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				Opposite: Prince poses in the Netherlands in 1981.
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				A couple of days after Prince passed away unexpectedly in 2016, many of us who knew him felt an immediate pull to gather together in Minneapolis, the place where he had first brought us so many years ago. About 40 of us – from Prince’s youth to his recent crew – huddled in a cocktail lounge at the Loews Minneapolis Hotel across from the famous First Avenue nightclub downtown. Wendy Melvoin of the Revolution had the foresight to set up a microphone and Matt Larson from the 1980s-era tech crew ran it through a small sound system. The hotel had given us the lounge to use all to ourselves that night. So we did. One after another we took the mic and told Prince stories. 

				Alan Leeds told of pushing a mattress down a hallway in a deluxe Parisian hotel at 2 o’clock in the morning and Susannah Melvoin told a hilarious story of snorkeling in the Mediterranean with Prince where he pulled a string of unprecedented (for Prince) moves out of his virtual hat and made her laugh so hard underwater that she was afraid she’d drown. Matt Larson told of how, on the Purple Rain tour, an exhausted Prince had signaled Matt over to him between songs and called for “the oxygen!” Matt showed up with guitar tech Rick Garcia, thinking that he heard Prince call for the Mexican. Prince’s effort to catch his breath was made worse for laughter. Lisa Coleman told of their very first meeting, the awkward silence in the car as he drove her from the airport to his home, and how two of the quietest people in the world ultimately communicated by playing piano for each other. Mark Brown told of being 18 years old and working as a short-order cook in a pancake house when Prince dropped in late one night to invite him to join the Revolution and tour the world. Poignantly, Mayte told of knowing him as his fan, his dancer, his wife, and the mother of his only child. 

				The funniest was Robbie Pastor’s hysterical story of the terror he felt in his role as the “advance man” for a Prince visit to London. Robbie arrived just hours before his boss and saw that the hotel had misunderstood his instructions. Instead of the requested grand piano in Prince’s suite, there was an electronic keyboard and a little amp. Robbie remembered standing on the balcony of an ancient London hotel, cigarette smoke and sweat in his eyes, guiding a baby grand piano being lowered by a crane into the top floor suite where a waiting piano tuner might, if all of the stars were aligned, get it tuned before Prince walked in the door from Heathrow airport. They made it in 

			

		

		
			
				the nick of time! Prince, unaware of the heroic efforts and gargantuan cost spent in the previous hours on his behalf, walked into the suite, dropped his bag at the piano, sat down and played. 

				It is a tribute to Prince’s life that so many of these stories were so funny. On that sad, sad night, sharing our stories made us laugh with amusement and amazement at what life in his orbit was like. It was a reminder of the powerful gravitational pull that he had on all who were close to him. Most of those stories had the common theme of how hard we worked for him and how his own excellence was enough to bring out the best in us. We in that room knew him, and so we knew that in this closed circle, there wasn’t any need to explain, describe, defend, or promote him; we could just tell what happened. We shared what we loved about him and what had astonished us the most. There was no shortage of material. We talked long into the night, wiping away tears of sorrow and joy. I remember thinking, “This is what every Prince fan should know. THIS is the story.” 

				Only by collecting stories across all of the dimensions of this enigmatic man’s life will he be known in the same way that people close to him knew him. During his lifetime, Prince carefully controlled how much of himself he was willing to let the public know. That kind of privacy was necessary so that all of his drive for self-expression could be funneled into his lyrics and, sometimes, his movies. Now that he is gone, private moments from Prince’s life spent with friends, musicians, collaborators and staff – those stories that comprised one remarkable man’s tale – can be told. 

				I am pleased to write that Paul Sexton has begun this endeavor by asking people who knew Prince to share their memories, and by presenting them to readers unadorned and unfiltered. This book does not focus on Prince’s music, his methods, his history or his influence on culture or on other musicians. It lets the people who knew and worked with him tell our stories so that readers can get to know a little better the man whose singular talent and prodigious creative output is unlikely to be equaled any time soon. When the individual stories of his life emerge like pixels on a screen, the public image of Prince will get closer and closer to the truth of who he was. Just as it is with the greatest mysteries of the natural world, knowing more about Prince does nothing to lessen the wonder we feel when we think about what he accomplished; it only deepens our appreciation. Even the most mythic stories can be told in plain language.
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				 “Might not know it now, but baby I’m a star.” 

					Prince, “Baby I’m A Star”
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				The Beautiful One

			

		

		
			
				Far more willingly than we approached any school lesson, we grew up learning the fundamental hierarchy of music. Elvis was always The King. Aretha was the Queen of Soul, the Temptations its Emperors, Nina Simone its High Priestess. Elton became Captain Fantastic, and The Beatles were just The Beatles. Such was their dominion, they didn’t even need a designation. Even when you couldn’t always apply yourself to learning about actual royal bloodlines and heads of church and state, those titles stuck fast.

				Accession to such a sacrosanct social order was rare indeed, but in the latter part of the 1970s, suddenly there was someone who seemed to arrive fully-formed and magnificent from the get-go. He was, in one literal sense, born a Prince, and from the first time we clapped ears on him, every soul boy and girl was under his spell. In the era just before MTV took the wheel, and while Prince’s early releases remained inexplicably specialist in the UK, it was a while before British audiences truly saw him. When we did, it was all over. 

				This volume doesn’t expect to trace every contour of Prince Rogers Nelson’s life and influence. It hopes instead to provide both the passionate devotee and the passing friend with a series of first-hand appreciations, not from mere armchair admirers but those whose lives Prince touched. In some cases, although he may not always have shown it as fulsomely as they might have liked, these are the memories of those who touched him, fraternally, creatively, spiritually and romantically. 

				I was fortunate to win the collaborative trust of many of this holy order of insiders when, after his shocking death, I made the deep-dive documentary ‘Prince And Me’ for BBC Radio 2. My thanks go to that fraternity for sharing stories about the man they knew – their boss, inspiration and taskmaster, a man who expected perfection of himself and, therefore, of all those he invited in. So dig, if you will, the picture of a singular human, flawed and fragile like all of us, but fizzing with playful, dangerous energy like a firecracker in a phone booth. I’m grateful for the particularly tireless support and enthusiasm of Susan Rogers, both for the vivid pictures she paints in the narrative and for her eloquent and elegant foreword. The image of that distinguished band of brothers and sisters, bound together by an unforgettable enigma and sitting together, soon after he departed, to trade often hilarious anecdotes, will live long. So will Prince, because like only the very best of the best that we have lost too soon, he’s still with us and always will be. 

				Paul Sexton

				May 2021 
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				CHAPTER one

				 The Pre-teen Prince 

			

		

		
			
				Previous page: With “slave” on his cheek, Prince plays Brabanthallen, Den Bosch, Netherlands, in March 1995, on the tour named – with typically confident finesse – The Ultimate Live Experience.

				Opposite: The young Prince Rogers Nelson sits for an eighth grade class picture. The son of musician John Nelson and singer Mattie Shaw was already well-versed in music, having written his first song at the age of seven.
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				But now she is recently divorced from her husband, musician Fred, who had disapproved of Bernadette’s ambitions to get an education and to strive for a better life for herself and her children. She seizes her new opportunities and moves the family across town. In years to come, her youngest will carve a name for himself as André Cymone. But at this point, he’s just the new kid in school, where he makes the new friend who will help to reroute his life.

				“I grew up in a different part of north Minneapolis,” Cymone told me, eloquently surveying his youth. “My family moved from where we lived, my mother was able to get a better job and got us into a different community. She got me out of a lifestyle that wasn’t … you know, all that conducive. So I went to a new school and a new situation.”

				Many of us remember that uneasy playground feeling of being among complete strangers and disapproving stares. Everyone seems to know everyone, except for you; and you wouldn’t mind if the ground opened up so you could disappear. But, on that dreaded first day at Lincoln Junior High School, 2131 Twelfth Avenue North, André is about to find a kindred spirit.

				“I remember the first day of school,” he said. “The gym teacher, or whoever he was, he gives you your programme for you to go through your classes. He gives that to me and says, ‘Go and stand against the wall.’ I look down this wall of all these people and I don’t know 

			

		

		
			
				It’s the late summer of 1970, and a young man called André Anderson is getting acclimatized. The youngest of six, he’s been growing up in challenging circumstances, as his mother Bernadette, a social worker and community leader, works hard to make ends meet in a poor area of Minneapolis. Bernadette had fallen pregnant with André’s oldest brother when she was just 14.

			

		

		
			
				anybody. Everybody looked, like, ‘Don’t stand here.’ It was really kind of strange. 

				“So I looked down the row and I saw this one kid, and he reminded me a little bit of myself. I thought, ‘I’m going to go and stand next to him.’ So I started talking to him and saying, ‘How you doing? I’m André.’ He said, ‘I’m Prince.’”

				Prince Rogers Nelson is also from a broken home and similarly separated from a musician father. Born on June 7, 1958, his very name is his father John’s stage identity, in his guise as pianist and leader of the Prince Rogers Trio. The youngster’s life map is sketched early: he’s a mere five years old when he sees John perform. “It was great, I couldn’t believe it,” he would remember later. “People were screaming. From then on I think I wanted to be a musician.”

				John Nelson had moved to Minneapolis in the early 1950s and, in the middle of the decade, married the singer Mattie Shaw. They met at one of the trio’s performances, at Minneapolis’s Phyllis Wheatley House, and he recruited her to sing with them. When their son was just seven, he wrote his first song, ‘Funk Machine’, on his dad’s piano, which he learned to play by ear. 

				Prince taught himself by practising the TV themes of his childhood, such as The Man from U.N.C.L.E. and (ironically, since it would re-enter his life much later) Batman. His sister Tyka, two years his junior, 
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				The Pre-teen Prince 

			

		

		
			
				was his audience. Even his ‘Funk Machine’ title was ahead of its time. This was 1965, when even the Godfather of Soul, James Brown, was only in the formative stages of honing the immortal groove that the word “funk” would come to represent. 

				“There were two Princes in the house where we lived,” Prince recalled in his memoir The Beautiful Ones, which he was writing at the time of his death in 2016. “The older one with all the responsibilities of heading a household and the younger one whose only modus operandi was fun.”

				On the admirably opulent prince.com official website, his multi-media biography recalls his autobiographical Piano and a Microphone concert at Paisley Park, performed three months before his death. There, Prince re-enacted being enchanted by the sight of John’s piano, when he was a mere three years old. “Here comes dad,” he remembered. “I’m not supposed to touch his piano, but I want to play it so bad.” 

				Prince’s parents separated when he was seven. They divorced when he was 10, by which time Mattie had married Heyward Baker. A few years after that her maverick son started running away. The first time he left the family home at 2620 Eighth Avenue North, it was after clashing with his stepfather.

				He missed his father, who left behind a piano, and briefly went to 

			

		

		
			
				live with him downtown. Although this apartment would become just one of a long list of addresses the young Prince would stay in around the city, the time he spent at John’s strengthened the musical bond that would later see them write together. He would go on to call John his best friend. 

				Prince told Musician magazine: “He told me one time that he has dreams where he’d see a keyboard in front of his eyes, and he’d see his hands on the keyboard and he’d hear a melody. And he can get up and it can be like 4.30 a.m. and he can walk right downstairs to his piano and play the melody.” 

				Wayfaring around his hometown did little to make Prince love it. “Have you ever been to Minneapolis?” he asked a reporter from the Night Owl entertainment section of New Jersey’s The Aquarian Weekly. “It’s a really small joint and if you really dig country & western music, that’s the place to go. 

				“The radio stations don’t play any new wave music, they only play country & western music,” he went on. “The clothes, the dance, 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: Prince poses with teammates for an eighth grade basketball game.

				Above: By his sophomore year, Prince was immersed in the inspiration of funk, soul and rock from far and wide.

			

		

		
			
				“There were two Princes in the house where we lived. The older one with all the responsibilities of heading a household and the younger one whose only modus operandi was fun.”Prince 
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				the music, everything is so behind. I’d call my sister, who lives [in Manhattan] and ask her what was going on. I was shocked because we got everything she talked about six months later.”

				So now, here he was on that momentous school day with his fellow new boy, feeling a rare sense of connection. The future André Cymone resumes the story, and remembers how he reacted to hearing that unusual first name. “I said, ‘Cool, what are you into?’ and he said, ‘I’m into music.’ I said, ‘Oh wow, so am I.’ I said, ‘What do you play?’ ‘Piano, guitar, what do you play?’ ‘Bass, drums, horns.’ He said, ‘We should go and jam.’ So basically we started talking. That’s the first time we met.” 

				The friendship between the Nelson kid and the Anderson boy grew quickly. “He invited me over to his dad’s house,” said André, “and said, ‘My dad has a little set-up. We can hang out and jam.’ It was the first person I ever met that, as we were talking, had the same attitude that I had. I was a very outspoken person, so it was strange to meet someone who seemed to be in that state of mind. Literally nobody else where I came from even came close. 

				“People got tired of me always telling them that one day I was going to do this or do that. I was this good, I was that good. Most of the 

			

		

		
			
				people would laugh at me and say, ‘Yeah, sure. You’re never going to get off the city block.’ He was the first person I ever met that actually had that same kind of attitude. It became our bonding point.”

				On prince.com, Cymone says: “He sat at his father’s piano and played several television and movie theme songs. I played along on a large-scale ukulele. I think for the first time in his life – and I know for the first time in mine – we found someone in each other who took music and all its possibilities extremely seriously. I think, after that day, we were pretty much inseparable. We hung out all the time.”

				The name would, of course, be a point of conversation. “He looked at me with that look that I got to know a whole lot better,” Cymone told me, “because I said, ‘There’s a dog at the end of our block named Prince.’ He looked at me, like, ‘That’s messed up, man’. I wasn’t lying. 

			

		

		
			
				Above: Prince’s childhood home, pictured in 2017. After his parents divorced, he would often spend time in his father’s apartment in downtown Minneapolis. John Nelson died in 2001.

				Opposite: Prince’s long-time friend, former housemate and early band member André Cymone poses with a copy of Black Beat magazine, backstage at the U.I.C. Pavilion in Chicago, Illinois, January 1985.
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