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Chapter
1

 *A Small Boy and
a Piano*

 


 


Life: The period between birth and death, or the
experience or state of being alive;

 


Genius: Exceptional intellectual or creative power or
other natural ability. Exceptionally intelligent person or one with
exceptional skill in a particular area of activity. Very clever or
ingenious;

 


Legend: Someone very famous and admired, usually because of their
ability in a particular area.



 


‘Musical Geniuses’ are born just like everyone else. In fact, any
type of genius, in any field, starts life in the same way as you
and me; where the path diverts from mere mortal to talented
individual to complete genius is worth investigating.

Prince was a masterful polymath who
flirted with his audience both
on record and onstage. He possessed an unmatched gift of all the
ingredients needed to be the ‘ultimate pop
star’. He was a
brilliant songwriter and a stunning singer in a variety of voices
and harmonies. He was an electric and riveting performer, amazing
dancer, gifted drummer, innovative programmer, jaw-dropping
guitarist, funky bass player, prolific producer, and exceptional
keyboardist - Prince was simply without equal.

He was a fascinating and utterly intriguing musical
blend who transcended his influences. He was a rare artist who also
excelled in business, and fought for the right to excel along the
way. He was a complete workaholic who operated on virtually no
sleep and could outperform anyone in front of him. He tested
cultural and gender direction with a unique changing image. He was
profoundly solo with a limitless fountain of grooves, ideas and
significance. So, how did it all start?

The early years of Prince do not give much of an
indication as to how he would become one of the most influential
and talented musicians, songwriters and performers of modern times.
There are certain attributes shown in his early life that are worth
noting. He suffered a broken home, with his father walking out on
the family - he did however leave his piano behind for the young
Prince to console himself with. And of course, he was black, or
perceived to be, with a huge afro; he was certainly
‘non-white’ and for Minneapolis
in the 1950s and 60s black people were very much the minority.
Minneapolis was even nicknamed ‘the vanilla state’ for its whiteness. This was not somewhere you would
expect a musically obsessive workaholic rock/pop/funk genius to
hail from, or more importantly remain and set up an entire musical
empire.

So, before the music - and there’s a lot to get through - let’s examine
the foundations prior to this extraordinary individual stepping
foot into a recording studio or onto a stage. It’s not a simple
journey; in fact there is so much music it’s extremely difficult to
digest. This was ultimately, though, his genius.

Prince Rogers Nelson was born on 7th June 1958 at
Mount Sinai Hospital in Minneapolis. If you were to turn on the
radio on the 7th June 1958 to hear what was number one on the
Billboard pop chart you would not be surprised to hear that it was
‘The Purple People Eater’ by Sheb Wooley -
a fitting coincidence to what was to come. In the UK, it was The
Everly Brothers with ‘All I Have To Do Is Dream’.
Lovely.

Prince’s Father, John L Nelson, was a musician and composer who
played locally at parties and events around town. His style was
described as jazz but it was more a free-flowing jazz fusion than
pure jazz. Certainly, no covers of Sheb Wooley or The Everly
Brothers would be played in any of the venues where he would
perform. His day job was not so glamorous: he was a plastic moulder
at a local company going by the name of Honeywell Electronics.
Music however was what John Nelson was about and the evening job
was very much his first vocation in life with the day job just
there to pay the bills. John never got further than the clubs and
bars to perform in and needed the day job to make ends meet. He
would be an inspiration to Prince, who watched his father perform
at an early age. Although they were often estranged there were many
occasions when Prince would reach out and involve his father in his
life and success throughout the years, even giving him writing
credits on some songs, although this is disputable and more likely
a financial donation rather than a true collaboration.

Prince’s mother, Mattie Shaw, played in John’s jazz band as a
backing singer before they were eventually married. She later left
the band to acquire a steadier income. She gained a masters degree
in social work and went onto to work within the local school system
in Minneapolis. Both parents originated from Louisiana and chose to
move to Minneapolis as it was then perceived to be a more liberal
state, and it certainly was in comparison to Louisiana in the
1960s. Prince’s early life was troubled, with both parents
frequently arguing, making it an unhappy atmosphere for the
youngster. Some scenes in the loosely autographically movie
Purple Rain
reflect this relationship and
the effect it had on Prince. The family consisted of Prince and
Tyka (Prince’s sister born two years later) with Lorna, Sharon and
John Junior who were from John’s first marriage. The family lived
at 915 Logan Avenue in the northern district of Minneapolis, a
mainly black area of the city at this time.

There are many clues and hints within Prince songs
about his childhood and his early days. Often, he was more
comfortable talking to an audience or through his lyrics than at
any interview he gave, although this was due to his natural shyness
and not some record company’s fictionalized
marketing scheme.

In 1968 Prince’s parents separated and they filed for divorce after a
thirteen-year marriage, his father leaving the family home.
Significantly, he left his piano behind. Prince missed his father
being around and for a while the piano started to gain attention
with Prince replicating tunes from TV shows, a sort of coping
mechanism when no one was around. This changed however when
Prince’s mother remarried, to a man named Haywood Baker. Mr Baker
was, in comparison to Prince’s father, a strict disciplinarian and
inevitably the relationship became hostile, making for a very
unhappy time in Prince’s early life. He was passed frequently from
pillar to post during this period and did briefly live with his
real father again, but this ended badly when he caught Prince with
a girl and subsequently threw him out. Prince pleaded with his
father to be able to move back but his father refused. So again, he
was shuffled around relatives. Musically the young boy was now
starting to develop rapidly on a variety of instruments, showing a
freakish ability to play whatever he had in front of him. He seemed
to able to pick up any instrument at school and play it
instantly.

Eventually, and significantly, Prince was taken in
by his best friend Andre Anderson’s family.
Andre’s mother,
Bernadette Anderson, soon became the main authority figure in
Prince’s life. He moved into the basement with Andre and the pair
split the basement in two. However, this was soon to be transformed
into a makeshift music studio and rehearsal space.

Musical history is littered with certain duos
meeting for the first time and becoming significant in the
development of any band with longevity: McCartney meeting Lennon,
Jagger meeting Richards and so on. Prince met Andre Anderson (later
Andre Cymone) in third grade at John Hay Elementary School in 1965
where they became friends, along with Prince’s second cousin
Charles Smith. Andre did not stay with Prince for long as a musical
partner, with Prince inevitably branching away, but the
significance lies in how Prince became a part of Andre’s family,
and how the two became young early musical collaborators as well as
best friends, living in the basement of Andre’s house. Andre would
be in Prince’s first band on bass touring with him in the early
days before later leaving to pursue a solo career of his own
- but these early
basement collaborations and jams would shape a foundation for the
musical sound Prince was later to achieve, famously known as the
‘Minneapolis sound’.

The ‘Minneapolis sound’ was a form of funk
developed by Prince. Not all future songs featured this style but
it became more prominent as Prince progressed and had the ability
and technology to record. It had some distinguishing
characteristics that Prince made unique to him. Synthesizers
replaced horns, and were used more as accent than as fill or
background, while the rhythm guitar was often faster and less
narrow than traditional funk. It owed much to the new wave pop
music that emerged in the early 1980s. Guitars were usually played
cleaner for rhythm sections and were frequently louder and more
aggressively processed during solos than in most traditional funk.
The bass was less heavy and drums and keyboards filled more of the
bottom sound. The drumming was more highly processed and of course
with the advent of the drum machine, in Prince’s case the Linn LM-1 drum computer, this made for a unique and distinctive sound
that Prince owned and would later become famous for.

Manufactured by Linn Electronics Inc. the LM-1 was
the first drum machine to use digital samples of acoustic drums. It
was conceived and designed by Roger Linn. It was also one of the
first ever programmable drum machines and Prince loved it; not only
did it have a unique soft sound, it also enabled Prince to speed up
his process, and he became obsessed with it, taking it to a new
level of programming over his recordings. It was introduced in
early 1980 and was upgraded when additional features were
incorporated. It became discontinued after the release of its
successor, the Linn Drum. Prince though loved the sound of the
original and stuck with it for most of his early work. Both amateur
and professional musicians used it for its rarity as well as its
characteristic sounds. It can be heard on the recordings of other
artists such as Herbie Hancock, Michael Jackson, the Human League,
Peter Gabriel, Kraftwerk and many others during the 1980s. Prince
was a fantastic drummer but this machine gave him speed and
continuity in the studio, and also freed him up to play more
instruments, in particular keyboards. The drum sound of the adopted
LM-1, alongside the other techniques Prince had naturally
developed, led to the sound being dubbed the Minneapolis Sound, and many replicated it, or tried to,
during the early 1980s. The present-day replica of the sound would
be Bruno Mars with ‘Uptown Funk’ and ‘Gorilla’ which are current
examples of using this style.

At this time though, in the basement/studio of
Andre’s house, the two friends were still thrashing through songs
moving towards this future sound. Prince’s musical ability was now
becoming evident at music lessons in school and he was fast gaining
a reputation for his talent. The shift in his personal life moved
this underlying talent to the foreground and from this point it can
be argued that his preoccupation with music began. His legendary appetite for creating and recording
was unstoppable by any conventional means, whether that be
technology, other musicians and engineers, or even his own
sleep.

Making space in the basement the boys could now
practice as and when they wanted, with Prince now fully competent
on drums, guitars, keyboards, piano and bass.
Whether this early freedom is linked to later events is up for
debate but it’s worth looking at the context and effect it must
have had on the young Prince. He went from arguments, being passed
around various relatives, kicked onto the street by his father, and
a strict unhappy regime, to almost complete musical freedom where
he could thrash out his talents at will in the basement with his
best friend Andre. It was an early Emancipation.

In 1973, a year or so after Prince and Andre had
started jamming in the basement, the two young boys decided it was
time to start a band. Prince invited his second cousin Charles
Smith to join them on drums with Andre placed on bass. They settled
on the name Phoenix for the band, which came from the album by
Grand Funk Railroad, Flight of the Phoenix from 1972. This was one of their favorite acts at
this time, a blend of loose seventies-style rock funk fusion not
dissimilar to the kind of music Prince would go on to jam on in
later studio sessions. This name was short lived however and after
various discussions the boys finally settled on the name Grand
Central.

Grand Central would jam for hours at a time, with
Prince now becoming more musically prominent within the band. They
would often set up in Charles’ backyard causing neighbors to come
over and watch the boys show off their musical skills. They mainly
covered hits at the time by Jimi Hendrix, Earth Wind and Fire,
James Brown and Sly and the Family Stone, becoming a competent
cover band around the neighborhood. Prince often taught the rest of
the band chords and arrangements having learned certain songs by
ear, such was his early virtuoso. One of the early original pieces
they did perform was a song called ‘Do You Feel Like
Dancing’, an early effort in songwriting for the young
band.

A year later in 1974 a significant shift happened
within this first Prince band. Drummer Charles Smith was repeatedly
missing rehearsals due to football commitments. For Prince, this
was not acceptable. Even at this early age he was showing signs of
getting increasingly frustrated with the musical limitations of
others around him; the early signs of the band leader and frontman
he would later become. The band cast a vote and Charles was voted
out. He was replaced by a young drummer and recent friend by the
name of Morris Day.

Impressed with the level of musical ability Prince
and Andre possessed, Morris introduced his cousin William Doughty
to Prince and after a brief rehearsal he took the role of
percussion within Grand Central. The new percussionist’s mother,
Lavonne Doughty, seemed to have some loose connections within the
music industry. She set the boys up with a small finance deal where
they paid themselves a small dividend, and this led them to change
their name to the more financial sounding Grand Central
Corporation.

At this time the Minneapolis music scene was
lightyears behind the mainstream. There were virtually no venues
for touring bands to play; the Met Centre for example, which Prince
would play at in later years, did not open until October 1967 (it
was later demolished in December 1994). Radio was far behind
anything up to date to draw inspiration from or find a modern view
of where things were heading. A young aspiring musician would not
be as exposed to new sounds and new bands as they would if they
hailed from LA or New York. Radio stations, and charts, were split
between white and black, the white radio stations playing mainly
country, and the black playing a mixture of old hits that
wouldn’t provide much
inspiration. Prince, even at this early age, was already unhappy
with any kind of categorizing of music, especially when you were
instantly categorized because of your appearance as opposed to what
you were playing. Prince struggled with this categorization for
many years - he never understood it, especially when he was playing
many different styles of music: his natural ability crossed over
into all different areas, so he was hard to place within a certain
category.

The one area where there was some kind of
atmosphere was situated in the centre of Minneapolis.
Here lay
the hub of the emerging club scene which Prince named and continued
to reference as ‘Uptown’. This was the location of First Avenue,
the club later made famous in Purple Rain and the venue that Prince would go on take ownership of for
trying out new songs and indeed new band members. Local bands would
play at various locations in Uptown trying to drum up a following.
Grand Central Corporation were now renting themselves out
regularly, playing at various events and parties and continuing to
tour the local circuit of bars and venues.

It was in 1974 that Grand Central Corporation
played at a ski party,
an event attended by a musician named Pepe Willie who stood and
watched the young band perform. Pepe had married Prince’s cousin
Shantel Manderville and had recently moved to Minneapolis. Pepe was
very impressed with the young band and arranged for a friend who
co-owned a recording studio to take a look. They were invited in to
the studio and spent time jamming and recording some of their own
early compositions; it was the first time the band had been in this
environment. To Pepe Prince’s talent was starting to look
bewildering, as he was excelling at anything put in front of him.
He stood out not only within his own band but amongst other
seasoned musicians who were regulars to the studio. He also had a
strong work ethic and a desire to finish anything he started. Pepe
moved to capitalize on this young prodigy and in 1975 approached
Prince and asked if he could employ him as a studio musician
alongside his own band for some songs he had written and wanted to
record demos for. It made commercial sense: why employ four or five
experienced studio musicians when this young kid could play
everything just as well? They recorded five tracks at this time,
one being ‘If You See Me’, which
Prince took back and rerecorded in 1982, proving he was impressed
with this early track. Another track ‘Games’ went on to be released
in 1986 on an album Pepe released called Minneapolis Genius The Historic 1977
Recordings; this album
was attributed to 94 East, a name Pepe came up with as he couldn’t
find a name for the band. Other songs from these sessions ended up
on the album Symbolic Beginnings in 1995, much to the disappointment of Prince who would,
unsurprisingly, not have been happy with these early demos becoming
released by Pepe and having Prince attributed to them.

Prince was now playing regularly at local events,
his band fast becoming lodged in so-called ‘Battle of the Bands’
competitions around town. One significant band on the scene in
Minneapolis around this time was called Flyte Time and consisted of
the soon-to-be-famous Jimmy Jam and Terry Lee Lewis. There was also
Prince’s future bass player Sonny Thompson’s group called The
Family, although this was not the group of the same name Prince
would later create. These bands, which later on would all fall
under Prince’s employ, were rival platforms in the emerging
Minneapolis club scene.

In early 1976 Grand Central Corporation recorded several of their own
compositions at a small studio on the north side of Minneapolis. It
was the first time that Prince and the band felt they had enough
quality material of their own to record, with six songs eventually
recorded. Prince took lead vocals, guitars and keyboards, with
Andre on bass and Morris on drums. Prince also took on producing
this early demo session, as well as playing a little saxophone, an
instrument he had recently picked up. Engineering the sessions was
David Rivkin who would later become a significant collaborator for
Prince in the coming years. Rivkin would go on to assist in
engineering Purple Rain and Parade as well
as the multi-selling album FYC by
The Fine Young Cannibals. He went on to achieve a long list of
other credits throughout his career as an engineer and
producer.

After these sessions, Prince did his first ever
interview, which was published in the Central High Pioneer
Minneapolis. The article
titled “Nelson finds it hard to become known” sees Prince claiming
that if he was born in LA or New York he would have made it
already, a bold claim for someone of such a young age. He praises
his school music teachers as they let him ‘work’ on his own. The
article notes his musical ability on several instruments and he
goes on to say that ‘he now sings’ - apparently a recent
development. He gives advice in the article and discusses the
importance of learning musical scales. He also states that he
learns music by ear and has no formal training as such. He speaks
of an ambition to record an album of his own material and then
return to school later on when he is older to continue his studies.
The photo for this article sees Prince sitting at a piano looking
straight at camera, befitting the headline questioning how hard it
is to become known in Minneapolis. This was a frustrating time for
Prince, as he had an ambition to break out and become famous; he
was acutely aware of his talent and ability but getting a record
deal or some other avenue to success was nearly impossible. Of
course, he could continue playing in bars and at functions, touring
the event circuit, but his father had already proved that this was
not a route to success.

Larry Graham would become a central part of
Prince’s life in the late 1990s, but for now, in early 1976, he had
just left as bass player for Sly and the Family Stone to form his
own band Graham Central Station. This name sounded too close to
Grand Central Corporation so Prince and the band decided they would
change their name again. They clearly felt they would become big
enough to cause confusion out there, and so, in spring 1976, Grand Central Corporation
became Champagne.

After the earlier recording session Champagne
continued to look for recording studios to keep the band moving
towards the ambition of making an album. There had recently been a
few arguments around this time, with musical disagreements coming
to the surface as you would expect with such a young band, all
still only aspirational teenagers. It was also frustrating for
other members in the band as Prince was now fast becoming the band
leader, becoming ever more competent at arrangements and basic
musicality. He would frequently put his own instrument down and
show others how to play a particular part on their instrument
before going back to continue.

Moonsound was a recording studio based by Lake
Nokomis, not far from the downtown or ‘Uptown’ district of Minneapolis. It was owned by
Chris Moon, a promoter for local concerts around town. Moon was an
aspiring musician and had recorded several commercials, trying his
hand at a few demo tapes. He had been writing poetry and lyrics for
many years but lacked the musicianship to turn his poems and lyrics
into songs. In spring 1976 Moon watched as a bunch of teenagers
called Champagne set up in his studio to record some tracks. After
watching the band, he quickly spotted Prince and eventually offered
a proposal. The deal was a simple one: Prince would let himself in
after school and work on music to add to Moon’s lyrics, which he
would leave on the piano. In return, Moon would show Prince around
the studio, teaching him basic producing methods and engineering.
They agreed to share any profits that might be acquired equally.
Moon recalls a quiet reaction from Prince as he listened to Moon’s
offer, giving just a single nod to agree the terms. So, on top of
this extraordinary musical talent, Prince now, still a teenager,
was being taught studio producing techniques and engineering in a
professional environment. In addition, Prince enrolled in Music
Business classes, an early exposure to business acumen within
music. All of the above made for a perfect storm, creating a
musical force about to rise to the surface in the years
ahead.

On his 18th birthday Prince graduated from Central
High School and immediately began working at Chris Moon’s studio.
He also began spending weekends there working on compositions to
Moon’s lyrics. Over the next eight months Prince worked tirelessly
on songs, laying down all the instruments on each and every track.
He also recorded music for commercials and various jingles. Moon
showed him certain studio techniques to help him create more
effectively, one such being multi track recording, a technique
Prince would go on to use frequently in the years ahead. Future
engineers working with Prince often comment on how they have never
worked with anyone like him. A common and reoccurring method was Prince having all the
instruments ready to go in a studio around him. He would punch
himself in and record drums, in one take, from scratch, with no
breaks. The song was in his head and he would stop, pause, and fill
for the entire track. Then he’d pick up the bass and repeat the
process - if he couldn’t punch himself in then an engineer would be
required to lean in and assist - it was then guitars, keyboards,
piano and so on. Once the instruments were laid down the engineer
was sent out and Prince would record vocals and layered harmonies
alone while sitting at the control booth, microphone hanging down
in front of him with a lyric sheet taped up. The song was then sent
to be mixed. Everything was done in one session, every day, every
night. This consistent churning out at speed was made possible by
the techniques the teenager was learning, and now fast developing,
at the studio with Chris Moon through these summer months in 1976.
It was a one-man-band recording technique that would go on to be
the favored way in which Prince would create his vast amount of
recorded work.

With material now stacking up the pair decided to
vamp up the lyrics, a technique they called ‘implied naughty sexuality’: fill the
lyrics with suggested innuendoes, enough to get noticed but not
enough to cause offense. This early technique was not really around
in this context back in the 1970s: the charts were full of love
songs and devotion, or party anthems and disco. What there wasn’t
was anything like ‘Soft & Wet’, a recently recorded track. It
was innuendo that you could, if it was subtle enough, just about
get away with; ‘Soft & Wet’
was the first example of Prince using this tactic. With material
now ready, it was time for Prince to look for some kind of record
deal.

In around September of 1976 Prince decided to try
his luck and opted for record companies in New York. He wanted Moon
to be his manager but Moon had no interest. Prince decided to
travel alone and so, with his demo tapes safely packed, he traveled
to New York. He stayed with his half-sister there, with Moon making
some arrangements from Minneapolis to record companies, trying to
get some interest. Atlanta Records agreed to meet with Prince but
they could not identify a hit from the selection of songs he played
them, many of them being long extended jams. He was offered one
deal through a friend, but it meant Prince would have to sign over publishing
rights. Prince refused. He was still only a teenager, and he had no
one with him at the time, but he was bright enough to understand
that this meant losing artistic control. It was an early sign of
the savvy business mind that would later emerge as he battled for,
and succeeded in winning, the rights to own his own
masters.

Back in Minneapolis Chris Moon contacted Owen
Husney. Husney owned an advertising agency in Minneapolis and had a
background as a promoter and publicist for bands. Moon met with
Husney at his office and played him a selection of songs. Impressed
with the quality and musicianship Husney asked who the band was,
and whether they were from Minneapolis. Moon explained it was one
person, writing everything, singing everything, playing all the
instruments, producing everything; and he was just a kid. Husney
called Prince in New York and offered to be his manager. Intrigued
by this offer Prince flew back from New York to meet with Husney
face to face.

In December 1976 Prince signed with Owen Husney’s
newly formed company American Artists Inc, and he became Prince’s
manager. An office was rented with rehearsal space for Prince who
regularly invited musical friends including Andre Anderson and
Bobby Z Rivkin to jam. Husney, seeing the potential that he now
had, left his advertising company to be run by others so he could
concentrate 100% on Prince, the objective being to get a recording
contract with a major label. Husney was an astute businessman, with
a background in advertising and promoting, and he felt he knew just
how to do this; he was not looking for a small contract, he knew
what he had, he could see the major talent he now represented, and
he also saw the marketing possibilities within Prince’s personal
persona. He was incredibly shy, barely audible to those who first
met him, but with instruments and a stage he was a completely
different person, absolutely gold marketing material if used right
with a commercial mind. It wasn’t an act either, it was the way Prince was, and Husney
knew this and felt he knew how best to pitch it.

This was an important time and another shift in
the attitude that Prince would acquire. He now, still at a young
age, had a fully-fledged manager devoting his time to him, allowing
him to create every day. The management team gave him an allowance
and he had musical instruments purchased for him through the
management company. Crucially he moved out of the basement in the
Anderson family home and into a one-bedroom apartment in downtown
Minneapolis. Chris Moon at this time also withdrew from working
with Prince, leaving Husney and his team to manage the
youngster’s affairs.
This must have been an interesting time for Prince. He had the
family basement with a selection of musical friends to jam with for
fun, and he had a recording studio with a gentlemen’s agreement to
mess around in. Moon and Prince never had any contract of any kind,
which could be the reason why later on in his career Prince was so
against getting tied down in legalities and giving up control of
what he was producing.

Now Prince had his own place and a management
company pushing forward - he was ready to launch on the big players
in the music business.

Husney and Prince had many conversations about how
the songs should be structured. Prince now had a substantial
backlog of material and Husney wanted him to concentrate on
structuring the songs with hooks and bridges to make them catchier
to the untrained ear. Prince was used to free-flowing extended jams
and Husney wanted this approach condensed to make it more appealing
to the pop market. He also wanted to shave a year or so off
Prince’s age to make him even more of a prodigy, and crucially tell
as little about him as possible, thus building up the mystery
behind the music, building essentially on his natural shyness in
face to face scenarios.

Prince now transferred to one of the major studios
in Minneapolis, Sound 80, where he continued to work on a demo
worthy of putting in front of a major record company. He spent most
of the winter months in 1976-1977 locked away here, again with
David Rivkin as engineer. He wrote new songs as well as polishing
up the old demos previously recorded at Moonsound. Crucially at
this time Prince was first introduced to the synthesizer, a newly
developed piece of futuristic kit, which would later go on to
envelop his unique sound. Prince also during these months guested
on some Pepe Willie tracks as well as joining some sessions with
Sonny Thompson’s band. He was well established already as
the ‘go to guy’ if you
wanted a particular arrangement adding to a song.

At the start of 1977 Owen Husney started putting
together some press packs to promote Prince and get him in front of
record companies. He had 15 deluxe kits made, each with a silver
colored wheel, for the demo material. Inside were pictures of
Prince in various poses giving the impression of mystery and
mystique; the idea was to blow them away and make them feel they
were missing out on a major talent. This approach gathered momentum
and it wasn’t long
before record companies were in competition with each other to meet
with him. Husney managed, using this method, to meet directly with
Warner Bros, CBS, A&M, RSO and ABC/Dunhill.

Prince flew out to Los Angeles with his management
team to meet with the record companies. The team, polished and in
expensive suits, pitched to the recording companies while Prince
waited outside. Prince came in after for effect, but Prince being
Prince he said very little and would often avoid any eye contact,
sticking to simple yes or no answers to questions. Prince wanted a
3-year record contract and full control over producing his own
records. At this time in early 1977 this was practically unheard
of, especially with someone so young. CBS, interested in the claims
Husney had made, set Prince up for a recording session in front of
senior executives and producers. He recorded, from scratch,
‘Just As Long As We’re
Together’, which went on to appear on his first album. He played
every instrument and produced the whole song in breathtaking speed.
Despite this they still wanted a producer for the first album
because of Prince’s age, and they offered Verdine White who was the
brother of the frontman of Earth Wind and Fire.

To market Prince, Husney arranged for an interview
with The
Minnesota Daily based
around Prince’s search for a record contract. Ironically, in this
article Prince talked about having a future pseudonym to produce
music in other avenues. Even at this very early age he was already
planning ahead.

In May of this year RSO and ABC/Dunhill turned
Prince down but Warner Bros, A&M and CBS entered into a bidding
war. The management team flew out several times during this period
to hold meetings, again with Owen Husney’s strategy for playing one
against another in order to generate the best deal.
ABC’s offer would only
stretch to two albums which Prince rejected. CBS and Warner Bros
offered Prince a 3-album deal, exactly what he wanted, but neither
would allow him to produce himself. Some kind of compromise would
have to be made.

Owen Husney had a good working relationship with
executives at Warner Bros and felt that they best understood Prince
and what he was about. The deal offered was for Prince to receive
an $80,000 advance. He
would be given the title co-producer, and would not be guaranteed
to have full producing rights just yet; he would need first to
prove himself in this area. He would need to produce 3 albums in 27
months and the first within 6 months of signing. The budget for
spending on the 3 albums was set at $60,000 each. If after the
period Warners offered him a new deal he would get a further
$225,000 on top of the original deal. There would be another option
for an extension offering him $250,000 which was dependent on
albums and release dates. Although these may look like modest
numbers in 1977 this was one of largest contracts ever offered to a
solo artist - and in particular to a teenager.

And so, in June 1977, Prince Rogers
Nelson, aged just 19, signed with Warner Brothers records. It was a
relationship that would in the years ahead catapult him to the top
of the music world making him one of the most famous, exciting,
controversial, unique and influential pop stars on the planet.
Prince’s rise to stardom
had begun.
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As the recording contract stated Prince was to
have an executive producer present on the making of his debut
album, Tommy Vicari was flown in to meet Prince and subsequently
co-produce For You.

Vicari was an experienced producer and engineer,
having previously engineered a host of records for names including
Quincy Jones and Santana amongst others. He was ten years older
than Prince and would, in the months ahead, prove to be a sort of
mentor to him. As with previous people who encountered Prince,
Vicari found that he had an ability to learn the knowledge he had
been shown, absorb it, then reproduce it and move on to the next
level. Vicari would later go on to engineer and co-produce
Warner’s 1993
compilation The Hits The B Sides during Prince’s much publicized dispute with the label, and
he would also be drafted in to produce 4Ever in 2016.

Prince now moved in with Owen Husney and his wife in
a three-level apartment in California. Vicari also moved into the
house at this time. Prince and Vicari worked in the studio six days
a week from around 5pm to 3 or 4am, a practice Prince would be
familiar and comfortable with in the years ahead. He practically
became nocturnal, such was his work ethic. Andre Anderson was a
frequent visitor, still keen to jam and play music with his old
school friend and roommate. Vicari quickly realized that there was
little room required for his input or creative improvising. Prince
had a large body of work already and he had an exact idea as to how
each track should sound. He was never going to ask an opinion on
anything: he knew what he wanted and how to achieve it, and the
co-producer quickly became a kind of redundant assistant.

The process would be the same as before with
Prince working on one song at a time, firstly laying down drum tracks, then synthesizer,
bass, and finally guitars, rhythm and leads. As before, he seemed
to have the song entirely in his head before recording, playing
often over 25 different instruments. It was at this time that
Prince began to start to layer synth sounds and add fluidity to
synth lines, which he chose to replace traditional horns. Prince
wanted a different sound, which was difficult to achieve with
standard horns, so he started experimenting in the studio by
multi-tracking the synthesizer and guitar sounds. This technique
would later emerge as the ‘Minneapolis sound’. David Z Rivkin was
flown in to engineer the album’s vocal sessions with Tommy Vicari
remaining as the primary engineer. Warners, concerned that the
budget was expanding, sent senior executives to check progress. The
message was clear: speed it up.

Prince recorded many more songs during these
sessions, with David Rivkin coming in for added vocals on some
tracks. Andre Anderson continued to join in on bass for jam
sessions. During this time, Prince also got to meet some previous
heroes of his, namely Chaka Khan (who he loved), Carlos Santana and
Sly Stone, all of whom would be heavy influences in the coming
years and whom Prince would work with and write for.

At the start of 1978 Prince moved out of the
three-level apartment and rented a house in the Hollywood hills
with Owen Husney and his wife, David Rivkin and now Andre Anderson,
who moved away from Minneapolis to join Prince on his newfound road
to stardom. Prince now began working on overdubs and mixing now
that the basic tracks were completed. In late February, the debut
album was finally completed. It took 5 months of studio work to
complete, lightning speed for 99% of bands out there but an
eternity for Prince. For You smashed its budget; indeed
it nearly went over the total amount allocated for the first 3
albums. It was, though, finally completed.

If the young Prince was to turn on his radio in
1978 to listen to a countdown of the year’s bestselling singles in the US - and of course
there were no other means of recording success of songs in the late
70s other than raw sales - it was a mix that he may not have
derived a huge amount of motivation from. The Bee Gees sat in there
with ‘Saturday Night
Fever’, ‘Staying Alive’
and ‘How Deep Is Your Love’ - basically the Grease soundtrack. The Commodores, Eric Clapton,
Billy Joel and Wings also sat happily alongside each other. The UK
was even more uninspiring: the full-on double cheese of John
Travolta and Olivia Newton John, the plodding ‘Mull of Kintyre’ by
Wings, and moms everywhere hit the dance floor to Boney M with ‘The
Rivers of Babylon’, where we sat down. Others leaped at the chance
to show they could make letters in the air with The Village
People’s ‘Y.M.C.A’ and of
course we cried at little bunny rabbits with eye infections as we
contemplated ‘Bright Eyes’ by Art Garfunkel. It’s hard to see Prince finding anything in this mix he would
have had any enthusiasm for.

On April 7th 1978 Prince’s debut album
For You
was released. It would be the
start of a list of albums unmatched in their quality, spontaneity,
diversity and creativity. The lyrics are simple on the title track
and significant when looking back at the vast amount of material he
has produced. Prince’s first song on his first album has the
perfect lyrics: “All of this and more is for you, with love
sincerity and deepest care, my life with you I share”. That’s it. A
sublime and absolute sentence that paves the way for the career
ahead for this revolutionary artist; an a capella introducing
himself simply, beautifully and perfectly to the music world. There
isn’t a huge amount on this debut album that would alert a listener
to the phenomenon he would become, but as always with Prince, this
deserves a closer look. With the exception of just a few, every
Prince album from 1978 through to 2015 never sat perfectly with the
time it was released. There needs a period of digestion, and
patience - something that today’s world of instant playlists and
shuffles lacks. Albums were, in the late 1970s and indeed through
the 1980s, a story of what the band or individual’s identity was:
it was a way of saying, this is me, this is us, this is what we can
do, this is the direction we are going in at the moment, and
ultimately, this is what we are about.

For You was Prince saying: look what I can do, I did this,
all on my own. For the first time the album bore the classic line
‘Produced, arranged, composed and performed by Prince’, leaving the
listener in no doubt who did this. And who did it all, completely.
Prince was a single figure: no one else around, it was just him
doing everything and giving it to you, or doing it ‘For
you’.

‘Soft and Wet’ and ‘Just As Long As We’re Together’, the two
singles on the record, did relatively well for a debut.
‘Soft and Wet’, released June 7th 1978, became a
minor hit on the US Billboard Top 100 but it did land in the top 10
on the R&B chart. This made Prince an instant teen pin up:
posters and magazines all had his image. ‘Just As Long As We’re
Together’ was released later in the year on November 21st and
stalled around the edge of the R&B charts. The album itself
reached number 21 on the R&B charts selling 150,000 copies in
the US. It went on to sell a further 430,000 copies worldwide. Of
course, as time went on and his popularity increased sales grew
dramatically as fans searched out the back catalog.

Being placed within a category was something that
annoyed Prince even at this early stage, and it was something he
was keen to avoid. A crossover record was what he wanted and
For You,
for all its individual
brilliance and diversity in sound, was looking like it would not
manage to achieve this. Crossing over in 1978 meant quite literally
a black artist, normally put in the soul chart category, crossing
over to the main pop chart if he or she hit a certain
threshold.

In the summer of this year Prince did his first
publicity tour, mainly focusing on the areas where the
single ‘Soft and Wet’
and the For
You album had been most
successful, focusing firstly on San Francisco, Chicago and Detroit.
Warners promoted hard in these areas, giving away gifts and even
waterbeds to local radio stations to gain publicity for Prince and
the record. At one event in North Carolina over 3000 teenagers
showed up and stormed the stage, Prince’s first exposure to fan
hysteria. After this experience, Prince decided he did not want to
do any more promotional touring and stayed at home, leaving
promotional activity to his management team as he continued in the
studio.

Prince now decided he wanted to live alone and moved
away from Husney and into his first home, a relatively small yellow
house at 5215 France Avenue in Edina. Edina is a small city
situated immediately southwest of Minneapolis. Of course, he had as
much equipment set up in the house as possible. The drum kit was in
the basement along with all his guitars and keyboards, and he also
had a 4-track reel to reel tape machine installed so he could
record 24 hours a day if he wanted to. Prince also had a steady
girlfriend at the time and she became a frequent visitor to the new
home/studio. With this newfound musical freedom Prince now started
shaping demos for his next album.

Rehearsals began next, with Prince renting
rehearsal space to try out aspiring musicians. He did not want just
any musician who could play; Prince was searching for individuals
who could jam, who looked cool, with their own identity, and who
could keep up with his creativity and stamina. He needed
commitment. Again, being categorized was something Prince was keen
to avoid so his band would be a mixture of white, black, male and
female. He wanted a visual mishmash of styles and individuals, a
group as diverse as possible both on the eye and in their musical
styles and abilities.

Naturally Andre Anderson, now known as Andre
Cymone, would play bass in the band. Prince held auditions for
a drummer which included
Morris Day amongst others but in the end he opted for Bobby Z
Rivkin whom he had jammed with previously. Bobby was also white,
adding to the multi-racial aspect of the band. With this core complete Prince, Bobby Z and
Andre next flew to Los Angeles to continue rehearsals. Various
aspiring young musicians came and went but Prince wasn’t feeling
right with any of them and the group returned to Minneapolis to
continue the search. A young keyboard player named Gayle Chapman
was next chosen. Prince later said of Chapman’s appointment to the
band that she was white, she was blonde and she played funky
keyboards, a perfect fit. Gayle had previously worked with Pepe
Willie on a few tracks and was herself an aspiring songwriter. She
was also a Christian and upheld strong Christian values. Prince
wanted a second guitarist and keyboard player for his band but
struggled again to find a fit with several unsuccessful auditions
taking place. He instructed Owen Husney to advertise in the local
paper and soon after several guitarists showed up for rehearsal.
Dez Dickerson was chosen after only a short time jamming with the
band. Dickerson was from St Paul and brought in a glam rock
element. He had experience from playing with several bands and so
jumped straight in to the loose jam session which set the tone for
the rehearsal. He was also image conscious and added a visual
concept that Prince liked. It’s obvious to see this in the years
that followed, as Dickerson played a key visual role in the videos
for ‘Little Red
Corvette’ and ‘1999’
which proved the starters for Prince’s crossover success.

A second keyboard player was taking longer than
expected, with Prince finding it hard to get a musician he could
click with. Eventually a keyboard player named Matt Fink was
chosen. Fink was a friend of Bobby Z and had expressed an interest
after Bobby had played him a tape. He had many
years’ experience and
had been playing competently since an early age. Matt Fink would
become a pinnacle member of Prince’s band and of all these early
members would stay with him the longest. Even later on when The
Revolution disbanded Matt Fink stayed with Prince; in fact he
continued working with him right up until 1991 as an early member
of the New Power Generation, although the band wasn’t named as such
until he left. Fink was also a member of the Prince jazz-fusion
band Madhouse.

The band were put on the payroll with rehearsals
five times a week. However, they soon realized what it meant to be
in a Prince band, with rehearsals lasting as long as ten hours
straight. Prince was a hard taskmaster and this
wasn’t work, it was
simply what he did day in day out: the practice and application did
not stop. Many of them had never experienced this level of
commitment and drive and found it hard in the beginning to keep up
with this work rate. However, during the close of 1978 Prince’s
first band was in place ready to take things forward to the next
level.

The second single from the debut album was
released on 21st November 1978. ‘Just As Long As We’re Together’ has a passage borrowed
from a previous instrumental that was called ‘Jelly Jam’ and Prince
added this to the main track. It brushed the R&B charts but,
crucially, failed to reach the pop charts. Prince and Husney had an
argument relating to this with Prince feeling that things were not
going to plan and more should have been done. The pair stopped
communicating completely and it soon became clear that this was the
end of Owen Husney. He walked away at the end of 1978, forcing Pepe
Willie to step in briefly to assist Prince as new management was
searched for. At the start of 1979 it was time for Prince to show
off his new band to Warner Bros executives. The now famous concert
would be Prince’s first as a solo artist headlining his own show.
At the Capri Theatre in Minneapolis on 5th January 1979 Prince
performed his first concert in front of about 300 people. There
were a few technical difficulties in the first show but it was well
received as he showcased songs from the For You album as well as a few new numbers. A second show
on 7th January followed and although many were impressed with what
they saw Warner execs were not fully convinced they could finance a
full-scale national tour just yet, especially when he hadn’t had a
full-scale hit. They felt a bit more momentum was needed at this
early stage. Prince’s performance was extremely competent and it
was clear that his musicianship and skill was impressive for such a
young age, but Warners just wanted a little more time and maybe a
second album to provide more material to tour with.

Pepe Willie now started searching for a manager and
trailed through his contacts within the music industry, including
Don Taylor who was the current manager of Bob Marley. Although a
few candidates for the managerial role agreed to meet and worked
with Prince briefly many found him difficult to work with. It was
evident that this was a guy who would need their attention 24/7.
Prince’s ambition and drive simply outweighed his current
position.

Prince now had no regular manager at the helm and
his first debut album had failed to reach the dizzy heights he had
envisioned. He also could not go on the road just yet to drum up a
larger fan base. In addition, For You was hugely over the entire budget which had been set for
the first three albums. The message was clear: he needed a new
record, he needed to record it fast, and it needed to be a hit. It
was time to see if this young prodigy could turn it on when
required. In early 1979 Warner Bros stepped in to assist in the
search for a manager. It was clear that without this he could not
concentrate fully on recording and so it was in their own interests
to resolve this situation and get him back to the studio. They
suggested Bob Cavallo
and Joe Ruffalo, who
already had connections with Warner Bros and Earth Wind and Fire.
They agreed to take on Prince but initially didn’t work with him
directly, choosing instead to send an associate to Minneapolis to
handle day to day matters. Prince then bought back his management
contract with Owen Husney and the transition was complete. It was
now back to the studio to concentrate on the second
album.

In April 1979 Prince returned to the studio to
record songs for his next album, scheduled to be called
Prince. At the
suggestion of his new management team Prince flew to Los Angeles to
start work at a home studio owned by engineer Gary Brandt. Brandt
was a good friend of Cavallo, who thought this home studio would be
a good private place for Prince to work in. Prince rented a house
not far from the studio to base himself. As before he had amassed a
large body of work and started to pick through his already
increasing back catalog of material for inclusion. He spent a full
month at Brandt’s home studio working at a frantic pace getting the
album together. Brandt recalled Prince as a night person, routinely
working twelve-hour sessions continuously through the night. He
described him as secretive in personality but extremely driven and
focused. Prince had all the songs in his head prior to recording so
he simply had to be set up and he was away. Brandt found Prince
strange and different in his approach. He wanted things set up in
unusual ways during recording, with certain blankets being laid
down and cushions, Prince sometimes recording vocals lying down
which meant that microphone pickups had to be arranged in certain
places. Brandt found that Prince was open to new ideas and
techniques but only as long as it didn’t interfere with his own
musical direction and the sound he wanted to achieve. Little bits
of experimentation were starting to creep in to Prince’s vocal set
up even at this early stage. Prince was open to Brandt and his
experience, especially with little tweaks here and there,
and Brandt
came to know when to offer his
experience and when to leave Prince alone. ‘I Wanna Be Your Lover’
is one example of engineer Brandt setting Prince up with the
microphone in a certain way having had a long conversation about
how to accomplish the sound Prince wanted. They experimented until
they got exactly what Prince had in his head, and both Prince and
Brandt thought the vocal on this record sounded great.

Interestingly, Brandt thought that Prince’s best
instrument were the drums and commented on how he always had a
strong hook and a very rock orientated rhythm arrangement. Prince
has said that from this point he knew exactly how to write hits; he
now found it easy and the hits kept coming.

Initially he was booked in to Brandt’s home studio
for 30 days, and although these were marathon sessions, he ran over
slightly and so was forced to finish off at Hollywood Sound, where
he completed the album with overdubbing and mixing. Prince
completed this with nine songs in nine days. He was fast gaining a
reputation around engineers and music industry insiders as someone
to watch. People noticed that this kid was not your average rock or
pop star. He was a pure musician, and unlike the majority of pop or
rock stars he was not interested in large houses, cars, drugs or
anything materialistic. It was only things that stimulated his
creative urge that captivated him.

The ‘Rebels’ is a
recording session often collected by fans and searched for by
Prince collectors far and wide. Shortly after the Prince album was
completed Prince and his band flew to Colorado to record sessions
for this musical project. The whole project was a group effort with
collaborations from band members Dez Dickerson and Andre Cymone as
well as Prince. There were seven songs and a few instrumentals,
with the sessions very much guitar based, nodding towards Dez
Dickerson’s influence. None of the songs recorded here would sit
comfortably on the first two Prince albums, showing the diversity
of sound Prince had in his band. Prince rerecorded some of the
Rebels session songs later on for other artists, notably Paula
Abdul and Mica Paris, as well as other side projects he worked on,
as he would often do in the years ahead.

In August 1979 Prince and his band played a
showcase gig for Warner Bros executives and media associates in Los
Angeles. He showcased new material, in particular the two singles
from the new album ‘I Wanna Be Your Lover’ and ‘Why You Wanna Treat
Me So Bad’. In contrast to the earlier show at the Capri Theatre,
Warners were this time amazed at the transformation of Prince and
his newfound confidence. Not only was he now showing increased
musicianship onstage, he was also a fully-fledged front man, going
to each band member during the performance to exchange moves and
solos. They realized the
major potential he had as a live act as well as a studio
talent.

While in LA Prince also recorded the two videos
for the singles, both showcasing Prince as a live act, with
‘I Wanna Be Your Lover’ showing
him as a multi-instrumentalist as well as singer. The video is a
blatant attempt to show him as a complete one-man-band. There are
two versions of ‘I Wanna Be Your Lover’ available. The main version
shows Prince in an unbuttoned leopardskin shirt and jeans singing
alone in a black background with only a microphone, and
significantly he has straight/wavy hair, clearly moving away from
the large Afro
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