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Author’s Note

For Purusha Hickson, he was busy busing tables at a temple in San Francisco when he first experienced Alice Coltrane’s music; instantly, he knew that she knew. For Shankari Adams, she attended an Alice Coltrane show in Northern California, waiting for a postconcert comedown that never came. Grad student Franya Berkman lay in shavasana—corpse pose—after a sweaty yoga class in Brooklyn when Alice Coltrane’s music first washed over her. These three have all written their own books about her.

For myself, it was Alan—working in vitamins and supplements—who introduced me to Alice Coltrane’s music in the 1990s. When he wasn’t talking about the health benefits of shark cartilage, ginkgo biloba, and crystals in the aisles of Whole Foods Market with customers, Alan recorded gentle tapes of New Age music in his spare time. I worked in the kitchen, my music blasting out of a tiny boom box. I was a teenager who grew up in the suburbs of Texas, weaned on grunge, hip-hop, punk, electronic, and other furious types of music.

And I had just tentatively dipped my toes into jazz. A friend’s dad made him a mixtape and one of the most astonishing moments was a song that opened with tabla, sitar, bird chirps, and wicked electric growls, before it turned into a funky breakbeat, though one filled with handclaps, whistles, and what sounded like a downed power line whipping around. It was credited to famous jazz trumpeter Miles Davis, from an album called On the Corner. It was hard to believe that this bewildering matrix of sound could be jazz. Was there even a trumpet in there?

Similarly, a stylish punk band with a sharp graphic design on their CD had featured a lowercase i followed by an exclamation point. So when I saw the bright orange spine of a CD with that same i! I took it to be a beacon and purchased Om, by John Coltrane. By that point of high school I may have already been dimly aware of the Eastern concept of om as the first sound of the universe, but I was not at all prepared by what was unleashed when I first pressed play. A slushing of bells, a chant about “clarified butter,” and then the most fiery and unhinged scream of haunted sound that I had ever come across, like a spume of lava erupting from the manicured lawns of Central Texas and turning everything in its path to ashes. This is what jazz sounds like???

The only thing I knew was that Alice had been John Coltrane’s wife. But a CD reissue of Alice Coltrane’s 1971 album Journey in Satchidananda had recently appeared, and Alan told me I had to check it out. “It’s some of the most beautiful music in the universe,” he softly said. I took it home but couldn’t make heads or tails of it. I detected some similarities between it and this music of Miles Davis and John Coltrane. There were those droning Indian elements, a steady pulse of bass, the unfettered cries of a saxophone. Atop it all were the strums of Alice Coltrane’s harp, a sound associated with dream sequences and fantasy in films and television. In my narrow purview, I could imagine that Indian instrumentation belonged in jazz, but why a harp? That didn’t make much sense. And rather than the hectic, chaotic tumult of On the Corner and Om, there was a peacefulness to Journey in Satchidananda that soared right over and passed me by.

Weirder still, my mind instantly got lost in this music. I would remember the start of it, that tamboura buzzing like a gate opening wide, the slow amble of the bass, the accrual of other instruments, the kaleidoscopic swirl of Coltrane’s harp, and then … it all drew down to a close. What had happened? How long was this first song, “Journey in Satchidananda”? Had I just not been paying attention? I could follow lyrics, hooks, chord changes, beats, the building and release of tension at the chorus, but there was a slippery quality to this music that just baffled me. It could feel like those few moments after a nap, not quite sure what was a remnant of dream and what was reality. Or like those times I played in the ocean as a kid, swimming and then suddenly realizing I was a hundred feet away from where my parents were. The music acted like the underlying current, subtly lifting me and transporting me elsewhere. I had never experienced anything like it.

As to the title referencing Satchidananda, it would be many years before I understood its true meaning. As a fan of the Beatles and their story, I knew well the story of their time spent in India with Maharishi Mahesh Yogi and could see any number of such Indian figures popping up on the album covers of other classic rock figures, from George Harrison and Pete Townshend to Santana and John McLaughlin. But it didn’t occur to me that the name Satchidananda itself referred to a guru, taking it at first as some far-off destination in India that Alice must have traveled to at that time. And since he didn’t appear on either of the multi-album set documenting the Woodstock Festival of 1969 (and he’s only briefly glimpsed in the original film), I didn’t make the connection that the man who gave the blessing and benediction to over three hundred thousand wide-eyed kids at the most iconic rock festival of the 1960s was the same man being name-checked on this album.

It took me a few other forays into the canonical albums of Davis and Coltrane like Kind of Blue and A Love Supreme before I realized that these entry points into jazz were far away from what was considered to be jazz and that most critics, players, and listeners had long ago written off albums like On the Corner, Om, and Journey in Satchidananda. But in the intervening decades, other outliers in music had caught up to these misunderstood works. By the time I happened upon these albums in the 1990s, electronic dance music and techno had dug into the tape loops, electronic processing, and rhythmic focus of Miles’s electric era. Thanks to the example of Sonic Youth, Nirvana, and other guitar bands—not to mention European free improv musicians who used standard jazz instrumentation but deployed in decidedly more extreme ways—that had also done away with such structures and instead embraced noise, feedback, screams, and the types of sound that lay between notes and scales, something like John Coltrane’s Om was a prime example of what true freedom might sound like. Journey in Satchidananda seemed to have resisted such acceptance and assimilation, though.

How many more years passed before I even realized that Alice Coltrane had released more than one album? Although she released ten albums on major labels, just three of those albums saw domestic release on compact disc. Only in the twenty-first century—over thirty years after it was first released—did that finally start to change, mostly because European and Japanese demand led to the rest of her catalog finally being more readily available. Which meant I could load albums like Universal Consciousness and Lord of Lords onto a second-generation iPod and take this enigmatic music with me when I traveled to Southeast Asia a few years later.

I would listen to these albums on the long bus or boat rides through these countries. Even with a decade of listening to Satchidananda, much of Alice’s music slipped out of my grasp. It was exotic, dreamy, immersive, but also turbulent, harrowing. It could be calm as a lake, yes, but also white-knuckled as roaring rapids. It reminded me of looking out at the dense jungles as they blurred past my window, dense and unknowable. Yet there would then be quick glimpses of majestic golden temples, of some otherworldly beauty mixed into it, gone in a blink but still vibrant in my mind. I kept returning to this music.

In 2010, I found myself in a small house tucked into a narrow hillside in Echo Park in Los Angeles belonging to Steven Ellison, better known as electronic music producer Flying Lotus. Lording over the cramped living room was a giant five-foot-tall canvas in vibrant black and gold of his great-aunt, Alice Coltrane. He regretted not being able to have her play harp on his album. I knew that she had instead turned away from public life and founded her own ashram, becoming a guru and nurturing a small community of followers, but I didn’t quite understand the lasting impact she had on her family and that community. In the public realm, she was Alice Coltrane, but to the devotees that followed her to her ashram in the rustic countryside of Agoura Hills in California, she became known as Swamini Turiyasangitananda. Her eight-syllable name translates from Hindi as “the Transcendental Lord’s highest song of bliss.”

There’s a long history of musicians turning toward spirituality and deepening their faith, but something about Alice Coltrane felt decidedly different in that regard. Jazz musicians might adopt the faith of Islam, rock stars might sit at the foot of a guru or else be born again, singers might spend time in a monastery. Few turned away from their ego entirely and abandoned the material trappings of their fame and fortune. As far as I knew, no one had become fully realized, a guru themselves.

At the end of 2011, I traveled to India for a friend’s wedding in Kolkata and decided to stay in the country for another two months. Before I left, a few DJs for Los Angeles’s local internet radio station Dublab informed me that while Alice Coltrane had indeed turned away from recording for the public in the late 1970s, she had continued to make music with her congregation, self-releasing a series of cassette tapes in the early 1980s. She would play organ and synthesizer and the members of her ashram would chant and sing bhajans, a type of devotional hymn whose roots stretch all the way back to India’s Vedic era, circa 1500–500 BCE. On one particularly resonant yet haunting tape, titled Turiya Sings, I could hear her deep, devout singing voice for the very first time. I loaded nearly four hours of this devotional music on an iPod and took it with me overseas.

After the wedding, I spent the winter traveling around India: Varanasi, Shantiniketan, Mumbai, Kerala, and elsewhere. It was arduous travel. India overwhelms the senses in every sense of the word. I saw stunning golden spires but also abject poverty and suffering. The smell of rot and death intermingled with wondrous spices, fragrant flowers, and incense. But there was no way to separate these extremes. Many nights I regretted such a long trip and wished I could leave the next day. I decided to undertake a two-week silent meditation retreat in rural India, and when I emerged at the end of it, India was not transformed; instead it was my self that had changed. As someone put it to me during my travels: “There’s a reason why incense and meditation was invented in India thousands of years ago.”

Another feature story on Ellison a few years later led me back to L.A., and we spent more time together and talked at length about his “auntie.” He talked about going out to the ashram every Sunday, the feeling of the place. He pulled out a photo of him as a newborn, his auntie dressed in vivid saffron robes, blessing him. The old photo was bent in such a way that it looked as if a ray of light was beaming down on the young baby. And there was the time he accompanied his auntie to India in the 1990s, taking video of her in the city of Puttaparthi, a small remote municipality in the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh. There, strangers and beggars would drop down in the street at the sight of her so as to kiss and touch her feet in reverence. He had never seen her in such a light before.

Although Alice Coltrane had passed away in January 2007, I learned that there were still families living on the ashram and tending to the grounds. It was closed to the public, save for on Sunday, when visitors could come to the mandir and participate in the kirtan or singing of bhajans. I wondered if Ellison might go with me out to the ashram as part of the feature story. He demurred. But my curiosity led me to make the drive myself one Sunday.

To reach the Sai Anantam Ashram, I had to drive the entire length of the San Fernando Valley, across the Santa Monica Mountains, and toward the Pacific Ocean. As the misty morning gave way to a brilliant and bright afternoon, I turned down a road that wound through Agoura Hills, the land brown and red with tufts of white and green brush. The scrub brush gave way to vineyards and an equestrian center, until the dirt road ended at the ashram gates. For four hours each Sunday, these gates were open to the public. The grounds were almost silent.

I walked into a room off to one side that featured a face I instantly recognized from my days at Whole Foods Market, perusing the aisle of self-help books and boxes of Nag Champa incense: Sathya Sai Baba. His portrait was garlanded with flowers as was a beatific photograph of Swamini Turiyasangitananda, her profile aglow and her eyes turned up toward heaven.

I was no stranger to attending a religious service far different from the upbringing I had in the Catholic Church. I had been to temples in Thailand, in India, up in Harlem. On those occasions, I would slip into a pew or cushion in the back of the sacred space and take part in ritual as best I could, all while keeping my tall, innocuous self out of sight as much as possible. Sometimes I would slip back out the door before services had concluded, before it was time to shake hands with a member of the congregation, walking back out those doors and returning to my regular way of life.

That was not possible here. Only eight people were at the Vedantic Center’s service that day. Plastic patio chairs lined the walls of the unadorned room and marigold throw pillows were scattered atop a very plush royal-blue carpet. Led by an organist situated between garlanded portraits of Sathya Sai Baba and Swamini Turiyasangitananda, music soon filled the room.

The devotees, clad all in white, sat still yet sang the bhajans with great fervor. The bhajans as heard on Turiya Sings had a haunting quality about them, but they were vibrant and alive in that room, a joyous celebration. The gathered sang more than a dozen hymns, accompanied by the organ and the hand drums, bells, and rattles that the devotees played themselves. The bhajans segued into one another. Curiously, these Indian hymns seemed to have a Pentecostal gospel feel to them, the blues coursing through each mesmerizing movement so as to suggest a place where Southeast Asia and the Deep South of America met. I sang the Hindi text as best I could and clapped along.

After the two-hour service concluded, the small congregation gathered for fellowship. Since the Swamini had passed on January 12, 2007, only seven people still lived at the ashram. I went to the small gift shop and the organist, a woman named Radha Botofasina, helped me as I purchased Alice’s self-published memoir Monument Eternal and other privately issued tapes of bhajans that Alice had also recorded. I asked questions and she wondered aloud if she was “being interviewed.”

Over carrot-raisin bread and paper cups of strawberry lemonade, the remaining devotees of Turiyasangitananda discussed the upcoming anniversary of their Swamini’s passing. The word death was never uttered. One member says that they should no longer call it a memorial, as that word lingered in the past. Another offered up a suggestion: The anniversary should be called an ascension, as a way to keep the blessed Swamini Alice Coltrane Turiyasangitananda forever in the present.

The goal of this book is to serve a similar purpose, to keep Alice Coltrane Turiyasangitananda’s work in the present. The previous books on her—luminous, insightful, deeply personal works written by Hickson, Adams, and Berkman—are either self-published or academic in nature. For Cosmic Music, my goal is clarity and understanding, to trace the biographical and musical events that transformed Alice McLeod into Swamini Turiyasangitananda.

It was not an easy task. Even at the height of her fame in the world of jazz, the critics were skeptical at best, at least when their misogyny wasn’t just blatant on the page. And after she receded from public view in the 1970s, there was little that appeared in the public record. The stories that would emerge foregrounded John Coltrane instead, a stance which she herself nurtured. Ever the devoted wife, Alice Coltrane was more than happy to stay out of the spotlight herself, to give all praises due instead to John Coltrane—whom she often referred to as “Ohnedaruth” or “The Father”—or, in her later life, to Sai Baba.

As I dug into the research, I blanched at the dearth of material to be found in various libraries. There was not much to be found in books on jazz history, in newspapers, or magazines. There was never a review of any of her albums in the New York Times or in magazines like Rolling Stone during her recording career. (The only time she warranted ink in the Times was by proxy, as Alvin Ailey’s Cry [which featured Alice’s music on its soundtrack] was mentioned many times over the years.) There was never a full print feature on her in jazz periodicals like Down Beat. Any archival recording of her late husband would garner the lead review in that magazine, while her own work was relegated much farther back. What was then written about her was even more abysmal. The lack of research material was daunting, in that I fretted about how to trace Alice Coltrane’s trajectory without much of a paper trail. But on the flip side, it also meant that there was a finite amount of interviews and reviews. Even visiting a major library like the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts, I could get through their entire archive of pertinent material in a matter of hours.

In 1987, a New York Times feature by Robert Palmer discussed the continuing influence of John Coltrane on rock music, citing the likes of Eric Clapton, the Byrds, Santana, and featuring quotes from the biggest rock band in the world at that time, U2, with Bono enthusing about his music. Alice talked about her and her late husband’s shared vision of “cosmic music,” calling it “a mosaic of sound and energy … an expression of the colors and varieties of sound, and how they interweave and complement each other. A number of people were quite confused by that, but if the same people look at paintings with a variety of colors and textures, they’re pleased.” In her own recordings, the confines of “jazz” fell away and instead I heard a continuation of her husband’s quest, how she utilized an exquisite range of colors, timbres, and textures to realize this vision.

The last ten years have brought about a sea change in understanding her own “cosmic music.” Every generation appears to find its own lost musician to exhume and exalt. In the 1960s, the biggest white rock stars championed the nearly forgotten blues guitarist Robert Johnson. In my own generation, there was reverence for singer-songwriter Nick Drake. At the start of the twenty-first century, I watched as Arthur Russell went from a curio known only by a few obsessive record collectors to a beloved cultural touchstone. Albums that once seemed outlandish and off-putting, like Miles Davis’s On the Corner and John Coltrane’s Om, can decades on sound like a transmission from the future.

Even five years ago, it seemed unlikely that Journey in Satchidananda and the music of Alice Coltrane could ever be acknowledged or accepted by a wider audience. Yet with each passing year, the album—and Alice herself—seems to only grow in stature and influence. A feature I wrote about Alice’s spiritual transformation for influential music website Pitchfork in 2016 became one of the most read pieces on the site. The next year, a compilation of the bhajans she had recorded in Agoura Hills in the early 1980s was being prepared for reissue on David Byrne’s Luaka Bop imprint. I was asked to interview one of the children who had grown up in the ashram and was now working in a bustling restaurant in Midtown Manhattan, a long way from the pastoral acreage of Agoura Hills. His name was Surya Botofasina, the son of Radha. Our conversation became a part of the package of The Ecstatic Music of Alice Coltrane Turiyasangitananda reissue.

Members from the ashram toured the world, singing these bhajans to huge crowds, with Surya in the role of bandleader. (These days, you can catch him playing keyboards in André 3000’s jazz group, a wonderful update on the spiritual jazz tradition, abetted no doubt by a direct connection to one of its guiding spirits.) In 2021, Journey was finally ranked on Rolling Stone’s “500 Greatest Albums of All Time,” the lone jazz album by a woman to make the list. That same year, WNYC celebrated the album’s fiftieth anniversary and I found myself as a guest on The Brian Lehrer Show discussing the album’s timelessness.

Yet I’m reluctant to classify Alice Coltrane as an example of a beloved artist going from obscurity to belated discovery. The stars are always above us, but the conditions on Earth must be right in order to fully glimpse their splendor. In that sense, Alice’s “cosmic music” was always there, waiting for that moment when a new generation would be ready to hear its message, aware and openhearted to “the most beautiful music in the universe.”



Before its incarnation the soul is sound.

It is for this reason that we love sound.

—Hazrat Inayat Khan

Particular sounds and scales are intended to produce specific emotional meanings … But what are these pieces and what is the road to travel to attain a knowledge of them, that I don’t know. The true powers of music are still unknown. To be able to control them must be, I believe, the goal of every musician.

—John Coltrane

When art is done as an offering to God, it is not common entertainment. It is divine.

—Swami Satchidananda

Everything I do is an offering to God—that’s the truth.

—Alice Coltrane



Prologue

The spark came to life on a beautiful November afternoon in 2018 at a Southern California Edison substation. A former rocket engine testing and nuclear power research facility nestled into the low rocky mountain range of Simi Valley, the old Santa Susana test lab had witnessed the most fantastical of human inventions: rocket propulsion for moon landings, nuclear reactors, the launching of GPS satellites into outer space. It was shut down in 2006, but the ground still bore the scars of its nuclear waste and contaminants. Most of the remaining buildings belonged to Boeing.

Just that past June, three fire departments had convened and trained together in the Santa Susana area to prepare for such a wildfire, which seemed to be not an if but a when event. The surrounding land was prime kindling for the state’s seasonal wildfires. At first, the surrounding rocks prevented the gusting 100-mph Santa Ana winds from reaching the small spark. But with one breath, that spark became a fire. A plume of smoke stood out on that clear day and it wasn’t alone.

The Camp fire had started in Northern California the same day at 6:33 a.m. Less than fifteen miles to the west of Santa Susana, another blaze called the Hill fire was already gathering speed and strength, straining the resources of every firefighter in the area. In fifteen minutes, that fire had grown to one hundred acres in size, moving from the arid mountainsides and rolling down toward the 101, gathering in power as it threatened homes on the other side of the freeway. Some four hundred firefighters were sent that direction.

Then the Santa Ana winds touched that new flame, nudged and nurtured it at a brisk 37 miles per hour. Soon, the Woolsey fire began to grow and spread. First responders arriving in the valley struggled during those early-afternoon hours. Cell phone service faltered in the hills, radio calls dissolved into static, and there was a lack of water reserves stored at Boeing. Air tanker support had already been diverted farther west to fight the Hill fire. The Los Angeles County Fire Department, the Ventura County Fire Department, and the Los Angeles Fire Department had mutually agreed to work together to handle new wildfires the moment they were spotted. But there was no clear plan of attack.

By five p.m., aided by the Santa Ana winds, the Woolsey fire revealed its true power and ferocity, having grown to 750 acres in size. By midnight, the fire was 4,000 roaring acres and insatiable. The winds doubled to 70 miles per hour, rendering air drops futile. In the wee hours of November 9, the fire doubled once again in size, a maw now encompassing 8,000 acres and nearly fourteen miles wide. An hour before sunrise, the Woolsey fire jumped the 101 freeway, raced down between the San Fernando Valley and the Conejo Valley and then whipped through the Santa Monica Mountains, before marching down to Malibu, a wall of destruction roaring toward the Pacific Ocean.

“In my thirty years of experience, I’ve never seen a fire that explosive,” LAFD Deputy Chief Trevor Richmond told a reporter. “Seeing how quickly that fire traveled to Agoura Hills and Oak Park and Thousand Oaks and jumped the freeway the next morning, and in four hours, it’s burning kelp beds in the Pacific Ocean—that’s pretty incredible. This one was the big one.”

If one wanted to understand the temporality of this world, to truly grasp the concept that the most solid of structures are ultimately fated to turn back to ash, you could do worse than follow in the wake of this fire. Previously, the biggest fire in the area occurred in 1933 when 38,000 acres burned. In one night, Woolsey scorched over 100,000 acres. Some 1,500 structures were incinerated in the span of a single day. Groves of California sycamores and coast live oaks became instant cinders. A town called Paradise burned like hell. Trailer parks and the sprawling mansions of Neil Young, Miley Cyrus, and movie stars were now handfuls of dust. As the ocean waters began to boil, its path of destruction was complete. It was as if the entire California coastline—its mountains, forests, mansions—were offered up as yajna, a religious sacrifice consecrated in flame.

Somewhere in the char, nineteen miles from that initial spark, fifty acres in Agoura Hills burned in the night, the surrounding sage and chaparral shriveled into black. On that land stood a simple white structure reflecting all the brilliance of the California sun, its understated exterior as bright and magnificent as the clouds overhead. A fire worthy of Shiva devoured the structure entirely as if an offering of oblation, the burnt offering itself being consumed by the flames. The wide white stone steps that had previously ushered its handful of devotees to services at the mandir every Sunday were now steps leading up to meet the empty sky.





PART 1

Alice McLeod





Chapter One

Hellfire in Paradise Valley

Five children perish in fire

So the headline screamed in bold print—well above the Detroit Tribune eagle clutching a banner that read Leading Negro Weekly of Michigan—on April 16, 1949.1 The tragedy happened down in Birmingham, Alabama, overnight, but the heat and grief was felt thousands of miles north. Five “motherless children” were left at home alone, their father working overnight, and defective wiring in their four-room frame dwelling led to a blaze while they slept. The children ranged from two years old to the eldest daughter, Gloria, age eleven.

Some eight pages in, in a section of the Tribune headed “Detroit Schools,” another eleven-year-old appeared. In the upper right corner, next to drawings of the Phi Delta Kappa sorority triangle and a diligent young man with a cap and diploma resting nearby, was a photo of a beaming eleven-year-old sixth grader who had just won the city’s spelling bee. Her name was Alice L. McLeod. The caption read: “She out-spelled Eunice Boyton, an eighth grade student of Russell School to qualify her for the district’s representative to compete in the finals.” A seven-paragraph story detailing the spelling championship was faded and overexposed to the point of indecipherability, save for this fragment: “Alice, daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Solon McLeod of 644 East Farnsworth is, according to her principal O.D. Moore (Trowbridge School) an outstanding student with a winning personality and is liked by her fellow students. She is a music lover and plays the piano for the Mt. Olive Baptist Church Sunday school each week, according to her teacher.”2

Two weeks later, the Tribune printed another item about the spelling bee, detailing how nineteen of the twenty-one children were eliminated within the first hour, but the two girls continued on well into a third hour. Only then did the eighth grader Boynton stumble (on the word rouge), leaving McLeod the winner. Some seventy-plus years of fading newsprint has done little to diminish the wattage of Alice’s smile.

Alice Lucille McLeod was born on August 27, 1937, in Detroit, Michigan. It was a clear and bright summer day, the heat assuaged by the balmy breeze that carried off the nearby Detroit River. A little after five p.m., the fifth child of Solon and Ann McLeod came into the world. In that last stretch of labor, Ann McLeod gripped the doorframe for support as the third daughter in the family and Ann’s second child born in Detroit arrived.3 Her half brother Ernest Farrow, half sister Margaret Farrow, brother Jackie, and sister Jo-Anne (sometimes spelled JoAnn) all welcomed the new baby. Less than two years later, her baby sister Marilyn would arrive.

Ann K. Johnson (in various documents her name also appears as Anna, Anne, or Annie) grew up in Athens, Alabama, about a hundred miles due north of Birmingham. Ann’s father was a writer, lecturer, and teacher associated with the Tuskegee Institute of Alabama. Her mother lent her talents as a singer and pianist to their church and was an active member of the community.

Such service and Christian belief was instilled in Ann as a child. She’s described as having a lovely alto voice that could be heard during Sunday service, resounding throughout the church. Just how or why Ann Johnson arrived in Huntington, West Virginia, in her twenties is not exactly clear, but by October 27, 1927, she was married to Harold Clifford Farrow. Farrow was born March 5, 1900, and was raised in Huntington, where he served as musical director at a local church. Just over a year later, Mr. and Mrs. H. C. Farrow welcomed their first son, Ernest, born November 13, 1928. On October 12, 1930, Margaret Ouida arrived. Sometime between 1930 and 1934, the Farrows and their young family uprooted from Huntington and arrived in Detroit, Michigan, Mrs. Farrow now some seven hundred miles from her family back in Athens.

In this, the Farrows were not alone, but one small family in this heaving northward emigration, joining the swells of millions of other Black families who would comprise the Great Migration. What started as a trickle during World War I swelled to dam-bursting between the wars. In the 1920s, the Black population in Detroit tripled from 40,000 to 120,000.4 Black populations in Philadelphia might be composed of families from other parts of the mid-Atlantic, but most of Detroit’s incoming population came from the rural parts of Mississippi, Alabama, and the like. Trains winding through the Deep South seemingly arrived every hour on the hour at Michigan Central Station. Black passengers were immediately dumped into Black Bottom, a crammed, filthy eastern neighborhood wedged between the train tracks and the banks of the Detroit River, one of the few areas in which Black people were allowed to reside. If family fortunes ticked up a notch, they might squeeze in a few streets to the north in Paradise Valley. (The upwardly mobile and middle class could afford to cross over Woodward Avenue and be considered West Siders.) Connecting these two Black neighborhoods was Hastings Street.

The city could barely keep up with the influx of arriving families and was far less inclined to do so to accommodate Black families, even as the city’s famous automobile factories were ramping up production and employment. Even Black families long since settled in Detroit could find themselves on the move to get a better opportunity. Having arrived from Georgia in 1922, Berry Gordy II settled on the west side of Detroit, raising his family there. In the late 1920s, his seventh child, Berry Gordy III, was born. When he was nearly seven years old, Gordy’s father bought a two-story property at the corner of Farnsworth and St. Antoine Streets and moved the family across Woodward Avenue to the east side of Detroit.5

The Gordys were perched near the uppermost part of Paradise Valley, just above E. Warren and near the Wayne State University campus. Look to the east and a young Gordy would have just been able to make out the Romanesque high-rise truss tower of the Maccabees Building on Woodward Avenue. Turn south and the din of construction from the Brewster-Douglass Housing Projects cut through the city noise. Spread across the city block between St. Antoine and Hastings Streets, the Brewster houses were inaugurated by the First Lady herself, as Eleanor Roosevelt had broken ground on the project in 1935 and construction would continue for the next two decades.

The Gordy family lived in a flat above the storefront. On street level was a beauty shop, a barber shop, and a laundry with Delaney’s Cleaners painted on the big plate glass window. The Gordy family’s newest business endeavor was a grocery store, named for famous Black educator Booker T. Washington. But Woodward Avenue was a clear demarcation for Black and white residents alike. The West Side was more affluent and residential, while the Black population on the East Side was rougher and almost everyone living there struggled financially. Gangs owned those streets and if you weren’t careful, you could get roughed up in an instant. Moving from west to the east was jarring, as Gordy recalled:

Coming to the Eastside was like moving from the country to the city—there was action all the time. There were so many different kinds of people—all hustlers in their own way. There was the street kind: pimps, gamblers and numbers men. I had always heard that the Eastside was where all the bad people lived. The two worst places there were Hastings Street, where you could easily be killed by drunk people, and Black Bottom, a place near the Detroit River, where you would just disappear and never be heard from again. Suddenly, I found myself living there, one block from Hastings Street. I was scared. There were the dirtiest rat-infested alleys you ever saw running behind our house. Strange old white men with black hats and long white beards came down them on horse-driven carts—searching through trash and garbage, picking up stuff that had been thrown out.6

For as tough as Detroit could look right outside his front door, Gordy soon realized that was also where the action was:

The minute you’d step outside our building, the mouthwatering aroma of smoldering ribs would hit you in the face. Directly across the street from our front door was CT’s, a busy little storefront barbecue joint where all day long a steady stream of people were coming and going … I quickly learned that … CT’s was headquarters for the numbers, the illegal lottery, a way of life in our neighborhood. Everybody played them.7

Even more so than the West Side, your friends and neighbors always kept an eye on you on the East Side, the sense of community and support tactile. And as his was the only family to own a commercial building in the neighborhood, he also realized that his family had a little bit of weight in the hood. What was frightening became enlivening once you could negotiate the bustling sidewalks and all the characters out on parade. Reaching Hastings Street was like cranking open a fire hydrant, a gusher of sound and sensations that overwhelmed the young boy’s senses. He remembered it vividly:

The infamous Hastings Street turned out to be exciting and colorful, changing my fear into awe. There were bars and pawn shops, five-and-ten-cent stores, the little Warfield Theater and greasy spoons that made the most delicious chili hot dogs in the world. When I’d gone exploring for the first time and stepped over a wino sitting on the sidewalk drinking out of a paper bag, I remember feeling a strange desire to talk to him and find out why he was there.8

The Farrows were on the same stretch of Farnsworth as the Gordys, though they weren’t quite the Farrows any longer. Soon after arriving in Detroit, H. C. Farrow became the choirmaster and musical director at Mt. Olive Baptist Church, situated less than a block from the family’s front door. But somewhere along with the family settling into their new home of Detroit, Ann Farrow made the acquaintance of another Mt. Olive parishioner, Solon McLeod.

McLeod was born April 10, 1900, in Clayton, Alabama, but was raised in Birmingham. He served under General John Pershing in World War I as a private in the 528th Engineer Battalion who rose to the rank of corporal and fought in France in the last years of the war. Even in his civilian years after, he volunteered as an air raid warden in Detroit. McLeod stood over six feet tall, dark, solidly built, with what his daughter Alice would later describe as “clear bright eyes. He was an excellent father—civic-minded and generous. He often donated whatever he could to charity, even if his resources were scarce.”9 Whether they met during Sunday services at Mt. Olive Baptist or elsewhere, soon Ann had taken up with Solon instead of H. C., and that was that. A son named Jackie McLeod arrived in 1934, and daughter JoAnn McLeod not long after. A divorce was finally filed with the City of Detroit on July 8, 1938, when Alice was almost a year old. About a month after that, Ann was pregnant with her sixth child, Marilyn.

It was nothing if not an amicable divorce, as Ann still played keyboard every Sunday and Farrow remained choirmaster at Mt. Olive Baptist Church. The extended Farrow-McLeod family—Ernie, Margaret, Jackie, JoAnn, Alice, and Marilyn—were seated in the pews not just every Sunday, but three times a week.

In the Michigan Chronicle, under the headline DIRECTOR ENTERTAINED, one can catch a glimpse of Mrs. McLeod, member of the senior choir. She clasps her right hand with her left, a neutral expression on her face.10 It’s in this photograph that one can discern a beautiful, serious face graced with high cheekbones, a tapered jawline, and what Alice would sometimes describe as her mother’s fine Native American Indian features. Ann’s great-grandfather was said to be Chief Running Fox, and when Alice was a young child, her grandfather would regale her with tales of seeing his grandfather dressed in full chieftain attire. In her later years, Alice would sit in meditation and describe how her great-great-grandfather would sometimes materialize before her, “always fully attired in deer and buckskin clothing and wearing his eagle-winged chieftain headdress.” The feathered headdress would remind her of an image from her study of ancient Indian religions, of the thousand-petal lotus fanned out around the crown of the head.11

Solon McLeod drove a truck while Ann McLeod stayed at home with her six children, rarely taking on outside work as domestic help unless the extra money was needed during the holidays. In the eyes of young Alice, her mother was the definition of strength and fortitude:

My mother was an incredible woman with unbelievable energy, and she could fix or restore practically anything. At the same time, she was also the most spiritual person I ever knew. She had a highly developed level of intuition, and, somehow, she could anticipate future events before they even happened. She was tireless, as she endlessly worked both in the home and at church. She even took in, fed, and clothed refugees—often better than her own children. During those early years, I believed, without a doubt, that our mother was invincible.12

Life on Farnsworth for the McLeods was simple and working class, centered wholly around the church. H. C. Farrow was still very much a part of his children’s lives while Ann spent whatever hours she wasn’t at home at the parish, doing whatever the small church needed. The McLeods—all eight of them—were squeezed into a two-room apartment. There was a living room, a bedroom, a little kitchen area, and a bathroom. The six kids piled onto bunks in the bedroom while Solon and Ann slept in the living room. One relative remembered that “everybody was always welcome” at the McLeod household, and even Berry Gordy would come over to the house and “eat out the pot,” partaking in whatever Ann had made for evening supper, with everybody else.

Descriptions of Alice’s parents center mostly on them being extremely spiritual people living simple, devotional lives, deeply ensconced in their faith and the calendar at Mt. Olive Church. There was a beautiful altar in the living room and the family would gather around it multiple times a day to say their prayers.

Sunday was the biggest day of the week for the McLeods. Ernie, Margaret, Jackie, JoAnn, Alice, and Marilyn would get ready in their Sunday best to attend morning worship, which would stretch from late morning until the afternoon hour. Ann would teach Sunday school and sing in the senior choir, and Solon would often assist the chaplain and walk the aisles with the woven offertory basket. The family would then return home to a big dinner, before walking back to Mt. Olive a few hours on to take in the evening services. As Marilyn recalled: “Our participation at church was never a chore. We always enjoyed it.”13

Ernest, the eldest, inherited his mother’s musical talents and played in the church band. As the eldest daughter, Margaret helped with many of the household chores and also assisted her mother with planning the Sunday school lessons. During the week, while her mother was at the church, she would make sure her younger siblings took care of their homework and prep dinner. Like her mother, Margaret also lent her fine singing voice to the church choir and worked diligently for the church and in the community for most of her adult life. No doubt she had to keep an eye on young Jackie, the mischievous and adventurous one in the family. Precocious from a young age, Alice always helped her mother when she was preparing to read a sermon and give a presentation to the church or community.

JoAnn, only one year older than Alice, suffered a serious injury as a young child and spent roughly five years of her early childhood at the Children’s Hospital of Michigan. Her brothers and sisters—still too young to visit inside the hospital—were relegated on family visiting hours to waving and smiling at their sister through the window. When she had fully convalesced and was back at home, she too took to singing in the choir. As Marilyn would later describe it: “We had wonderful times together and a great family life. Our parents taught us to share and care about one another, both in good and difficult times.”14

The church was foundational to most Black families of the era. Gordy recalled how “three times a week and all day Sunday, [our parents] would herd us off to one of the storefront churches in our neighborhood.” While he might have been bored and fidgety while sitting in the pews in his itchy “Sunday best,” the young Gordy was nevertheless magnetized by the men leading the congregation, hanging on every word of their sermons. The more dynamic and forceful the delivery, the stronger the impression it made on him and the other parishioners: “The preachers were the stars; dynamic, moving and emotional, they wielded great power and influence. Their words were solid, strong, repetitious and infectious; they could send the congregation into a frenzy.”15

Far from the tidy spiritual messages of Sunday sermons, there was just as much learning to be had on the streets of his hood and on the air, and Gordy was equally attuned to all of that. At home, Gordy and his family would gather around a little upright piano or the radio, tuning in for shows like Ghost Stories, Amos ’n’ Andy, The Lone Ranger, and Eddie “Rochester” Anderson—a rare Black voice on the air in the late 1930s—on The Jack Benny Show.

The cruel nuances of real estate redlining of Detroit in the early twentieth century may have gone over the young kids’ heads, but the wonders of childhood were undiminished for the most part in Black Bottom and Paradise Valley. “I thought the whole world was black except for Santa Claus,” Gordy recalled. “I thought the few white people who came to our neighborhood were accidents of nature.” Never mind that at Trowbridge Elementary, he realized that while most of the kids were Black, all of the teachers were white (and not Santa Claus). The chant he heard on the playground stuck with him: “If you’re white, you’re all right. If you’re yellow, you’re mellow. If you’re brown, you can stick around; but if you’re black—get back.”16

While there was news of war from overseas, America was still far from the horrors of Europe and the Far East. But by the summer of 1941, they were facing their own conflicts in every major urban center, as racial tensions began to reach their boiling point, especially in Detroit. The Detroit Housing Commission was struggling to erect enough adequate housing for the continued influx of Black people fleeing from the Jim Crow South. And the federal government was still doing its best to ignore their plight. One housing project plan—to be erected at the corner of Dequindre and Modern Streets in the heart of the 7 Mile & Fenelon neighborhood—was proposed for Black people until the government halted work. And when the Sojourner Truth Projects (named for the famous abolitionist and women’s rights pioneer who lived the last years of her life in Battle Creek to the west of Detroit) did finally start construction on September 29, 1941, it wasn’t long before tensions flared.

Just over a year later, with the first twenty-eight units finished and ready for occupancy, a cross was stuck into the frozen ground near the projects and set aflame. Overnight a hundred white picketers convened with the purpose of preventing any of the approved Black tenants from moving into the project. By morning, that crowd had swelled to over a thousand. As author/historian Herb Boyd recounted:

The Sojourner Truth riot erupted the next morning when two cars driven by blacks crashed through a line of white picketers. The bold action sparked a bombardment of bricks from whites. Blacks retaliated from the opposite side of Ryan Road. Only after the police placed the blacks under protective custody was the riot halted.17

Moving Black families into their new homes was halted until April, when Detroit’s Mayor Edward Jeffries then deployed over a thousand police and 1,600 National Guardsmen to protect the families moving in.

But racial violence continued elsewhere through the city. As America was drawn deeper into World War II, Detroit’s mighty auto industry ramped up production. Almost overnight, the Motor City became an integral cog in the American military-industrial complex, earning another nickname in the process: “The Arsenal of Democracy.” Ford, Packard, Dodge, Murray Body, and other automobile manufacturers began to switch from rolling out cars for American consumers to producing tanks to ship overseas. That level of mobilization meant more workers were needed and the city swelled with another five hundred thousand migrants in the early 1940s. Between 1940 and 1943, the Black population doubled.18

But whenever Black workers, no matter their qualification level, were given promotions on the factory floor, their white co-workers would protest. The promotion of two Black polishers led approximately 250 white workers to stage a sit-down strike. A similar strike followed at Hudson Motor Company. Even with the country turning its attention and labor force to fighting fascism and empire overseas in Europe and Asia, white workers back home still had plenty of vitriol in reserve to protest their Black neighbors getting ahead or merely getting by. And the Black population, crammed into miserable conditions in Black Bottom and Paradise Valley, was sick and tired of being second-class citizenry while also providing the labor for the war effort. They were drafted to fight Hitler overseas only to return home and now have to fight the Ku Klux Klan. Something had to give. As a Life magazine article titled “Detroit Is Dynamite” put it in 1942, “the city can either blow up Hitler or blow up the U.S.”

In April 1943, Detroit listed toward the latter. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) teamed up with the United Auto Workers with an organized rally that convened over ten thousand people. Later that month, when three Black workers were finally promoted at the Packard plant, over twenty-six thousand white workers walked out.19 The NAACP printed a pamphlet listing the multiple work stoppages that white factory workers enacted over a three-month period. Issues for walkouts might have varied: demand for separate sanitary facilities; colored help placed in the production department; hiring of colored plant guards; and so on. But they all shared a common theme. Tensions were not defused. And as the summer came on, the temperatures on the Detroit streets and in the minds of its citizenry reached the boiling point.

One hot, humid day in June, as the mercury topped ninety degrees, hundreds of thousands of Detroiters made their way across the MacArthur foot bridge to Belle Isle. A popular getaway for city dwellers looking to absorb some of the breeze coming off the Detroit River and get some relief from the hot asphalt, the park and its beach beckoned. Black and white crowds jostled for space, and the flare-ups that had previously taken place at housing construction sites, on factory floors, and in the wee hours of bars around Detroit now spilled out into public space during the daytime.

Boyd writes about a young Black man named Charles “Little Willie” Lyon, who had been jumped a few days earlier by a group of young white men as he tried to enter Eastwood Amusement Park out by 8 Mile Road. His cuts and bruises still fresh, now Lyon stalked Belle Isle with a group of his friends, intent on exacting vengeance:

Willie and friends broke up family picnics, beat up some boys, and started a melee on the bridge connecting isle to city. Fights broke out all over the island. From the playground to the bus stops, blacks and whites were ripping into each other ferociously. Several white sailors from a nearby armory, who were angry about a previous incident in which blacks had attacked one of them, went to the bridge and fueled the furor. Like a wildfire, the riot and rumor spread beyond the island into the city, coiling dangerously around Black Bottom and Paradise Valley.20

This human wildfire, gobbling up generational racial animosity like so much fuel, roared through the city. And like the accompanying smoke, rumors and misinformation moved just as swiftly through the streets, obfuscating things further. At one club, the Forest Club, a patron yelled that white mobs had killed a Black woman and thrown her baby over the bridge, which led to even more people pouring out into the streets. Black people would assault any white person they came across on the streets of Paradise Valley and elsewhere.

And as Detroit police raced onto the scene, their badges and sense of civic duty gave way to their own tribal affiliations. White cops began to nightstick and punch any Black person within arm’s reach, beating adults and teens indiscriminately. Those farther out of reach were likely to be shot instead. Police violence was like gasoline sprayed on this wildfire. Black anger turned next to the businesses nearby, with people breaking store windows and looting shops all along Hastings Street, with particular acrimony paid to the white and Jewish-owned businesses in the area. The National Guard was called in and violence continued well into the June night and the next day and the day after that. Atrocities became commonplace. A woman watched as a National Guardsman nearly sawed a Black man in half with bullets as he ran with an armful of clothes from a pawn shop. As Boyd wrote of one of the worst race riots in the history of our country:

Two days of mayhem produced thirty-four corpses, twenty-five of them African American, seventeen killed by the police. These deaths, the police claimed, were justifiable homicides because the victims were looting the stores on Hastings Street. In addition, nearly two thousand people were arrested, the majority of them black, and an unknown number were severely wounded, most of them black. Not one white person was convicted of any crime committed during the riot.21

It required President Franklin Delano Roosevelt deploying over six thousand army troops to the streets of Detroit (rather than to the battlefields in Europe) to finally quell the rioting. Property damage topped $2 million. The vibrant economical heart of Paradise Valley, Hastings Street, was strewn with broken glass, burnt storefronts, dead bodies, and unwanted merchandise scattered everywhere. Black Bottom was in even worse shape. Cars were overturned and set on fire in the middle of the street. Buildings were damaged, burnt out, and in serious need of repair. City officials, however, viewed these slums and dilapidated old buildings as not being worth saving. Here the bitter disharmony between the neighborhoods’ impoverished Black residents and the white property owners who benefited from their business was laid bare:

Nowhere were the Jewish merchants more devastated than on Hastings St. This street was densely populated by blacks and was, in the opinion of the Urban League’s John Dancy, a veritable cesspool of filth and squalor but it also “contained a number of small businesses operated by … mainly Jewish merchants. They began to stone and destroy these shops; the destruction spread until practically all the white-owned businesses in the Negro section had been attacked.”22

What a six-year-old Alice McLeod could have seen or heard outside her apartment window and how her family weathered those three days can’t really be known, save the thought that hell—as it was depicted every Sunday in church, in Sunday school, and in the Bible—couldn’t be much different than what transpired a block from their home.





Chapter Two

Motor City Music

Long after services had ended, Mt. Olive’s sacred music seemed to follow Alice home and linger, never quite lifting, even when Sunday night turned into Monday morning. It wasn’t just that she heard these hymns as they were played on organ in the parish and felt them resonate inside her chest, but how the senior choir delivered that powerful message of God. Even during church services, she could always discern her mother’s beautiful alto, soaring above the chorus.

Ann was fond of religious singing, humming as she did chores, her voice carrying from the kitchen or in the other room. She was emulating the role model she had in her own mother. During the week, Ann might not only lead the choir in rehearsal but also accompany them on piano. According to Franya Berkman, the McLeods’ neighborhood church featured a standard repertoire for that era: from spirituals that stretched back to the slavery days to eighteenth-century Calvinist hymns to the songs that arose out of the Second Great Awakening, a Protestant religious revival that swept the United States starting in 1850.1

And much like the way that their faith was founded on the Holy Bible and the stories from both the Old and New Testaments, the music of Mt. Olive Baptist Church was deeply rooted in two key hymnals. There was former slave Richard Allen and his 1818 collection, The African Methodist Pocket Hymn Book, which was modeled on The Methodist Pocket Hymn Book and contained 314 hymns. And then there was Gospel Hymns and Sacred Songs, first compiled by Dwight Lyman Moody and Ira David Sankey in 1875.

Mt. Olive Baptist Church featured several choirs, common during an era when the Black church and its stirring sound echoed through Detroit. As in other Baptist and Methodist parishes, they featured different choirs singing different repertoires. There was a senior choir, which Ann was a key member of, which would sing the hymns from the European-American tradition, while the gospel choir featured a slightly more updated songbook more closely aligned with what could be heard in Pentecostal and the little Church of God in Christ storefront churches scattered around Paradise Valley.

There was also the youth choir. The year 1921 brought forth a new book of hymnals. Gospel Pearls was small, just 7½ by 5 inches and containing just over 160 compositions, but it became one of the most popular hymnals of the early twentieth century, presenting simple Protestant and gospel hymns (as well as patriotic fare like “The Star Spangled Banner” and “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” the latter a lifelong favorite of Alice’s) that were readily adapted by churches around the country.

While her sisters also liked to sing in the choir, Alice’s oldest brother, Ernest Farrow, stood apart in his love of music. Nine years her senior, Ernie was the oldest sibling with the most responsibilities, including keeping his younger charges out of trouble and intimidating anyone who tried to mess with them. The violence to be encountered out in Paradise Valley and Black Bottom was no joke, but Ernie could also be fun, playful, and funny, making his brothers and sisters belly laugh.

And he was dead serious about the music, whether it was coming from the church or down the street. The tall, lanky Ernie loved music down to the core of his being and had found the instrument to match his large frame, the bass violin. He studied music at school and was intent on mastering its deep, bellowing resonance. He dragged his bass violin everywhere with him; he was also intent on keeping up its appearance so that the thick strings were always in tune and the wood gleamed. It had to look sharp. And when he heard jazz, he took up the alto saxophone and began to learn how that worked as well.

Some days, Alice could hear a mellifluous sound of piano emanating from somewhere in their tenement building. It was like the music of Sunday services but with a moving sense of freedom to it. While the hymns in church would hover in place and repeat each chorus, this was a piano music that seemed to blossom and grow, expanding and revealing new melodies until it reached a thrilling finale. If the hymns of Mt. Olive were a pond, then this cascading sound was a river flowing toward the ocean.

By age seven, Alice knew that she wanted to play piano just like her mother and study music just like her older brother (now almost sixteen years old and keenly focused on alto sax), and she knew just who to ask for lessons. One day, she mustered up the courage to knock on her neighbor and fellow parishioner Hellen Philpot’s door and asked for his wife, Ruby Philpot. Touched by the request, the forty-year-old Mrs. Philpot explained that while she did play piano, she had never given—much less offered—piano lessons before.

“I was hesitant to say that I would like for her to teach me,” Alice said. “But I approached her, and she obliged, and it was great, starting out with little scales and simplistic solos.” Every Saturday, Alice would knock on their door and continue her lessons with Mrs. Philpot.2

Alice proved to be an apt piano student and a quick study. Soon after, she had mastered her scales and sight reading so that Mt. Olive’s congregation agreed to sponsor her for a year of study at a nearby community music school. But there was still the matter of the McLeods not having the necessary funds to purchase a piano for their own home. When she couldn’t practice with Mrs. Philpot or at the church, Alice would resort to pressing her fingers on the kitchen table, imagining what that sound might be.

Ernie’s longtime girlfriend, Terry Pollard, was a young pianist who also lived in the neighborhood. Six years older than Alice, she was as devout in her study of her instrument as Ernie was with his and no doubt saw in the young McLeod not only a little sister but a kindred musical spirit. Seeing how intent Alice was with her piano practice in the first year delighted her, so when Pollard upgraded the piano in her own home, she gifted her old upright piano to the McLeod family.

From that point on, Alice really was at the piano every single day. When she would come home from a long day of study at Trowbridge, she would immediately head to that upright. She thrilled at how the ivory keys would respond to her every touch. There was a joy in how her eyes and hands could move together, translating the black dots on the sheet music into pure notes. These notes would sound and she could just imagine the Mt. Olive choir lifting the melody and spiritual message even higher. Shankari Adams recounted Alice’s level of dedication:

One day when her sister, Margaret, reminded her to first hang up her coat, Alice said most seriously, “I cannot do that now, because I have to practice.” Each day, while neighborhood children played outdoors, they could hear Alice methodically practicing the scales, finger exercises, and basic melodies, as she prepared for her Saturday morning piano lessons.3

That year with Mrs. Philpot instilled the tenets of classical music in Alice as she learned to read sheet music and understand the concepts of melody and harmony. And the scholarship for private lessons that Alice received from Mt. Olive soon bore fruit. By the time she was nine, Alice began to play for the Sunday school. And she found herself in a prominent new role at the church, leading the Young People’s Choir. In a short span of time, her acumen at the keys led to new responsibilities every Sunday:

Her increased keyboard dexterity enabled her to serve as pianist and organist for the Mount Olive Baptist Church. There she accompanied the senior choir, the pastor’s chorus, and general, congregational services. Alice also played for numerous other churches in the Detroit area, for weddings, funerals, and religious programs. The awe-inspiring tone and grace of her organ playing produced powerful divine sounds of praise and evoked feelings of glorification to God.4

Looking back on that time in her childhood, she recalled with fondness playing for the church’s three choirs:

For the young people, there were all the written musical pieces that I would play for them to sing. There wasn’t as much rhythmical involvement there. Senior Choir was very nice, sort of strict, leaning toward the European anthems; a number of them were beautiful hymns from the hymn book. There was not a great deal of additional work needed other than being able to read … but when you are playing in the Pastor’s chorus, you have to play in a different kind of way. The Pastor’s chorus sounds like gospel. You have the gospel songs, from a book called Gospel Pearls, if you can find it. Beautiful songs.5

She considered her musical education at Mt. Olive Baptist Church to be “a gradation or graduation of sorts” giving her a solid foundation for a life of music ahead. In the gospel portion of Sunday service, the songs—while seemingly simple—are constructed so that the call-and-response builds and builds, the emotional intensity ratcheting up as pastor and the assembled reach the point of catharsis and sweet, God-affirming release. And Alice’s piano and organ helped to lift everyone in the pews up to that particular vibratory state and keep them aloft for as long as possible. As Berkman noted:

Elements of musical performance such as dramatic shifts in timbre and register, highly syncopated rhythm, and flexible improvisational structures are tailored to the emotional peaks of the ritual and support this purpose of spiritual transformation. In retrospect, one can see how these musical skills came to serve Alice in a variety of improvisational contexts outside the church. In a very practical sense, her church training provided her with many of the requisite skill for life as a professional jazz musician: she was required to sight read, arrange spontaneously from a lead sheet, and listen and respond intently.6

The church wasn’t the only place where music was happening. “The blues emanated from every keyhole and peephole on Hastings,” Boyd said.7 At the street level in Paradise Valley, it seemed like the blues radiated from just about every barbershop, major intersection, open (or shuttered) door, theater, church, sewer grate, and alleyway in Detroit. The post-riot cleanup wasn’t even finished (or much begun) and already that music was back on the street, the blues like the mosses and lichens that grow back first in the wake of a forest fire. Walk with a certain gait up and down the streets and the bricks and cement seemed to just quiver with the sound. Berry Gordy reminisced that “at night Hastings lit up like a Christmas tree. You could always hear shouting Blues songs blasting out of the bars, and exciting women standing out front with nothing to do. I liked it.”8

He wasn’t the only one. Who knows if finger-picking guitarist Arthur “Blind” Blake was actually from Detroit or just passing through. But he certainly shouted out Paradise Valley, first 169 Brady Street (“wonder what is on Brady / must be something then very marvelous, mmm-mmm”) and then Hastings on a 1920s nimble Piedmont-style blues titled “Hastings Street.”

And a young sharecropper reared on religious fare down in Tutwiler, Mississippi, also fell under Hastings Street’s spell as soon as he arrived in 1943. When John Lee Hooker wasn’t working by day at the Ford Motor Company, he was taking in the sound of the boogie-woogie piano blaring out of every establishment on Hastings, especially the Henry Swing Club. A few years later, he would pay tribute to that raucous, roiling sound (by then already on the decline because of deteriorating conditions) when he plugged in an electric guitar—thumbing his bass strings so as to replicate that undeniable urban churn—to cut a shellac 78 titled “Boogie Chillen.”

Foundational as John Lee Hooker would be for the blues in the decades ahead, the postwar electric blues of Detroit had nothing on its jazz scene. With its large middle-class Black families and plenty of paying jobs, there was a huge and sophisticated audience to be had, and the economic ecosystem feeding into the scene made it one of the most formidable outside of the major coastal cities. In the wake of the Great Depression, Detroit had rebounded in a major way, thanks in no small part to the automobile industry becoming America’s arsenal during the war.

The grand ballrooms of yore were no longer viable (and no longer hip), but when night fell in Paradise Valley, one could duck into any number of black-and-tan nightclubs (emulating the kind of mixed-race venues that could be found in Harlem) and feel—for an evening at least—that the color line had been erased. Whites patronized and mingled at Black-owned clubs like the Flame Show Bar and Club Harlem, catching popular singers of the day like Ella Fitzgerald, Pearl Bailey, or the Ink Spots. Duke Ellington was booked to inaugurate the Paradise Theater when it opened in 1941, followed by the likes of Louis Armstrong, Dizzy Gillespie, and Billie Holiday. Local jazz orchestras and traveling bands might pull in to make the crowds dance at venues like the Plantation and the Chocolate Bar. That
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