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Introduction


The world would come to know him as Little Richard, but he just as easily could have come to prominence as “Little Ricardo.” His parents, in fact, named him Ricardo Penniman, but the nurse at the hospital where he was born on December 5, 1932, somehow misunderstood his given name and spelled it as Richard instead. The boy’s mother and father, for their part, didn’t make a fuss and simply decided to stick with it.

Richard was the third addition to the growing family of Charles and Leva Mae Penniman, which would ultimately boast twelve children in total. Growing up in such a big family, you would think it might be easy to get lost in the shuffle, yet no matter how big his family might have been, Little Richard always found a way to get noticed. Of his two parents, it was usually his mother Leva Mae who showered him with the most attention. Richard would later fondly recall her as being a woman of great inspiration and inner strength.

Richard’s father Charles, in the meantime, seemed to be living a double life. He was notorious for being both a preacher who delivered fiery sermons on Sunday as well as a prodigious moonshiner on Saturday. It was from one of the patrons of his father’s makeshift distillery that Richard would first get a glimpse of his potential future in performative music. This man would play a washboard and ham it up for whoever happened to be around, and in the midst of his washboard jam, he was apparently quite fond of exuberantly shouting out something along the lines of “a-bam-a-lam-bam.” This, of course, sounds awfully similar to Little Richard’s own famous musical phraseology of “a-wop-bop-a-loo-bop-a-lop-bam-boom.”

It was a simple performance on a simple instrument, but Richard was obviously quite intrigued by what he saw, and it would have a powerful impact on the trajectory of his life.


Chapter One

Early Life in Macon, Georgia

“I used to take my mother’s curtains and put them on my shoulders. And I used to call myself at the time the Magnificent One. I was wearing makeup and eyelashes when no men were wearing that.”

—Little Richard

From his early days growing up in Macon, Georgia, Little Richard was an altogether inquisitive child. That inquisitiveness rubbed his father the wrong way, however, when it was discovered that the boy was quite curious as it pertained to his mother’s makeup and clothing. Richard was often found rummaging through both of them, and while his mother was a bit bewildered by Richard’s interest in fashion, his father was downright angry about it. Charles Penniman had a decidedly old-school, conservative mindset and didn’t appreciate any perceived fluctuation from what he felt constituted proper masculine behavior. Nevertheless, Richard never let his father’s views cramp his style and would continue to wear flashy clothes and eyeliner as he pleased.

At the same time, Richard was also increasingly inspired by gospel music. Eventually, these two strands would come together in a rather surprising way. At age ten, Richard would go around church revival meetings, singing and praying for people in full-on dramatic fashion. In some instances, some of those that he prayed for even considered themselves to have been cured of whatever was afflicting them. As Little Richard would later recall, “I was a healer. I would go to people who were sick and I’d sing gospels and touch them, and a lot of them would swear they felt better!”

Whether Richard truly was a divine intercessor or his music was simply powerful enough to uplift the soul remains to be seen, but he was a hit all the same. His voice was powerful, even though he was small for his age. It was around this time, after all, that he was first given the nickname of “Little Richard” simply due to his diminutive size. Richard may have been small, but his voice was already larger than life—and he was ready to deploy it.

At age ten, he began regularly singing in a gospel music group called Tiny Tots. Little Richard’s singing was not always appreciated, however, and on some occasions, church members intervened to stop him from “screaming and hollering” over the rest of the choir. It also wasn’t appreciated when Richard would sit outside his family home in Pleasant Hill and cause a ruckus by banging around on metal pans while giving voice to his unique musical passions.

One of the biggest influences on Little Richard during these days was a gospel singer by the name of Rosetta Tharpe. He even signed on for a job as a Coca-Cola vendor, hawking sodas outside Macon City Auditorium, just to be near her when she performed. He finally met Rosetta in the fall of 1947 when he stopped her just as she arrived to serenade her with one of her songs. Rosetta, deeply flattered, encouraged the then-14-year-old Richard to pursue his passion for music. Perhaps even more important, she opened the door for him to meet other influential musicians, such as Marion Williams of the Ward Singers. As Little Richard himself would later put it, “She was the one I got that ‘Whoooo!’ from.”

Around this same time, Richard began his education at Hudson High School in Macon. It could be said that the most notable thing that he did during his tenure at Hudson was to join the school band, where he learned to play the saxophone in addition to piano which he had played since he was a young boy. Richard simply wasn’t much for studying, and with music coursing through his veins, he could not fathom spending another few years stuck in a classroom.

In 1949, he ended up dropping out in favor of joining a traveling medicine show, where various entertainers performed in between pitches for miracle cures and other products. Here, Richard really made the rounds and became known for covering a rousing rendition of Louis Jordan’s “Caldonia.” For anyone who has ever heard the loud, jumping “Caldonia,” it’s quite clear that this song was an early influence on Little Richard. This was actually the first non-gospel tune that Richard perfected, and the over-the-top stylings of Jordan would come to stick with him. Richard even adopted many of Jordan’s mannerisms and would come to sport a very similar, pencil-thin mustache.

This was Little Richard’s very first foray into music as an independent performer, and by now, he had already very nearly produced the full-packaged experience that the world would come to know and love.


Chapter Two

The Shooting of His Father

“We never quite found out what really happened.”

—Little Richard

By 1950, Little Richard was a veritable veteran on the music scene. He had been performing since his early teens and was, at this time, part of an official music group called Buster Brown’s Orchestra. A part of the reason why Richard managed to make waves in this outfit was because of his own outfit—for it was at this time that Little Richard made it a habit of showing up on stage in drag under the name “Princess LaVonne.”

Performing with the band, Richard dived deep into the Vaudeville circuit of performers who embraced the spirit of “anything goes.” Here, he often opened for other famous Vaudevillians, such as the King Brothers Circus, Broadway Follies, and Sugarfoot Sam. Among acts like this, Richard was completely unhindered and truly in his element.

Richard had moved out of the family home at this point—or, as some accounts tell it, he was kicked out. His father did not exactly approve of his high school dropout son running around all hours of the night with traveling musicians, so he told his rambunctious child to find his own way in life. Richard would later recall that his father, although harsh in his tactics, was instrumental in ensuring that he became independent. Although Richard’s mother was worried about him, Charles put his foot down while ensuring her that if Richard was ever in any real trouble, he could always call them. Otherwise, Mr. Penniman was insistent that Richard take care of himself.

During this period, Richard ended up making his home in Atlanta, where he performed in a wide variety of clubs, such as the Royal Peacock and the Harlem Theatre. Here, he saw such grandstanders as Billy Wright and Roy Brown hamming it up for the crowds. Richard would later recall that he owed much of his own extravagant sense of delivery to them. He eventually ended up meeting Wright, who quickly became a sort of mentor. It was from the influence of Wright that Richard began wearing his hair up in an eye-catching pompadour and sporting much more flamboyant attire on stage.

Wright took note of Richard’s potential and eventually introduced him to a well-connected disc jockey by the name of Zenas Sears. Sears was so impressed with Richard’s music that he had him come down to his station—the local bellwether, WGST—on October 16, 1951, so that he could record some tracks, with Wright’s bandmembers backing him up during the process. The big draw of recording with Sears was the fact that this DJ would relentlessly plug the songs, giving artists valuable free airtime.

It was on the strength of these recordings that Little Richard was given a record deal with what was then called RCA Victor. Richard recorded several great tracks with RCA Victor; among them was a driving, energetic number called “Get Rich Quick,” but most notable was a bluesy tune called “Every Hour.” Unlike some of the others, this was a song that Richard Penniman had penned all on his own, and it received regular airplay in the state of Georgia, as well as some airplay out of state.

After hearing this track, blues legend Percy Welch took notice. Welch reached out to Little Richard and ended up giving him some regular touring gigs, paying him $100 a week for his efforts. The amount wasn’t bad for those days and was most certainly a step up for this struggling artist. Even Little Richard’s father got wind of the track and was much impressed. Forgetting much of his disdain for his son’s antics, Mr. Penniman let his son know that he was proud of him. He even played the song for his patrons at the local nightclub he was running at the time.

Sadly, Charles Penniman did not have long to enjoy his son’s growing fame. He would be gunned down outside his club less than a year later. The person who shot him was a regular patron—and apparently a regular troublemaker. One time, Penniman caught this individual tossing firecrackers into the kitchen stove. Penniman—who was the owner and, as such, wished to take care of the place—was understandably upset. Even so, it’s said that he initially just gave the guy a verbal warning and simply asked him to leave.

The man began acting up and causing problems a short time later, however, and Charles made the fateful decision to pull out his gun and confront the rabble-rouser. This
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