And don’t let me leave out the macaroni and cheese.

My mother, Alberta Foster Richie, was about the best cook I’ve ever known. She made a smothered steak for special occasions that would drive you to distraction. Any night of the week—and we had dinner at 5:30 p.m. every evening—Mom would prepare and present meals, each different from the night before, that were wonders to behold. She was so meticulous that if anything was slightly wrong, it was a crisis.

Eventually, I’d have to laugh and say, “Mom, I don’t think we’re suffering.”

We were not affluent by any stretch—my father was an insurance man for many years and my mother a seventh and eighth grade English teacher, later a principal. That’s workin’ folks, middle class, but there was enough to put food on the table.

To my mother, upholding standards, according to the rules of etiquette, was everything. Those social graces, to her, were indicative of your stature, your character. Dad disagreed, making it plain—at least to me—that there was more to life than some bourgeois ways. He’d call that trying to keep up with “hifalutin, educated Negroes.” In other words—if you wanted some real talk, Dad, who came from across the tracks, was the one you’d go to.

In spite of their differences, Mom and Dad were the perfect yin and yang of parents. My mother taught me to be polite, even with the curse of my shyness, whenever I was in unfamiliar settings. And my father, who was street, taught me how to walk into those settings in the first place.

Dad would say, “Son, I’m gonna tell you about the real world and how to survive in it.” Mom and Grandma Foster portrayed the world as it should be (but was nowhere near), or rather, the way they wanted me and Deborah to see it. After Grandpa Foster passed away when I was six, I was the only other male in the house. Dad saw me as the sole recruit for his philosophies.

Lyonel Richie Sr. was outnumbered from the day I was born. First off, he’d just returned from serving in World War II, and shortly afterward began married life by moving in with his wife and her mother, in the Foster family home in Tuskegee. Then, in no time, along came me and, two years later, Deborah.

That was a lot of responsibility right away, all under the glare of his mother-in-law, Adelaide Foster. The pressure! Yikes.

My grandmother was among our town’s “who’s who” and was highly regarded.

Adelaide, a child prodigy at the piano, had received her degree in music from Fisk University in Nashville, where she was raised. Her plan had been to pursue a career as a concert pianist. Her daring to dream that high, in 1910, was amazing to me—how she chose a calling far above the grade then offered to young women of color.

Once in Tuskegee, Adelaide joined with other members of the music department who traveled, performed, or attended concerts at other prestigious Black colleges. It was a refined Chitlin’ Circuit, so to speak. She went on to play with the Tuskegee Choir under the direction of William L. Dawson, the renowned composer and arranger whose composition the Negro Folk Symphony merged Spirituals with classical orchestral music.

Before long, Grandma began teaching music at the Institute and became the organist at St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church, and this was all while raising three daughters.

From their earliest days in Tuskegee, my grandparents were like family to Booker T. Washington—who, in 1881, was first hired to guide Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute into the fully fledged university it became. In fact, the gray house with the white trim where I grew up had been the faculty house for the Institute and was originally owned by Dr. Washington, before his heirs deeded it to my grandparents.

Grandma and Grandpa were also longtime friends with Tuskegee’s other leading light, George Washington Carver, one of the most influential Black scientists of the twentieth century. Ingrained in my DNA was the history of Dr. Carver and his contributions to science, agriculture, and the environment. He had left his mark on everything from peanuts and sweet potatoes to medicine, philosophy, and Civil Rights.

My grandmother used to speak about Booker and George like they were coming for dinner that night.

Grandpa, from what I recall, was not a talkative man. He had once prospered in the retail grocery business but lost most of it in the 1929 crash. Grandma didn’t talk much about the hardship of those years. Let’s be clear—Adelaide avoided any topic that hinted at unpleasantness.

We eventually learned that Adelaide Brown was born in 1893, in Nashville, and was an only child, raised by our great-grandmother, Volenderver—a free spirit who was Black and came from money on her paternal side, and was Cherokee on the side of her mother. If you ever saw a photo of Volenderver—glamorous to the hilt—you would have concluded that the word slavery was nowhere in her vocabulary.

My big question for the longest time was Who was Adelaide’s daddy? Decades passed before we would find answers to the mystery, thanks to some genealogy sleuths who led me to the discovery that Grandma couldn’t or wouldn’t tell us.

Make a note on this one, we’ll come back to it.

***

MY PARENTS HELD class every evening at the dinner table. The main topic was current events. One half of the conversation was about us kids, which began with the usual, “And how was your day?” The other half of the discussion consisted of the adults exchanging the latest gossip in Tuskegee, far more interesting than anything my sister and I could volunteer.

If they asked about school, the answer from me would be, “Terrible.” I couldn’t report, “I’m having trouble reading out loud in front of the class because I am dyslexic” (nobody had explained that). So, as fast as possible, I’d turn it around and ask, “Dad, what did you do today?”

Whatever he said usually involved someone who had been difficult on the job and he always began—“Lemme tell you about that sonuvabitch . . .”

“Lyonel, Lyonel!” Mom and Grandma, appalled, would interrupt.

Deborah and I, a captive audience, got used to the nightly banter. Not being old enough to know many details of Dad’s story, I could still tell the brother had to put a campaign together to get anything through Congress—i.e., the womenfolk in the household. I felt for him, the clear underdog, and I admired him for how he survived nightly and negotiated his way through—especially because he also ran into another problem . . . the superstar academics on that campus.

And this was how it was in Tuskegee, the Garden of Eden of my origin story. In a Black middle-class town of leaders and achievers, you had to be outstanding. We were a town of Black success stories: educators, professionals, tradespeople, small business owners, PhDs, doctors, lawyers, engineers, pilots, veterinarians, inventors, and orators. Egos like you’ve never witnessed before.

For Dad, it had to be difficult to find his own footing.

Lyonel Brockman Richie, who later on became an army systems analyst in the private sector, did not have a PhD. He was an insurance man, not exactly the highest on the hill of hometown dignitaries. Again, in the Bubble, your degree, not your income, defined the altitude of your status.

Imagine having your legitimacy measured in a town full of superior-ass smart people with no money, who, because of their academic titles, carried themselves like the richest folks of the land.

At the dinner table, Dad usually began almost every commentary by saying, “Back in the War . . .” when he was a World War II Army officer—first lieutenant no less. Nothing happened in real time. Everything was “over there” and “during the War.”

As kids, we didn’t understand the tragedy of what had happened to Dad and to the more than 1.2 million African Americans who served and sacrificed in uniform during World War II.

Years passed before I’d read of the valor of the all-Black Ninety-Second Division, in which my father had been an officer. We didn’t even know much about the Tuskegee Airmen—trained in a program at our own airfield. They were dubbed the Red Tail Angels because of the red vertical markings on the planes and their incredible performance protecting the bombers they escorted. They rarely lost a plane.

Whenever I saw Tuskegee Airmen walking across campus, I looked up to them, of course, but it was no big deal. I didn’t know that they were heroes. That’s not how the news portrayed them. Every Sunday we’d watch Walter Cronkite on his TV show Twentieth Century, and we’d see pictures of World War II veterans—all of them white. They never showed us a Black soldier running up off the beach at Omaha or in any of the coverage of D-Day.

Imagine, if you’d served with honor, how it would feel to be treated as a nobody after you came home from the War.

Think how it felt for my dad and his fellow Black officers after returning in the wake of the victorious defeat of Nazi Germany when they were refused the right to be a full-class citizen. Black soldiers in uniform were attacked by violent white mobs. Many Black GIs who served in the War were denied GI Bill benefits.

You can’t vote, you can’t get tuition, you can’t get a loan from a bank? You think—Wait, I just fought for America. The answer you hear back is, In Jim Crow’s America, you’re nobody. If you think you’re somebody, be warned. In some places you could be hung . . . in your uniform.

The only way that Lyonel Brockman Richie Sr. survived the degradation was with the superpower of his scathing wit. With a poker face, he pushed his sarcasm and sometimes silliness right up to the edge, to where you thought, Oh, no, he won’t pull it off! But he knew how to take the mickey out of a disaster, how to seize the moment and find the irony, and make you laugh so hard you’d forget that he was being absolutely murderous.

Once, at a funeral for his friend Larry—with everybody in the church crying their eyes out—I’ll never forget holding my breath, after the pastor said, “We’d like to hear some parting words from Brother Richie.” This was after a moving eulogy and words of praise for Larry as “a fine member of our community,” and now my father, standing in the pulpit, was expected to wrap-up the service. Others chimed in, “C’mon now, Rich, tell us . . .”

Dad nodded thoughtfully, took a beat, and said, “Well, I don’t know about you all, but Larry owed me some money.”

Everyone in the church fell out, because that was the real Larry. And then Dad told the most inappropriate stories of Larry being the character that he was. Soon everyone was doubled over in laughter. A healing.

My father didn’t shy away from the pain. He mixed the tragic with the absurd and made his life joyous.

One time, at the barbershop, we had just arrived, father and son, only to hear a man in one of the chairs being all pitiful ’cause his woman ran out on him. My dad had never met this man before, but somebody had to ask, “Lyonel, what do you think?” And to my embarrassment Dad looked at the poor guy and said, “Well, I don’t know why she was with your ugly ass in the first place.”

The whole barbershop exploded with laughter, including that same brokenhearted man.

Lyonel’s irreverence wasn’t always appreciated. Grandma Foster, so proper and sophisticated, would bristle whenever Dad, so loud and wrong, said something inappropriate. My mother, pristine as she was, would do her best to restore calm and order but, clearly, Lyonel Sr. was out of control and never gonna change.

How my parents ended up together baffled me for years. Alberta Foster, born in Nashville, Tennessee, raised in Tuskegee from the time she was young, was a prize, as they say, an intellect, a teacher no less, and beautiful—having been crowned Miss Tuskegee. We knew Alberta had enjoyed her share of suitors. But at some point, while she was starting her teaching career—in Anderson, South Carolina—she met Dad. And that was that.

Finally, one day, I blurted out, “Mom, why? What was it about Dad that you liked?”

Without hesitation, she answered, “He made me laugh.”

I never had to ask again.

The harder question to answer, knowing the traumas he had lived through, was why he was funny.

When you study history, you find a similar question being asked by slave owners when they heard laughter coming from the slave houses at night. After long tortured days in the fields, laughter may have been the only reprieve you could control. The slave owners didn’t get it. They were just as confused by the music. What kind of people endure the whip and the chain, and then gather to laugh and clap their hands, play makeshift instruments, and sing songs? The question that drove the enslavers crazy was, What do they have to be happy about?

Dad didn’t talk about how he felt that his mother, our grandmother Frances, worked for years as a domestic to support her four children. Dad didn’t talk about being a widower when he met Mom—after his first wife died from influenza on Christmas Day 1938, only months after they had married. He suffered from depression in later years but never had therapy. He drank and smoked to take the edge off—self-medication, if you will.

Maybe irony pulled him out of the jaws of despair.

Dad told me numerous times, “You can lose everything but your sense of humor.” He could see that I didn’t really get it. That’s when he warned me, “If you lose your sense of humor, they got you.”

***

“LIONEL,” MY MOTHER began one afternoon, in the elegant way she said my name, and, smiling, told me, “We have arranged for you to have a tutor.”

I’d been going to elementary school for a few years and the ballad of my poor progress had begun to be sung far and wide. Mom was now opting for a fresh approach—and I was to pay attention. “Make me proud, son.”

“I will!” was my promise, because I was a natural-born people pleaser, but I felt miserable waiting for the tutor, a student from Tuskegee Institute. I pictured one of those future PhDs in a tweed jacket with a pipe. What could he manage to teach me?

Wrong question. What could she teach me?

The minute she walked in the front door, I was smitten. She was kind, beautiful, and patient. After thirty minutes of reviewing for the next day’s test at school, my tutor reassured me, “You just need to calm down, so your emotions do not get the best of you.”

I nodded, unable to lift my eyes to hers, not wanting to break the spell.

Had I fallen inappropriately in love . . . in the second grade? All I wanted was to deliver on her concern and her tenderness. And, sure enough, I did improve—slightly. Now I had to face a harsh reality that I was doomed to be a secret hopeless romantic.

Maybe these were the seeds for becoming a songwriter one day—from the turmoil of being precocious as hell in my romantic fantasy but a total late bloomer in reality. Falling in love felt like a literal fall—a loss of control, a pounding of my heart whenever the one (whoever she was) walked by. The girls never knew. I couldn’t tell them!

All I could do was swallow the feelings—blissful and painful. Who knew that one day I’d find an outlet? You didn’t have to have a PhD to write if you stayed with how you felt—I love you, I want you, I need you, I miss you forever, you hurt me when you left me, and so on. I had the paints and the brushes. All that was missing was the canvas.

Again, for the record, I had no inkling in the second grade that I would have a calling in music. My immediate goal was less lofty—just to survive my terror of a little sister.

***

“LIONEL JUNIOR IS in charge,” was the last thing Mom said, looking right at me and at five-year-old Deborah, just before leaving with my dad and grandma for a church function one Sunday afternoon.

To my parents my little sis was an angel. To me she was a hellion, determined to get on my last nerve. She could break my things, pinch me, and try to trip me all she wanted, but I could not retaliate. The law was clear: No hitting girls. Never, ever.

This day I turn the TV on and it’s a Western. Deborah changes it to a science show.

“Boring!” I say. She thinks so too. She then tries to test my limits—with a kick, a push, and taking my snack. After an hour and a half, I decide to avoid her killing me by running outside to blow off steam.

There’s a baseball bat that I pick up in case she follows me. Not to hit her, but to swing as a warning.

Deborah appears outside and starts walking toward me. I swing, telling her, “Stay away!”

She ignores me. She’s just walking, not running, like she knows better. Right before I realize she ain’t stopping, she walks into the bat!

Bonk!!

You know that cry where you start off with your mouth open and the sound comes later? Deborah does that. Then I look to see a knot on her head and the real crying starts.

It gets worse. Just as she hits the bat, or the bat hits her, who do you think returns home?

Mr. and Mrs. Richie!

They jump out of the car and come running, I drop the bat, and Deborah goes over the top with a scream.

Now, I’m here to tell you, ladies and gentlemen, I was framed! The Universe showed me grace that day, because there was no blood and, other than a bump, Deborah was fine. I don’t remember my punishment. Most likely I fell out in the grass with amnesia.

Mom and Dad chose not to leave me in charge again anytime soon. Deborah gloated, refusing to admit that it was her fault. She had scored a win in our contest as to who would be seen as the more loving one and who was more of a troublemaker. My rep from then on was, Well, Skeet’s just uncontrollable.

Our sibling rivalry kept things lively. We were similar, both hyper kids who were not traditional academic learners. Deborah was also creative, which would later take her into fashion design.

Within a few years I realized that any competition between the two of us ended at the door to our school. Which was proven one day when Deborah found out that a bully in my fifth-grade class was picking on me—meaning she needed to handle the situation.

No joke. My eight-year-old sister had some Jedi moves. She walked onto the playground during recess and beat the hell out of that bully!

I got mocked for having my kid sis come to my defense. I didn’t mind. We have had each other’s backs 100 percent ever since.

***

“FEEL LIKE GOIN’ for a ride?” my dad asked me one weekend morning, in early summer 1957, just before my eighth birthday. He proceeded to tell me he was going to make the forty-minute drive over to Montgomery to run an errand.

Thrilled, all I could do was say, “Yesssss!” and hustle out to the car.

Now, up until this point, I could count on one hand how many times I’d ever left the Bubble. There was a whole unknown world that lay outside our city limits.

Occasionally we traveled as a family to Nashville and to Detroit, where we’d visit relatives. On these longer trips, I didn’t realize that there were only certain places where a Black family could safely stop.

Most of us who grew up in Tuskegee took for granted how charmed our lives were and how uniquely self-sufficient we were in our little hub.

This was possible, in part, because of segregation. We were also not immune to its ills, as I now know. Yet for a long time, our parents shielded us from the fear of being a target—a tiny, educated, Black enclave, smack-dab in the middle of the rural Jim Crow South.

If word got around that the Klan planned to drive through town on a given night, the adults quietly conferred. No one said anything to me and Deborah. All we knew was that they put us to bed early.

Generally, we didn’t go out much after dark. Those were just the rules for young people in our controlled environment. Although Black folks outnumbered whites four to one in Tuskegee, there was a clear dividing line between the Black neighborhood around the campus and the area near downtown where white people lived, worked, and went to school and church.

The unspoken rule among adults was that you could be killed for being at the wrong place at the wrong time. Nobody spelled it out, but kids were raised to stay on the straight and narrow. Wherever we went, we could expect to be checked—by our own elders or our friends’ elders.

The whole village was on your ass.

These were survival lessons in how to stay safe and alert—that is, to be attuned to real danger. We would all eventually hear about what happened in Mississippi in 1955 to Emmett Till, a well-mannered fourteen-year-old boy visiting from Chicago who was brutally lynched. His crime was allegedly being too familiar with a store owner, a young white woman. Some said he was “thinking under her dress.”

Around this time, I first heard about Rosa Parks, originally from Tuskegee, who refused to give up her seat on the bus to a white passenger, and about the Montgomery bus boycott. We started to hear about Martin Luther King Jr., a young Baptist minister, one of the leaders who helped organize local activists, spurring the lawsuit that went all the way to the Supreme Court—which later declared that bus segregation violated the constitution.

The Civil Rights Movement—its epicenter in Alabama—was on the march. This wasn’t being taught. History was happening in real time.

Most of this was still above my grade level on the day Dad and I set off for the general store in Montgomery to purchase some household goods. A simple errand. Just me and Dad, getting out of the Bubble and going to the Big City, me up in front on the passenger side, looking out the window, my head on a swivel.

Finally, we arrived at the store and parked curbside. Dad kept his hand on my shoulder, guiding me toward the entrance. It took all of ten minutes to find the items we needed and pay for them. Then we headed out the door.

In one arm, my father had the bag of goods we’d just bought, leaving his other hand free to take my hand. On the way back to our car, I spotted a public drinking fountain. Thirsty and hot, I did what any eight-year-old would do—let go of Dad’s hand and ran right up to the fountain. There was a box that I could step up onto to be able to reach my mouth to the water, but I wasn’t tall enough to see above it—where there was a sign that read: WHITES ONLY.

My focus was only on getting up to where I could get a big drink of water.

As soon as I finished gulping from the fountain, I heard men’s voices—white guys talking down to my dad—and I heard the word nigger for the first time in my life directed toward someone I knew. They all said it over and over to Dad. When I turned around, I could see the men’s faces looked red and real angry, but almost glad—like they had an excuse to be loud and threatening. Nothing told me that I was the culprit.

They were saying words to the effect of, “Get your nigger boy away from the fountain. Can’t you read?” And they kept it up, egging each other on, closing in on Dad.

My father didn’t respond, but came over to me in a hurry, and the men continued, talking louder and saying bad things. I kept thinking, Dad? Do you hear what they’re saying? Dad?

Naive to the danger we were in, I had a comforting thought. Yeah, I told myself, they don’t know Lyonel Richie Sr., cause he’s gonna open up a can of you-know-what and kick some ass! Instead, Dad leaned in and said in a low but direct voice, “Get in the car, son.”

He didn’t say a word on the drive home. Like nuth’n happened. The subject was closed. I was crushed. My hero of a father had fallen from grace. The shock haunted me. The question How come my dad let those men put him down? ate at me. I couldn’t let it go.

Nearly five years passed before I referenced the incident. And then I did—at the dinner table. The subject of desegregation of the schools had come up and my dad didn’t want to say too much. “That’s a cop-out,” I said, and then added, “You don’t want to be an Uncle Tom, Dad.” Without thinking, I mentioned that day in Montgomery at the drinking fountain.

I will never forget how fast he came back. “Let me tell you something, boy,” Dad said. “I had two choices that day—whether to be your father or be a man. I chose to be your father because I wanted to be here to see you grow up.”

That was all he said, and I let it go—even though, more and more, I had questions. In Tuskegee, Black leaders organized a boycott of white businesses after state lawmakers redrew our voting district. To intimidate us, Alabama’s attorney general ordered raids on the offices of the organizers. Later, when there was an effort to integrate the high school downtown, Governor George Wallace sent in the Alabama National Guard.

Not long after that, when Black community leaders attempted to integrate the Episcopal church downtown, I heard from friends that there were armed men in uniform, probably state troopers, lined up outside the church—guarding the entrance.

What did it mean? Our all-Black Episcopal church on campus never needed guarding but the white Episcopal church apparently looked like it was about to be attacked.

At dinner that night, I asked my parents one of the most important questions of my youth: “Mom, Dad . . . whose side is God on?”

My mother asked me to clarify.

I explained, “The Episcopal church downtown has an army. And the Episcopal church uptown doesn’t. So, God has an army downtown.”

Nobody attempted
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