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Foreword

Much has changed in the making and marketing of music since the mid-’90s, when I was Michael Jackson’s product manager at Epic Records. If you weren’t around then, it may be hard to envision. In light of today’s all-digital age, the intricacies and efforts once involved in making and selling music might seem enormous, bizarre even.

There were virtually no cell phones. There was no streaming of music. In fact, there was no e-mail outside of internal company messaging. We made phone calls and sent faxes. When a music video needed editing, we sent three-quarter-inch tapes back and forth via FedEx until we had a finished version. Today, that can all be done over the phone in seconds. 

When an artist delivered a finished piece of music on two-inch recording tape, it had to be mastered by a specialist; test pressings were listened to and adjustments made before approval. Then it went off to a pressing plant to make the metal parts used to manufacture copies.

We took orders from retailers with over 23,000 record stores; plans had to be made on how many went to each store and how we would restock them when they sold out. 

The way we got people to go into stores and buy our records by the millions, by and large, was to get the music on the radio. And back then it wasn’t as simple (ha!) as getting a song on a syndicated morning show or on iHeart, which has hundreds of stations and generates millions of streams. We had to convince each program director at hundreds of local radio stations nationwide to play it in a coordinated timely moment. That’s when the retailers could feel the demand (or the lack thereof). And since record companies had very liberal returns policies, unsold product could be sent back for credit.

Today, much of that heavy lifting is gone. The timing factors and logistical strategy have melded into digital clicks that require neither tractor trailers nor freestanding retail stores — maybe not even terrestrial radio stations. In those horse-and-buggy days, I was one of the blacksmiths hammering out the tools, efforts and direction to power physical singles and album releases.

It is a much different business today. Despite the immediacy and efficiency afforded by downloads and streaming technology, it hasn’t gotten easier. Artists compete in an enormous sea of music where hundreds of thousands of new songs are uploaded to the marketplace daily. The major labels once staked large artist rosters with advances against future royalties that would pay for tour support, music videos, equipment, studio time and other resources. The labels had professional field staff strategically positioned to build buzz and profile. While online databases and the ability to reach a mass audience are instantaneous, the compelling impact of a large and passionate paid grassroots team is missing. These days, labels often wait until an indie artist develops a significant following on its own: A&R by statistics.

Stardom today is different, too. Every artist, big or small, faces the 24/7 scrutiny of fans, stalkers and trolls. There are instant expectations of bloggers and podcasters, social media influencers and countless online entertainment resources, all thirsting for a fresh story. Success happens fast and disappears faster. Short attention spans make music and artists an ever more disposable commodity. And then there's clickbait in a media world that has largely dispensed with fact-checking. Imagine how Michael Jackson would have fared today. His life played out on the cover of the New York Post and on the nightly TV network news rather than on X or TikTok. And young people tuned in just as closely!

But whether we pay for a physical product or subscribe for access to it, the love of music and the people who make it remains the same. As I listen to new music coming from fresh young artists, I still see and hear the musical influence, the choreography and the attention to fashion and imaging that Michael Jackson inspired. As entertainment culture evolves and moves forward, there is still a piece of it that has been influenced by a kid from Gary, Indiana.

 



  Introduction

The phone rang sharply, as it so often did on weekends in the first six months of 1995. It must have been three-thirty in the morning. I snapped awake on the first ring. I had a pretty good idea who it was. 

“Hey, Beck!” came that soft, gentle but upbeat voice. “It’s Michael! How are you?” It was after midnight on his three-thousand-acre ranch in California, but it didn’t occur to him that it was three hours later at my home on Long Island in New York. He was completely oblivious to the idea that I might be sleeping.

Michael Jackson was intensely focused on his new record, a double album titled HIStory: Past, Present and Future Book 1. One disc of fifteen greatest hits (chosen by Michael and his team) was called HIStory Begins. The other, HIStory Continues, contained thirteen new songs and two covers. It would be just his fifth album for Epic Records and the first on his own imprint, MJJ Productions. Furthermore, it was his first since the release of Dangerous four years prior.

Delivering an album was an enormous process for someone as meticulous as Michael. Multiple studios were booked 24/7. Some of the industry’s biggest producers were at the helm, and what seemed like a corps of engineers labored over massive soundboards for months on end to achieve the perfection Michael demanded to evoke the otherworldly mystique that his public expected and craved. But that was all over now. The record was finished, and we were in the final few months of the run-up to its release. 

Michael was the King of Pop, the biggest artist on the planet. He’d won every significant music award, including the Grammy Legend. He had not one but two stars on the Hollywood Walk of Fame (one with the Jacksons). The NAACP had given him nine Image Awards, with more to come. Yet he was highly prone to second-guessing — his overactive mind flooded with thoughts of creative alternatives as he wrestled with doubt and insecurity. 

At the record company, pressure mounted on everyone in the marketing department to roll the album out for maximum sales and boost the positivity of Michael’s public profile. Each step of the pre-release preparation was crucial — especially since, over the last two years, Michael had faced perhaps the most challenging hurdles of any superstar. The people working on the marketing campaign knew that a sales shortfall could amount to a career-killer at the most extreme level, and Michael knew it more deeply than I can imagine. 

Following his joyful ascent to astonishing heights as a profoundly electrifying performer, dancer, songwriter and music video innovator, Michael had been the subject of severe personal attacks in the media. 

First, in 1986, came the creepy tabloid tales of sleeping in a hyperbaric chamber and buying the bones of the Elephant Man. (The latter story was untrue, but Michael didn’t deny it.) Then came questions about his obvious physical changes, especially the plastic surgery and skin lightening. On top of it, he had experienced bouts of painkiller addiction following the explosion and fire that burned his scalp on a Pepsi TV commercial set at the very zenith of his global domination with 1982’s Thriller, the best-selling album in history.

But the most damaging headlines concerned charges that he had had sexual relations with a teenage boy. In 1993, the scandal leaped from the supermarket rags to the mainstream media with a fury, particularly in the United States. Suddenly, quirky oddities gave way to suspicions of something chilling, dark and sinister. The uproar threatened to tarnish a decades-long lovefest between Michael and his fans and damage his astounding musical and personal legacy beyond repair. But with a reported $22 million settlement check (court documents revealed it to be $15 million), this shadowy scandal was supposed to go away. 

Despite all of that, Michael envisioned selling a hundred million copies of HIStory — more than twice the unprecedented achievement of Thriller! He didn’t need to top anyone else, but his past achievements daunted even him. 

Anxiety at the upper echelons of Epic about the sustainability of Michael’s career had intensified since the release of Dangerous in 1991. As Michael indulged in his creative process, the concern for his ability to sell mountains of albums grew. And as the release date for HIStory was pushed back repeatedly over those four years, the alarming concern was that the King of Pop’s career might crash and burn before his greatest hits collection was released. 

There was no backup plan, no replacement for those sales if Michael’s scandals blew up before the album made it to the streets. So, there was a definite sense of urgency within the company. Who knew what secrets might leak out and turn his greatest hits project into a disaster? 

After Michael and perhaps Epic Records chairman Dave Glew, I was probably the person who felt that anxiety the most. I was his marketing contact at the label. My job was to create the plan and coordinate the timing, creation and completion of all the tools necessary to continue Michael’s phenomenal record-selling success. My secondary role was to synchronize that strategy with him, his management and the many departments within Epic and our parent company, Sony Music, which owned the global distribution system and the manufacturing plants that we relied on. It was also my responsibility to oversee the production of music videos, to monitor the costs of the campaign and to make sure we didn’t leave a single stone unturned in making his album a global success. Dave Glew, my boss, was as intense and eager as Michael was to reach that mega-level of success. And they both looked at me.

It was a lot of pressure. 



Michael was calling me two or three times every weekend, usually in the dead of night — in addition to the two or three daily calls he made to me during the workweek. As I said, “Hi, Michael,” that January night, I slid out of bed next to my wife Clare, who gently stirred and turned the covers in the darkness. I headed to the den so as not to wake up my family. 

I was forty-five years old and twenty years into a passionate career. I was no kid in the business anymore and no kid as a parent, either. But I was a dreamer, like many of my peers whose lives had changed that Sunday night in February 1964 when the Beatles appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show. The music business had seemed like the most exciting thing in the world, and I couldn’t imagine doing anything else. 

Now, on this frigid winter night, before I even had a chance to grab a throw from the couch, Michael sought reassurance: “Beck, do you think ‘Scream’ is the right lead single?” 

I relaxed slightly. Some of these middle-of-the-night queries were complicated, but I knew immediately this was just another therapy session. Michael was hungry for the warmth of a promise that everything would be all right. I felt a surge of confidence, knowing that the label’s marketing tools were coming together. I just needed to reassure Michael that our plans were on track and that everyone at Epic Records and Sony Music was focused on making the single and this monumental double album a huge success. He could sense uncertainty. And my gut said he could feel any lack of focus. 

Sitting in the dark in my T-shirt and boxers, I thought about how alone Michael was at this moment. His lilting, high-pitched voice was small and compressed on the phone, making it seem like he was a million miles away. In truth, he was just west of the Los Padres Forest. While his Neverland Ranch staff slept, he was awake with a thousand thoughts about his next release. 

I began my mantra. “Of course, the choice of ‘Scream’ was no doubt the right one!” It was a megastar recording and his first with his superstar sister Janet. Besides, it rocked! The biggest radio formats — Urban, Pop and Rock — would be all over it. “It gives the media and the fans a ton to talk about, and everyone at Epic Records and Sony Music believes in it,” I told him.

I had offered him the same reassurance many times before. He knew it was true, but he liked hearing it. He needed that consistent reinforcement. He needed it from his managers, he needed it from Dave Glew, and he needed it from me. At three-thirty on a Sunday morning. 

My response to him became an incantation, because he seemed to be on alert for the least bit of hesitation or variation in my description of the plan.

“How does Polly feel about it?” he would ask, referring to Epic’s senior vice-president of radio promotion, Polly Anthony. I knew he remembered every phrase I had said previously, but I told him how sure she was about how radio would respond. 

I often wondered if he phoned other label people in the middle of the night. Polly didn’t say whether she got those calls often, and Michael’s many calls to Dave Glew were at more civilized hours. Perhaps he thought better of pissing them off, yet felt he could call me when anxiety gripped him in the wee hours. 

Michael had a funny, sweet sense of politeness about him, so while he called four, five, six, seven times every weekend — at any time, but usually late night or early morning — he rarely called twice in one night. Maybe he thought two calls would be an imposition. Maybe I was his personal Xanax for a short time just before the album dropped, and perhaps my words of reassurance helped him find the sleep that became heartbreakingly elusive for him in the end.

Either way, he always seemed consoled by, and genuinely grateful for, the long-distance handholding. His good-natured sign-offs to the conversations — he seemed so solitary, so isolated — always left me aching and haunted a little. I invariably felt a sense of completion when we hung up. I was exhausted, too. I would go back to bed and immediately find that precious, deep sleep that eluded him. On mornings after those late calls, I wondered if he had been up all night. 

 

Back in the fall of 1991, when this odyssey began, Epic and Sony Music wanted to keep him happy even more than I did. Ten million units of HIStory shipped globally on the day of release would mean $200 million to the company. Add sales of the first single and the companion home video and Day One loomed even larger.

Sony was set for another financial windfall with the release of the album via the song publishing partnership between Michael’s ATV Music and Sony Music Publishing. This meant many, many more millions through licensing, radio and TV airplay, as well as the publishing share of record sales. This income required no additional marketing cost and would reap rewards for years to come. God forbid that Michael might want to change something and further delay the release. That fear at the upper levels of management was real; my job was to make sure it didn’t happen.

That Sunday morning, like every other day during those few years, I hurried to the front step to grab the polybagged newspaper from the sidewalk. If something catastrophic did happen, I wouldn’t hear it from Michael on an urgent call in the middle of the night. I wouldn’t hear it from my boss or Michael’s manager, Sandy Gallin. I wouldn’t even have to turn to page two of the paper. If Michael’s career suddenly erupted in the flames of scandal, it would be right there on the cover of Newsday. 

 

In the months leading up to the release of HIStory, I sometimes felt like Michael’s only friend. However, my role with Michael Jackson was no happenstance. I had been at the core of Epic Records’ marketing team for fifteen-plus years and had spearheaded hundreds of artist development and album release campaigns for artists as varied as the Clash, Cyndi Lauper, the Charlie Daniels Band, the Indigo Girls and Luther Vandross. Along with such successes there were also many young acts we couldn’t get off the launching pad. 

Luther and the Indigos were among my current projects, but we were also preparing to launch Sade and Pearl Jam. I already had enough to do the day in the fall of 1991 that Dave Glew stepped in my office doorway and said, simply and sternly, “Dan, you’ve got Michael.” 

The next five years proved to be demanding, exhilarating, exhausting and frightening. We had a view of a superstar who believed the media was bent on bringing him down amid the controversies of his skin color, multiple plastic surgeries and ultimately the charges and the settlement of a child molestation case. In commanding what was arguably the most daunting marketing battle ever waged behind one album release, I saw no end in sight. Every day brought unimaginable surprises and unbelievable challenges, from literally begging our artist to deliver his greatest hits album before his career collapsed in shambles to managing music video budgets that rose into the tens of millions of dollars. 

We were trying to control the uncontrollable: negotiating a war for control of the Scream video, hiring the Hungarian army for a teaser video, doing damage control over the troubling charges of antisemitism that accompanied the release of HIStory. The behind-the-scenes actions of a precariously out-of-control career often left me shaking my head at the confusing wonder of being a participant in it. As the most powerful and compelling artist on Earth set out to sell a hundred million albums, his dreams, his drive, his sense of humor, his ego, his stubbornness and his often-naïve sensibilities overwhelmed me. I simply tried to do the best possible job for him and Epic Records. 

This is my story of those years at that task. I hope it provides a window into the making and marketing of a historic album, the record industry as it was in the 1990s and the professional life of one of the most remarkable talents in all of popular music. He was an incredibly complex man who has proven to be as mysterious and controversial in death as he was in life. 





  

First Sight

My nocturnal engagements with Michael Jackson had an extremely long ramp-up. He was thirty-three years old when we connected directly on a semi-regular basis in 1991 and had, by that time, more success and experience as a global superstar than anyone else alive. He and his siblings began performing as the Jackson Brothers in 1963 when Michael was only five. Recording for Steeltown Records, the family group from Gary, Indiana polished their act and paid their dues, first at regional talent shows, then on the chitlin’ circuit of Black theaters, bars and juke joints. They eventually connected with Berry Gordy, Jr., who signed them to Motown Records when Michael was a month short of his tenth birthday. 

The Jackson 5 exploded into the nation’s cultural consciousness at the start of 1970 with the number-one hit “I Want You Back.” Thanks to Motown’s development factory, the brothers presented themselves as an upbeat class act, like the Four Tops, the Temptations and the Supremes — all products of the Detroit label that Gordy had built. 

[image: Image]

The Jackson 5 performing on The Sonny and Cher Comedy Hour, September 1972.

CBS Television press photo, now in Public Domain as per Wikimedia Commons.

After their first four singles all reached number-one on the U.S. pop charts — a feat never before achieved by any other new artist in history — and a short-lived ABC Saturday-morning cartoon show, The Jackson 5ive, they settled into more conventional success.

Five years in, Michael was seventeen; his brothers Jermaine, Jackie and Tito were hitting their twenties. (Marlon was a year older than Michael.) Were they just a singles act driven by the unusual freshness of a dazzling frontman? (While the group sold tons of 45s, Motown never had any of the Jackson 5’s ten albums, not even a greatest hits compilation, certified either gold or platinum in the U.S., possibly out of a desire to not confirm total sales figures for tax or royalty purposes.) Or had they become journeymen in the R&B market, their stunning pop success receding into a résumé footnote?

Around that time, two music men from Pennsylvania had begun challenging Motown for the Black music crown. Philadelphia International Records, the imprint of writer-producers Kenny Gamble and Leon Huff, was on fire. The O’Jays, Harold Melvin & the Bluenotes, Billy Paul, the Three Degrees and an instrumental studio orchestra, MFSB, were rifling out such grooves as “Backstabbers,” “Love Train,” “If You Don’t Know Me by Now,” “Me and Mrs. Jones,” “When Will I See You Again” and “TSOP.” Not only were these singles selling, Philly International retailed an avalanche of albums behind them. They were reaching the million-selling platinum level in the U.S. 

Joe Jackson, the patriarch of the Jackson family and the group’s manager, saw the leveling of his sons’ success as a Motown business problem — not as a creative plateau. He became convinced that the difference between Motown and Philadelphia International was distribution. While Gamble and Huff had a deal with Columbia Records and distribution via the CBS system, Motown still relied on independent distributors. Most of them were regional operations, devoid of coordination and national strategy. It was difficult, he saw, to get all the distributors on the same page at the same time. Reorders came in randomly, and some distributors were better than others at business logistics.

What’s more, some of these middlemen were slow to pay; independent labels had to constantly battle to collect what they were owed. At times, Motown had to withhold hit releases from a regional distributor until they were paid for a previous hit. (If there was no follow-up hit, the label lost its leverage.) Motown also relied on independent pressing plants and competed with other labels using the same plants; the company that paid its bills the fastest got priority. 

The complications of the record business also included shipping from the pressing plants to distributors, who then got it to retail outlets. Any glitch in the process could negatively affect a hit. If product was late to the market and consumer interest had waned, for example, retailers would box it up and send it back for full credit. Collecting debt, dealing with returns and the cost of shipping and manufacturing all challenged the chances of a record to succeed. 

Father Joe liked the look of CBS Records, which had its own manufacturing plants strategically located in Santa Maria, California; Terre Haute, Indiana; and Pittman, New Jersey. CBS also had more than twenty sales offices around the country, with hundreds of sales reps and account service people. The company sold directly to most of the larger retail chains and had an extensive and prestigious roster of artists on its two primary labels, Columbia and Epic.

The flow of hits provided the leverage for priority positioning and was an incentive for retailers to pay promptly. The uniformity and strength of the company’s manufacturing and distribution enabled better coordination of radio promotion and airplay with activity and demand at music retail stores. CBS still used regional distributors, but only to reach smaller accounts. The company’s direct relationship with large retail chains meant their stores would stock greater quantities of hit records, thus maximizing their sales potential.

CBS was a global operation, so the company could market its U.S. hits throughout the world without having to license to local labels. The Jackson 5 had already scored hits in a few international territories, but the group had never been able to properly establish itself overseas. This was a sore point with Joe Jackson. 

Through CBS Associated Labels, the company handled manufacturing, distribution and (oftentimes) marketing using Epic Records staff. Gamble and Huff had succeeded wildly through this relationship, and Joe Jackson wanted that for his boys. 

That’s how he came to set his sights on Ron Alexenburg. 

 

A brash, fiery, young radio promotion man who came up tough on the streets of Chicago, Ron Alexenburg first hustled for Date Records, getting the local label airplay on the city’s top radio stations. In the 1960s, he worked his way up to become a Midwest regional promotion executive for Columbia Records and then national chief of promotion at Columbia under Clive Davis. His loyal team referred to him as “Ronnie Records,” a name his competitors used derisively to dismiss him. Alexenburg, who loved R&B, became the head of Epic Records just as the relationship with Philadelphia International began. 

By the 1970s, Alexenburg was on one of the hottest rolls in record industry history. He saw Epic Records as the upstart underdog, bursting with attitude and great music. Tammy Wynette and George Jones were on top of the country charts, and Charlie Rich had exploded as a reluctant multi-million-album-selling superstar. Dan Fogelberg, Michael Murphey and Dave Loggins represented a new country-pop sensibility in Nashville. On the rock front, Epic had Jeff Beck, Ted Nugent, Boston, Cheap Trick, REO Speedwagon and Kansas, all of whom reached platinum sales. 

However, it was Alexenburg’s success with Black music that attracted Papa Joe’s attention. Labelle’s “Lady Marmalade” had spawned a mega-tour and a platinum album in 1974. Minnie Riperton’s sweet, gentle voice had graced the airwaves with the chart-topping “Lovin’ You” in 1975. The Isley Brothers had brought their T-Neck Records to Epic in 1973, and the CBS Associated Labels were having bigger-than-ever album sales. And then, of course, there was Gamble and Huff. Ron had even staged the gaudy, wild Sly Stone wedding at Madison Square Garden with a reception that almost outlasted the marriage!

One evening in February 1975, Alexenburg packed up his Gucci briefcase and left for a rare dinner at home. His corner office was on the thirteenth floor of Black Rock, the stunningly graceful CBS corporate headquarters on Sixth Avenue at 52nd Street in Manhattan. His workdays usually included a business dinner or a show, or two or three shows, or even dinner and two or three shows. But this evening he was driving home for a late dinner with his wife Rochelle and their kids. 

Ron kept his car in a lot under the ABC Building on Sixth and 54th. As he walked those two short blocks and rounded the corner, he happened upon a large crowd of enthusiastic young teens, both Black and white, milling around the entrance to the Warwick Hotel. 

“What’s all the excitement about?” he asked.

“The Jackson 5 are staying here!” one excited fan blurted as others screamed with anticipation at spotting one of the group.

A real music fan, Alexenburg got excited, too. He measured the situation, stepped toward the hotel doorman and slipped through the revolving door into the quiet of the Warwick’s lobby. He looked for a house phone and, with a voice of authority and the art of a record promotion man, asked to be connected to the Jackson suite. Voila! The phone rang.

“Hello?” came the soft, tentative voice on the other end. 

“Hi, is this Michael?” Ronnie Records asked. Hearing the affirmative, he barely paused before introducing himself. “My name is Ron Alexenburg. I run Epic Records, just down the street in the CBS Building. I’d like to invite you and your dad to come visit us.”

Moments later, Joe Jackson was on the line. Ron set up a meeting with Joe, himself and Joe’s consultant, Pete Bennett, an independent radio promoter who spoke Alexenburg’s language.

Within weeks, Ronnie Records had signed the Jackson 5 to Epic Records. The group held a press conference in June to announce their new label affiliation. The move was not without complications: Jermaine Jackson was married to Berry Gordy’s daughter. He ultimately elected to stay with Motown and launch his solo career; Randy replaced him in the group. Motown, not surprisingly, took serious issue with the act’s jump to Epic and sued, claiming ownership of the Jackson 5 name. When the dust settled, it was “The Jacksons” who officially joined Epic on March 10, 1976.

 

In those rowdy days of the music business, I was based in CBS Records’ Nashville office, where I had launched a new publicity department. Things were going well — I got David Allan Coe, who was relatively unknown at that point, on the cover of the New York Times Sunday Magazine — and I loved working with Johnny Cash, Tammy Wynette and George Jones, Charlie Rich and the rest of Music City’s Columbia and Epic roster. I even got to handle PR for the first Willie Nelson Picnic. But I had grown up playing in rock bands in western Pennsylvania, listening to Led Zeppelin and Derek and the Dominos, and my ambition was linked to the music of my generation. Around the same time Ron was developing his relationship with the Jackson family, he plucked me from Music Row and made me the national head of publicity in New York. 

I was twenty-five years old, just three years out of college, living in a suite at the Warwick Hotel! Nearly everyone at Epic in those days was twenty-something, living the rock and roll life in bell-bottom jeans. Many of us assumed the images of artists we marketed. My hair was long, and if I didn’t have a mustache, I had a full beard. You know that expression, “Like high school with money?” We were flashing American Express cards for dinners and parties and rolling with a roster of electrifying artists. We would jump in a cab for a show at the Apollo Theater in Harlem, then race to catch a late set at the Bottom Line in Greenwich Village. I was amped. I was on fire. It was music business 24/7. We were young people getting paid to live this madcap life: on airplanes constantly flying to L.A. for a party or a showcase of a new signing at the Roxy. Or meeting with a band and their manager in St. Louis to show our support and let the local media know how important the artist was to us. 

We competed with our sister label, Columbia Records, for the attention of the CBS sales and distribution force. They were the chosen ones; we were the step-children. Or at least we liked to assume the underdog role. The buttoned-up corporate world of CBS, Inc., the home of news anchor Walter Cronkite (“the most trusted man in America”), had somehow hired a passel of young rogues and we were bringing in buckets of money. 

When Ron Alexenburg signed the Jackson 5 to Epic, the idea of stealing artists as prominent as the Jackson 5 from the top American Black music label was, to me, simply stunning. I couldn’t believe that any label could take them away from Berry Gordy and Motown, but it was a source of pride that Epic had been able to lure the Jacksons over. It was an unprecedented move. 

In 1975, the music business was an album business. Why sell a 99-cent single when you could be selling a $5.98 album? That was more than the price of a pair of Wranglers. Critics of our deal said the Jacksons were strictly a singles act. But Joe Jackson wanted to sell albums, too.

Steve Popovich, vice-president for A&R, told me that CBS Records’ new chairman, Walter Yetnikoff, questioned the deal. Referencing Michael’s hit single “Ben,” he asked, “Why do you guys want to sign a guy who sings about a rat?” But he and Ron Alexenburg pushed back, and Yetnikoff supported them.

Ron, Steve and Walter recognized that Michael had something special. Even with his shyness, he projected an innate curiosity. He asked questions about the business and expressed his desire to write and record on his own. And he had no problem communicating the fact that he and his brothers longed for more creative freedom than they’d had at Motown. 

It was a lot of gravitas to come from a seventeen-year-old, but these record label honchos were drawn to him and the positivity of his ambitions. Michael had been schooled in Hitsville and had a dozen years of experience under his belt. Ron embraced him; Walter teased and beguiled him; Steve, who saw Michael far beyond the limits of an R&B artist, connected him to write songs with Boz Scaggs and others. 

Ron called me to his office one day and said we needed to take special pains to make sure the Jacksons, Michael in particular, were comfortable at their new label home. He mentioned that Michael had a good friend, Steve Manning, who had run Michael’s fan club and served as the group’s publicist. It had become Steve’s responsibility to make sure the publicity machine at Epic made the Jacksons a top priority. Ron suggested we hire him as an independent public relations consultant. 

I met with Steve soon after. It was easy to see why he and Michael were friends. Steve topped his giant frame with a broad, gap-tooth smile, can-do energy and a quick, easy laugh. He was excited that we wanted him involved, and he assured us that Michael would be happy at Epic. 

I walked Steve down the hall and introduced him to Susan Blond, Epic’s PR “personality” in New York. When I arrived as head of the department, it was obvious that no one had more respect from the music media than Susan. No one could charm an artist like her, either. A onetime associate of Andy Warhol’s, she had her own cable TV show and had been in some of Paul Morrissey’s cult films. Her passion and understanding of all things celebrity were unparalleled. She celebrated unique artistry and possessed those same qualities and charisma herself. She was quickly becoming a legend. With my small but elite staff, I knew that I should simply manage the business and let Susan be the superstar PR person that she was. 

Our relationships with Steve evolved naturally and quickly. Through him, Susan and Michael established a lifetime friendship. It was the perfect time for Michael to meet her; she was the essence of the celebrity world of New York City in the mid-’70s. I believe Michael saw that she had a deep understanding of stardom and the inner qualities that created it. She was an essential factor in making Michael comfortable at his new record label.

Susan had a booth at the Russian Tea Room, a corporate Amex card and solid connections to the top rock writers. It was a world that Michael had never known. He was still a Midwest kid who saw Broadway and the magic of Gotham in his dreams. He loved being around Susan, and it was thrilling to think of her guiding Michael through the network of New York music journalists. Thanks to her, Michael saw his brightest days with the cognoscenti. 

Shortly after I connected Steve and Michael to Susan, I had my own opportunity to get to know Michael better. In September 1976, the Jacksons came east for a benefit concert at the Capital Centre in Landover, Maryland. The group would be in the Washington D.C. area for a couple of days as LeBaron Taylor, CBS Records’ head of urban music and the company’s top political lobbyist, had arranged for them to attend the National Black Caucus dinner.

I planned to go as well, along with Glen Brunman, a special projects PR expert for both Columbia and Epic. I shared him with Judy Paynter, who was the head of publicity at Columbia from 1975 through 1976.

Glen had established himself as the ultimate media strategist in the industry. As one of the core believers in Bruce Springsteen early in his recording career, “Brahma,” as Bruce had dubbed him, orchestrated the unprecedented feat of cover stories the same week in Time and Newsweek. Glen had to believe in an artist to get involved, and I wasn’t entirely sure he would be into the pure pop aesthetic of Michael. But he was completely there. 

We flew the shuttle to D.C. and arrived at the hotel as a gathering of exuberant fans, gazing toward the upper floors, called for the Jacksons to come out or to let them in. I worked in the music business, but I had never encountered a teenage fan stakeout. The crowd was curious but not crazed. 

Glen and I proceeded to a secured floor reserved for the group and the core members of their entourage. We said our hellos and engaged in small talk with Steve Manning, as well as the head of the Jackson security team. They welcomed us and told us we could travel to the show that night in the limos with the group. 

It was here that I had my second encounter with Joe Jackson, the family patriarch. It was brief and incidental, but it was long enough. I found him distant and strange. 

Joseph Jackson, by most accounts, was a hard-driving, blue-collar man who wielded a heavy influence on his sons. Through the years, Michael’s comments about how his father treated him were often harsh. He spoke of how hard his dad pushed them, that his childhood was lost to the work of building and launching the Jackson 5. Despite his revelations about Joe’s cruelty and abuse, Michael also gave his father credit for the success they achieved. 

The first time we met was soon after I moved from Nashville to New York. On my first business trip to Los Angeles, our West Coast publicist Pat Siciliano suggested an impromptu walk from our office at 6430 Sunset to Joe’s office a few blocks away. I had no preconceived notions or expectations. We had no immediate publicity work to do for the Jacksons, so the plan was just a breezy “good-to-meet-you” meeting to assure Mr. Jackson that we were excited about his kids, who had just signed with Epic. 

We were buzzed into the small office building and entered a long hallway. It was almost pitch black. I can’t remember ever plunging into such darkness in an office building. As our eyes adjusted to the faint light, we rounded a corner, and there was Joe, sitting behind a desk, also in near-total darkness. There seemed to be no one else in the office. 

Pat introduced us. Joe and I shook hands, but his mind was somewhere else. He began telling us about his security system — how he had cameras everywhere, about the locking system on the doors. He went on and on, elaborating about all the precautions he had taken and the secret equipment that he had purchased. Paranoia! Pat and I shared our excitement at the opportunity to work with the Jacksons, but Joe just kept rambling on about the building security. Finally, after a very short and awkward visit in which Joe made no mention of his children or his expectations of working with us, Pat and I eased our way out of the darkness and back into the bright Hollywood sunlight. We came to the same conclusion: 

“That was weird!” 

“Yeah, that was creepy!”

So, when I saw Joe again in that Maryland hotel, I wasn’t too eager to chat with him. In the many years I circulated in Michael’s orbit, I never had the occasion to speak with him again. Maybe that was for the best. Lisa Kramer, who I later worked with in international marketing, said the first time she met Joe, “I looked at him and I thought, ‘There’s evil in his eyes.’ I saw evil. And I’m not somebody who normally thinks like that.” 

 

In the post-Beatles era, prepubescent fans of the Jacksons discovered their ability to out-scream even the largest and most powerful arena speakers. During this particular sold-out performance in Maryland, the crowd of 18,000 roared at jet-engine decibels for nearly two hours, their shrill ecstasy never letting up through the brothers’ hits. I watched from the wings; the excitement was transporting. The power and passion of those young entertainers incited an almost atomic mania. When the group came offstage, they knew not to linger. Security rushed them and us to the basement garage where stretch limos stood in a line by the roll-up doors of corrugated steel.

I jumped into the front passenger seat of the lead limo as most of the group piled into the back. They were still on an adrenaline high from being onstage — we all felt it. Security shouted for the steel doors to open, and our driver revved the car onto the steep cement ramp. Halfway up, I looked up and saw a sea of humanity hanging from the rails above the ramp. Fans began to jump on top of the car — on the hood and flush against the windshield, two feet from my face. I recoiled in something akin to abject fear, but they were completely euphoric, with no regard for their safety. As even more fans jammed against the passenger side windows, I saw bodies fall in front of the car. But the driver gunned it again and we were free of the crowd. I was shocked that the windshield had not been smashed, even more stunned (and grateful) that we had not hit anyone. The experience made me feel naïve about what must have transpired hundreds of times in the Jackson kids’ lives. 

Back at the hotel, the Jacksons disappeared into their rooms. The floor was so quiet that it made the excitement of the concert and the drama of our limo ride seem like a hazy dream. Michael lingered for a few minutes with Steve Manning, Glen Brunman and me. When he spoke, he mostly looked at Steve. “I want to see the birds at the National Zoo,” he said quietly. Steve was happy to accommodate him, but I thought I heard a plea in Michael’s voice. His smile suggested that the four of us should do that the next day. 

The following morning, Michael was excited on the short drive. He had a soft spot for all animals, but a particular interest in seeing the aviary, he said, and repeated how much he wanted to watch the birds. And watch he did. We spent almost the entire morning, including three or four hours with virtually no conversation, as he sat face-to-the-cage in awe.

My attention began to drift after thirty minutes, but Glen hung in there as Michael gazed endlessly and hypnotically into the dense foliage, studying the rare birds and their quick movements. In 1976, there were no cell phones to distract me and no text messages to catch up on. While dozens of exotic birds communed with a seventeen-year-old superstar, I waited on a cement bench. 

Riding back to the hotel, Michael seemed at peace, Zen-like, in a world of his own. Again, there was little conversation. I felt that the best way for him to feel comfortable around us was to simply be present and respectful. This was no time to attempt to make any other impression. I imagined that most people Michael encountered daily wanted something from him — a deal, a commitment to aid a charity, an autograph, a photo. We wanted only to show him that we had enough restraint to give him a break. 

Late that afternoon, we piled back into the limos for the National Black Caucus dinner. We entered the hotel through a freight entrance and made our way through a large media room, which was dark and empty save for the cameras set up for a brief press opportunity with the luminaries later that evening. I had never in my life seen so many cameras! There must have been at least fifty of them, two or three rows deep, tightly lined-up and positioned for the Jacksons and the tuxedoed politicians who would show up for their photo op after dinner. 

As we stepped through the piles of cables and spilled out into the brightly lit ballroom, the Jacksons were absolutely swarmed — dozens of entitled men and hopeful women rushed to meet them. I had anticipated that the event would draw a primarily Black audience, so I was surprised by the diversity in the ballroom. 

The Jackson brothers were strategically seated at tables of ten of the political elite. Michael was at the most prominent table in front of the dais, among such esteemed guests as Jesse Jackson. 

I sat with a group of strangers who couldn’t have cared less who I was. Tito Jackson was directly across from me; I watched him patiently engage and nod politely in a very long conversation with the wife of one of the politicos. 

We dutifully suffered through the rubber chicken and the stream of speakers whose voices and issues eventually faded into our glasses of wine. When the evening’s final speech ended, Steve, Glen and I worked to point the Jacksons toward the media room. 

The brothers smiled, waved and said, “Thank you for having us” and how much they had enjoyed the evening. When we piled back into the limos, they loosened their ties and expressed relief at the completion of another obligation. At the hotel, a handful of fans greeted the group with shouts of excitement. We scurried through the lobby in a blur, poured into the elevators and dispersed to our rooms. I had experienced my first media event on such a scale. It was a heady experience that came and went in a flash. 

 

As the release date of the Jacksons’ first Epic album approached, I decided to leave the label — and publicity as well. I wanted to become a manager and learn about the overall strategy and development of artists’ careers. To that end, I joined Leber-Krebs, who managed Aerosmith, Ted Nugent and others. The company was starting its own record label and had developed the Broadway hit Beatlemania, which would debut in 1977. 

As we were certain the mainstream theater critics would destroy the show, part of our Beatlemania strategy was to avoid an official opening night. But we still wanted to create the excitement and media coverage opening nights provide, so we decided to host a party that June. It was my job to find a location. 

Studio 54 had just opened in midtown Manhattan. The club had an ultra-cool vibe, so I met with the two owners, Ian Schrager and Steve Rubell. There was something slightly nefarious about these hustlers, but we made a deal that I hoped wouldn’t blow up on me. Just three weeks before our event, the first big party happened at Studio 54. We had locked in to a winner! 

Leber-Krebs’ in-house publicist Laura Kaufman and I worked the phones, contacting artist managers and PR people to line up A-list attendees for our “Celebrity Night.” But the only artist we could confirm was Steven Tyler from Aerosmith, who Steve Leber buttonholed to be there. Beatlemania was still suspect as a “bridge and tunnel” show. The only tribute bands that existed in those days were Beatles knock-offs, and the music business wasn’t enamored with the idea of appropriating their stardom. 

I began to panic that we were going to completely strike out with celebrities, which would have embarrassed our bosses. Then I had the idea that, since the Broadway show featured lookalikes, we could hire other lookalikes as guests. (I think we got a Liza Minnelli.) Then Susan Blond, the one great friend that Laura and I shared, came through for us big time. Susan had already identified Studio 54 as the next hot hangout, a wild scene of superstars, booze and coke. Word had spread about the doorman who abused the line of wannabes begging to get in. So, who did Susan bring? Andy Warhol and Michael Jackson! 

Michael was entering the world of New York City nightlife at its craziest. And as his career exploded — in 1978 he’d star as the Scarecrow in the film The Wiz — he was suddenly not just the featured brother in a family pop band. He was in the theater, in the movies and in the heart of New York’s nightlife. 





  

As Big As It Gets

Two years later, after a cram course in management and a brief attempt to launch my own artist management company in Nashville, the possibility of returning to Epic arose. I had depleted my savings and had been living off my credit card for several months. I needed a paying job. Ron Alexenburg had left to launch Infinity Records, and Steve Popovich had left to start Cleveland International Records. Don Dempsey had been tapped, as they say in the trades, to head the Epic label. Don ran the CBS Records Atlanta branch office when I first started at the company in 1974 and had always been a supporter of mine. He was building a new team and encouraged me to return to Epic, which I did, in January 1979, as an Associate Director in the Product Management department. 

Each product manager was assigned a roster of artists; the job was to develop and implement marketing plans for them with the various departments of the company. Given a meaningful budget for each artist, I arranged for album packaging, photo shoots, videos and advertising. My responsibilities included the Clash and the Charlie Daniels Band.

Susan Blond, who succeeded me as the company’s head of publicity, had established an extraordinarily strong relationship with Michael during the two years I was gone. Glen Brunman had become the head of West Coast publicity in Los Angeles; with that proximity he, too, had built a lasting trust with Michael. 

When Larry Stessel moved to Los Angeles and became Michael’s product manager (through the Thriller years and the Bad campaign), I was promoted to head the East Coast Product Management team. We both reported to Ron McCarrell, who was in charge of all Epic marketing. 

Michael’s first solo album, Off the Wall, came out shortly after my return to the company. Behind the hit singles “Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough,” “Rock With You” and “She’s Out of My Life,” the album quickly sold five million copies in the U.S. 

It was the beginning of an enormously successful era for Epic. New people were coming on board, including Frank DiLeo, hired for a senior promotion position in New York. A mover and shaker who always seemed to have a vision and strategy in mind, Frank brokered Epic’s relationship with the independent promotion men who controlled pop radio. His team broke Culture Club and Cyndi Lauper and took REO Speedwagon, Gloria Estefan and the Charlie Daniels Band to new career heights. He was instrumental in Michael Jackson’s success.

Convincing program directors that a particular single was gaining on-air response and momentum was a delicate process of timing and responding to market research. If a single surged too quickly or unevenly, it could stall halfway up the charts. With a steady array of releases and a brilliant instinct about how to orchestrate a hit record on radio, DiLeo was a master of the process.

Part of his clout came from his ability to work closely with the independent radio promotion syndicate, referred to in the early ‘80s as “The Network.” Most notably fronted by record men like Freddie DeSipio and Joe Isgro, both of whom were reported to have ties to organized crime, the Network had a lock on the major labels’ business as outside contractors. No one got on the charts in any meaningful way without the Network. Frank DiLeo and Epic Records were among their best customers. He could negotiate with them and get Epic its fair share of the airplay pie.

Frank was an old friend of mine. We first met in 1974, in Nashville, where he did promotion for Monument Records, which was marketed and distributed by CBS. We became pals while working on various albums and Billy Swan’s huge pop single, “I Can Help.” He was from Pittsburgh, so we had that western Pennsylvania thing in common. When he came to New York, I turned him on to a few restaurants and hangouts that he loved. He always felt he could vent to me and often came down to my office to share his frustrations. Frank always needed a little angst in his life; it seemed to motivate him. He didn’t need my advice — I was just a safe sounding board.

Frank’s turmoil always made me smile or laugh, as it seemed to do for everyone around him. There was something very genuine and likable in his struggles. He was a warm character in the Danny DeVito mold, right down to his size and shape. And he was always neatly dressed, often in standard record-exec attire of the day — a starched dress shirt with cufflinks under a blue blazer and pressed blue jeans. Though he always had a cigar in his mouth, Frank was a non-smoker and a modest drinker. But he was from the streets, a fact he played up by using an old neighborhood nickname, “Tookie.” He flashed a pinky ring.

Larry Stessel remembered that he “emulated the Mafia guys. It’s like The Irishman or The Godfather, all the Scorsese movies. That was Frank with a cigar and the whole image.”

But Frank had the warmest heart. He once came to me and said, “Danny, I think I’m in trouble. My insurance company thinks I burned down my house to collect on the policy.” I laughed and said, “Frank, if you didn’t do it, you’ve got nothing to worry about!” He sat there in silence for a few moments. Then he nodded his head thoughtfully and returned to his office. You could only shake your head.

Frank once told me a story that had changed his life. As a teenager, he asked a girl out. She said yes as long as they would double-date with her girlfriend. Frank met the other boy in front of the theater before the girls arrived, and the guy said he didn’t have any money. Could he borrow some from Frank? Frank pulled out a twenty-dollar bill, which was all he had. It was a lot of money at the time. The guy took it and said he’d get change. But then the girls arrived and there was no time to get change. They all got in line for tickets. As they reached the window, the other guy announced, “I’ll pay for everything!” When they got inside, he said, “Popcorn and drinks on me.”

Frank paused and said softly, “Danny, I was humiliated. He did this with my twenty-dollar bill! Since that day, I have to pay for everything!” That was Frank DiLeo, a sensitive street guy who always paid the bill.

Frank was a flamboyant spender, even before he rose to the top of Epic’s promotion department. Ron McCarrell often had to go to bat for him with the accounting department. We had extremely liberal spending policies in those flush days, but Frank still broke the rules. He dined at the best restaurants and stayed at five-star hotels. In Los Angeles, he favored the Beverly Hills Hotel. A joke around the company was that Frank went through the hotel lobby with a manure spreader full of twenties. He tipped like he was on his first date at the movies!

Not long after Frank first stayed at the hotel, McCarrell recalled, he learned that a rival promo man, Charlie Minor of A&M Records, had a Friday afternoon ritual there. He booked a cabana by the pool and took meetings while movie stars sauntered by. Not to be outdone, “Frank got two cabanas,” laughed McCarrell. “Doublewide! Just to show Charlie who’s in charge!”

But Frank wasn’t done. He would invite secretaries from Epic’s local office to the pool. He gave each one a hundred dollars to buy a bikini and hang out at the cabanas. It made a very appealing environment for a (male) radio programmer, tipsheet publisher or artist manager to meet with him. But Frank also spent on his staff, and they idolized him. With the encouragement of CBS Records chairman Walter Yetnikoff, Don Dempsey and Ron McCarrell promoted Frank to head the label’s radio promotion department in 1982. 

The key to hit records in those days was to corral the 150 or so biggest Top 40 radio stations into adding your record, then building the repetitive airplay necessary to cement a song for the mass audience. Each of the major labels had promotion staff with local reps in twenty to twenty-five key markets around the country. In addition, they hired independent promo men on a record-by-record basis to sell program directors on the hit potential of a single. Some of the indie promo guys had a particularly strong influence on specific program directors. Relationships, friendships and other factors — which could go beyond traditional wining, dining and free tickets to supplying cocaine, hookers and other illicit perks that label staffers couldn’t — all played into convincing PDs to add a record to their playlist. As the indies gained power and influence, they consolidated their efforts. Eventually, no record had a chance on the pop charts unless this collective of indie promo people was put on retainer. Fees increased as a single went up the charts. A Top 10 single cost a record label between $100,000 and $150,000 for radio promotion in the '80s. 

The Network effectively created a toll bridge for entry. If a record wasn’t paid for, it was killed before it had a chance. As Ron McCarrell remembered, “There was a whole other agenda with these indie promoters and with some of these dirtbag program directors and radio consultants. They thought, ‘Hey, these major-label guys are rolling in dough! Let’s hook up a vacuum hose to that bank account and see what we can get out of there!’” 

 

The music business was in trouble. Billboard reported that record shipments declined by fifty million units between 1980 and 1982. Doomsday hit in August of 1982, when a lot of people got laid off. Half of the Epic marketing department was let go, and the whole promotion department was restructured. “That’s when we put Frank [DiLeo] in charge of the whole thing,” Ron McCarrell says. “It was a very painful period … throughout the company.” 

Late in the afternoon of Thursday, August 12th, a rep from the Human Resources Department explained that I would be handed several severance packages in the morning to give out, and that I was to sit down with each person to deliver the package and provide some basic instructions. I would not know who was being laid off until I received the packages. It was a stunning punch in the face. We lived and worked in this playground called the record business. We partied hard, but we worked hard, too. We thought we had jobs for life. My first instinct was to feel sorry for myself. Why did I have to do this? 

After “Black Friday,” mourning and guilt pervaded Epic Records, as well as our larger sister label Columbia Records and the CBS Records field staff. As I walked the halls and saw the closed doors of so many empty offices, I couldn’t help but think of who and what we had lost.

 

Michael Jackson was in his mid-twenties and in peak form when DiLeo arrived as the prince of promotion at Epic Records. Michael was working on the follow-up to Off the Wall. He had become a savvy young artist under the tutelage of managers Ron Weisner and Freddy DeMann, who later steered Madonna’s career. Michael understood that airplay was the key to commercial success at that time. He had learned about the different radio formats that existed then — Urban, Pop, Rock and Adult Contemporary — and he wanted them all. Michael knew the importance of his relationship with his label’s head of radio promotion.

Frank DiLeo saw that, with all of Michael’s success with Off the Wall, there was still an extraordinary opportunity for Michael to tighten his ties to the
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