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The Destruction and Creation of Michael Jackson





Mike will forever be, as almost all the girls say, “so cute.”

Ben Fong-Torres, Rolling Stone, April 29, 1971


He is an innocent man who does not intend to have his career and his life destroyed by rumors and innuendo.


Johnnie Cochran Jr., quoted in the Los Angeles Times, January 26, 1994


I don’t think Michael Jackson obsesses most of the American people anymore. He is, to a certain extent, yesterday’s news.

Jeffrey Toobin, senior legal analyst for CNN, January 16, 2004


Michael Jackson’s death was much like his life—a circus of rabid fans, family, opportunists and media members, who were in a frenzy Thursday trying to confirm yet another rumor about one of the strangest and most high-flying celebrity lives on record.

Pat Saperstein, Variety, June 25, 2009
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Destruction and Creation: TimeLine




Michael Jackson, born Gary, Indiana, August 29, 1958; died Los Angeles, California, June 25, 2009



destructive impact



creative surge



milestone event in the black experience



lawsuit brought by wade robson and james safechuck



publishing deals




2022


february  MJ: The Musical opens on Broadway; Variety’s reporter is removed for asking questions about sex abuse.






2021



december Investigation into the murder of Emmett Till is closed by US Justice Department unresolved; the case had been reopened in 2018. (See 1955)


may A longrunning dispute concludes when an LA judge declares MJ’s assets at the time of his death were worth $111 million; in 2013 IRS audited the estate and estimated assets at $482 million, leading to a $700 million tax bill. Also in dispute were his music publishing assets (including his 50 percent stake in Sony/ATV); IRS estimated these at $320 million, but the ruling reduces the figure to $107 million at the time of death.


april An LA judge rules that Wade Robson, now thirty-eight, can’t sue Jackson’s businesses over the childhood sexual abuse he allegedly suffered; same judge ruled against James Safechuck on similar grounds in November 2020. law






2020


december US appeals court rules MJ’s estate can take action against HBO over Leaving Neverland and allegations he sexually abused two boys; the estate sues the network for $100 million, arguing the documentary violated a non-disparagement clause in a 27-year-old contract (see 1992).






december Neverland, MJ’s amusement park-themed property in Los Olivos, near Santa Barbara is sold for $22 million (£16 million) after being on the market for five years; its initial asking price was $100 million, suggesting the premium usually associated with property belonging to a beloved celebrity wasn’t a factor; Forbes values the estate at $28 million.


november 
Forbes calculates MJ has more posthumous earnings than any other dead entertainer, with $48 million from his music, publishing ,and other interests in the previous twelve months; he is the highest earner every year since his death in 2009, with about 70 percent of his income coming from music publishing (see 2016, 2015, 2012, 1995, 1980); Britain’s Sun newspaper reports MJ has generated $2 billion/£1.5 billion since his death.


november A Los Angeles court dismisses a claim by James Safechuck that MJ’s companies, MJJ Productions and MJJ Ventures, had a fiduciary duty to him as a child working for the pop star; Safechuck’s lawsuit alleges that Jackson abused him hundreds of times in the late 1980s and early 1990s, and claims that “the thinly-veiled, covert second purpose of (MJ’s) businesses was to operate as a child sexual abuse operation, designed to locate, attract, lure and seduce child sexual abuse victims.” law



september MJ’s cousin auctions an IV drip she retrieved from his bedroom shortly after his death.


may California appeals court overturns 2017 jury verdict awarding Quincy Jones $9.4 million in royalties and fees from the Michael Jackson estate over the use of material in the concert film Michael Jackson’s This Is It and two Cirque du Soleil shows.


january A California law comes into effect that allows victims of childhood sexual abuse until the age of forty to file civil law suits, making them able to sue third parties, who either knew, or should have known, that abuse was happening, or failed to take reasonable steps to prevent the abuse; it also extends the statute of limitations. This overrules a 2017 ruling that denied James Safechuck and Wade Robson the right to sue. law




2019


march Radio stations around the world, including in New Zealand and Canada, begin to ban MJ’s songs.


february Jackson estate sues HBO, claiming that, in 1992, the network agreed to air an MJ concert and that the contract included a non-disparagement clause; HBO screens Leaving Neverland on March 3 and 4.


january
 Leaving Neverland debuts at Sundance Film Festival, later airs on HBO and Channel 4. destructive impact






2018


july Quincy Jones is awarded $9.4 million in royalties and production fees from the Jackson estate after a four-year legal case; Jones sought $30 million; trial centers on definitions of terms in the two contracts Jackson and Jones signed in 1978 and 1985; the verdict is overturned in 2020.

june Joe Jackson (b. 1928) dies from pancreatic cancer, age eighty-nine.






2017


january British broadcaster Sky pulls episode of its Urban Myths drama series, in which white actor Joseph Fiennes played MJ, after complaints from the Jackson family; the episode focuses on a purported road trip of MJ, Elizabeth Taylor, and Marlon Brando (see 2001).


december A California judge dismisses a lawsuit brought by Wade Robson, now thirty-five, who sought to sue two MJ-owned corporations; the judge finds that the corporations are not liable for Robson’s exposure to MJ but does not rule on the credibility of Robson’s accusations (see March 2021).





2016


march Sony strikes a $750 million deal with Jackson’s estate to acquire the 50 percent stake it does not own in Sony/ATV, the music publishing group (see 1995; 1985). pub





2015



october Sony triggers the buy-sell process with the Jackson estate that allows it to buy out MJ’s stake in 750,000-song Sony/ATV catalog that now includes Adele, Taylor Swift, and Lady Gaga. pub





2014

november James Safechuck sues, alleging MJ abused him on over 100 occasions between 1988 and 1992, after the pair met when Safechuck appeared in a Pepsi commercial (see 1986). law



2013

may Wade Robson takes legal action against the Jackson estate, alleging that Michael Jackson molested him over a seven-year period between the ages of seven and fourteen; this starts a law suit that continues till March 2021.law



august Internal Revenue Service (IRS) states MJ’s estate owes $702 million in federal taxes, plus penalties, based on its evaluation of his assets at the time of his death; this initiates a dispute that will continue until 2021.



2012

august Sony/ATV Music Publishing agree to administer the Mijac Music catalog, though Mijac is still owned by the Jackson estate; John Branca reports MJ’s total posthumous sales have now exceeded 40 million albums. pub




june Group led by Sony/ATV and the Jackson estate (among others) complete a $2.2 billion deal for the purchase of EMI Music Publishing. pub





march 100 North Carolwood Drive, Beverly Hills, LA, the home where MJ died, is listed on the market for $23.9 million.



2011

november California jury finds Dr. Conrad Murray guilty of involuntary manslaughter of MJ.



2010

august Katherine Jackson files for divorce after sixty years of marriage; she and husband Joe have been estranged for two years; it is the second time she has filed (see 1973).


june 
Billboard estimates that MJ’s estate has generated more than $1 billion in revenues in the year after his death from various sources including the sale of 33 million albums globally, 26.5 million track downloads, merchandising, and income from the concert film, This Is It.




2009

december 
Thriller is named by the US Library of Congress’ National Film Registry as one of twenty-five “culturally, historically or aesthetically significant” films to be preserved for all time; among the other films selected are Dog Day Afternoon (1975), Once Upon a Time in the West (1968), and The Incredible Shrinking Man (1957).


july Footage of MJ’s accident while shooting Pepsi ad in 1984 is released.


july Public memorial for MJ held at LA’s Staples Center.


july 422,000 copies of MJ’s albums sold in United States in the first week after his death (forty times previous week’s total).


june Katherine is granted temporary custody of MJ’s children.


june 25 MJ dies, age fifty.


march MJ announces series of concerts at London’s O2 Arena.


march Debbie Rowe reveals, “I offered him [MJ] my womb.”



2008

november MJ settles a dispute with Sheikh Abdullah bin Hamad al-Khalifa, son of the king of Bahrain, out of court (see 2005).


november Reports that MJ converts to Islam and changes name to Mikaeel.



2006

december James Brown dies, aged seventy-three.



march Johnny Jackson, who played drums with the Jackson 5 in the mid-1960s, is stabbed to death in a house in Gary; he is aged fifty-four.



2005

august Hurricane Katrina leaves New Orleans devastated; African Americans comprise 67 percent of the city’s population; there are over 1,800 fatalities.


july MJ and his children travel to Bahrain as guests of the royal family following the acquittal; they stay here for several months.


june MJ is acquitted of all charges.


february MJ stands trial; jury is told he abused a thirteen-year-old boy, exposing him to “strange sexual behavior” during visits to his Neverland ranch; witnesses for the defense include Wade Robson (who says MJ did not molest him—see 2017, 2021) and Macaulay Culkin. destructive impact




2004

february Janet Jackson has a “wardrobe malfunction” during the Super Bowl halftime show in Houston, Texas.


march-april A nineteen-member grand jury convenes to hear evidence to MJ’s case; grand jury indicts MJ on April 21 but charges not made public.



2003

december The Nation of Islam restrict access to MJ and make decisions for him related to the media, his business affairs and legal strategy, according to the New York Times (December 30).


december MJ is formally charged with committing lewd and lascivious acts with a child under the age of fourteen.


november 20 MJ is booked and released on $3 million bond; authorities state he will be charged with “multiple counts of lewd and lascivious acts with a child under the age of 14.”


november 18 Police raid Neverland; MJ is not present.


june Lee Myung-ho, a Korean lawyer, reaches an out-of-court settlement with MJ after filing a $12 million civil suit; Lee claims in the lawsuit that MJ is on the brink of bankruptcy; if the case had gone to trial, it threatened to cause embarrassment to the now-reclusive MJ.


april Michael Jordan retires for the third and final time.


february 
Living with Michael Jackson, a documentary fronted by the British journalist Martin Bashir, includes footage of MJ discussing regularly having sleepovers with children, including Gavin Arvizo. New York Times describes MJ as “creepy, but almost touching in his delusional naïveté.” destructive impact



february MJ fires his attorney John Branca after ten years.




2002

november MJ dangles his third son, nine-month-old Prince Michael II (Blanket), from a Berlin hotel balcony. Chicago Tribune (November 27) records, “That Michael Jackson has become increasingly paranoid and out of touch with reality is not news. Besides, his strangeness is so familiar we hardly notice.” destructive impact



july MJ accuses Sony and recording industry of neglecting black artists and singles out Tommy Mottola for particular criticism; Al Sharpton accompanies him at a media conference to publicize his criticism.


february Prince Michael Jackson II, aka Blanket, is born; his mother is not known.



2001

october 
Invincible is released; “Jackson has enlisted enough co-writers to fill a city bus, but they haven’t helped him recapture the vitality and command that made the highlights of his work with Quincy Jones,” reports the LA Times.



september Improbable story circulates about MJ, Elizabeth Taylor, and Marlon Brando in a road trip in aftermath of 9/11.


march MJ speaks at the Oxford Union.



2000

august MJ meets Gavin Arvizo, a ten-year-old boy with cancer.



1999

february Amadou Diallo is shot and killed by four NYPD officers. milestone




1998

april Paris Jackson, MJ’s daughter is born.




1997

may 
Blood on the Dance Floor: HIStory in the Mix is mainly a remix album but with five new tracks.


february Michael Joseph “Prince” Jackson Jr. is born.




1996

november MJ marries Debbie Rowe in Australia.


july MJ performs at the fiftieth birthday party of the Sultan of Brunei (on the northwestern coast of Borneo); 60,000 people watch the concert, for which MJ is paid a reported $17 million.


january Lisa Marie Presley divorces MJ.





1995

november Diana’s interview with Martin Bashir draws almost 23 million viewers in the UK; her marriage to Charles is in ruins and she says, “There were three of us in this marriage,” in reference to the Duchess of Cornwall (then Camilla Parker Bowles); the interview is a catalyst for divorce proceedings. The interview opens doors for Bashir, who goes on to interview MJ in 2003, but who is, in 2020, accused of having used fraudulent means to secure the Diana interview.


october Million Man March is a procession of hundreds of thousands of African American men to Washington, DC, in an attempt to put black issues back on the government agenda. milestone



june 14 Lisa Marie Presley and MJ appear on ABC News’ Primetime Live; 60 million viewers watch.


june 20 
HIStory: Past, Present and Future, Book I is released; LA Times reports, “The skin-deep lyrics themselves may not take us too far into his [MJ’s] thinking, but the downbeat tone does.”


may “Scream,” a duet with January, angrily addresses media coverage of sexual abuse allegations against MJ.


march ATV Music Publishing, controlled by MJ, merges with Sony’s music publishing arm to form Sony/ATV. pub





1994

september After two grand juries fail to indict and Jordan Chandler tells authorities he will not testify in court, LA and Santa Barbara district attorneys end their investigation.


may MJ marries Lisa Marie Presley.


january 25 MJ settles contested sexual abuse allegation out of court; lawyer Johnnie Cochran Jr. says, “The resolution of this case is in no way an admission of guilt by Michael Jackson.”


january 24 LA county district attorney’s office announces it will not bring extortion charges against Evan Chandler.




1993

december MJ states on video: “I am not guilty of these allegations, but if I am guilty of anything it is of giving all that I have to give to help children all over the world.”


november
 Dangerous tour is aborted.


september 14 Lawsuit from the Chandler family alleges sexual abuse by Jackson and seeks $30 million.


september 16 Janet appears shirtless on front cover of Rolling Stone.




august 27 Los Angeles Times publishes story headlined: police say seized tapes do not incriminate jackson.



august 24 Anthony Pellicano, MJ’s pi, states, “A demand for $20 million was made and presented. It was flatly and consistently refused.”


august 17 LAPD investigation begins after Jordan Chandler accusations; Jackson had met the twelve-year-old boy the previous year. destructive impact



august Teenagers Brett Barnes and Wade Robson hold a press conference stating that they shared a bed with Jackson on many occasions, but nothing sexual had happened.


july An unnamed boy tells a therapist and then social workers that MJ had abused him over a four-month period.


may 
National Enquirer runs story headlined: michael jackson’s secret family—a millionaire’s wife and her two kids; this prompts suspicions of untowardness. destructive impact



february Michael reveals to Oprah on tv he had been abused by his father and that he has a vitiligo, a skin condition; it is the most-watched television interview in history with a global audience of 90 million.




1992

october 
Dangerous tour concert in Bucharest, Romania, is broadcast on HBO; the contract for this contains a clause which becomes a source of legal contention in 2020 when the Jackson estate sues the media company for $100 million (see December 2020).


may MJ meets twelve-year-old Jordan Chandler; he later becomes friends with the boy.


april Riots sparked by acquittal of LAPD officers charged with beating Rodney King.




1991

november 
Dangerous is released; LA Times calls it “Relatively tame, and wildly unfocused.”


october Elizabeth Taylor marries Larry Fortensky at a lavish ceremony at Neverland.


march Rodney King is arrested and severely beaten by LAPD officers. milestone



february LaToya’s book Growing Up in the Jackson Family is published.




1989

november Sammy Davis Jr.’s sixtieth birthday celebration; MJ sings an unreleased co-composition in tribute.


september Janet’s Rhythm Nation 1814 is released.



april Central Park Jogger case; four black and one Latino men charged and imprisoned; their convictions are vacated in 2002. milestone



february MJ fires his manager Frank Dileo after five years.




1988

june Berry Gordy sells Motown to MCA Records for $61 million.


february MJ’s book, Moonwalk, is published.


january CBS sells its recording division to the Sony; it is renamed Sony Music Entertainment in 1991.




1987

december MJ buys 2,700-acre Sycamore Valley Ranch, in Los Olivos, California (about 30 miles from Santa Barbara), and builds a home, complete with its own amusement park rides; he names it Neverland (it is eventually sold in 2020).


august 
Bad, MJ’s seventh studio album, is released nearly five years after his previous studio album; it sells 35 million copies. creative surge





1986

december Jackson meets ten-year-old James Safechuck onset of a Pepsi commercial; Safechuck becomes a frequent traveling companion of Jackson’s, sometimes accompanying him on tour. See May 2014.


june MJ agrees to make three commercial videos for Pepsi for $15 million; contract stipulates that he will not, in the two commercials he appears in, be seen clasping a can of Pepsi (he drinks only fruit juice and Evian).


september MJ is reported to claim, “I can tell the press anything about me and they’ll buy it”;


National Enquirer publishes story headlined “Michael Jackson’s Secret Plan to Live to 150” with picture of MJ in a hyperbaric (oxygen) chamber.


september 
Captain EO, the 3D sci-fi film, opens at Walt Disney World.


september 
The Oprah Winfrey Show launches; it runs until 2011.


february Janet’s Control is released.




1985

october MJ acquires ATV Music Publishing for $41.5 million; attorney John Branca is instrumental in the deal. pub



september Oprah Winfrey’s talk show changes its name to The Oprah Winfrey Show.



march “We Are the World,” written by MJ and Lionel Richie and sung by several artists known collectively as US For Africa, is released as a single, with all royalties going to charities.





1984

december Bernard Goetz shoots four black teenagers he believed were menacing him on a New York subway, leaving one paralyzed; Goetz becomes a folk hero, “the Subway Vigilante”; he is convicted of carrying an unlicensed firearm and serves eight months of a one-year sentence.


december 
Beverly Hills Cop, with Eddie Murphy, is released.

July Victory album; Don King promotes tour to accompany album; PepsiCo sponsors tour in deal reputed to be the biggest deal of its kind ($6 million); MJ announces he will not tour with band again after tour.


september MJ releases press statement denying he uses hormones or has had plastic surgery and will sue publications that spread false rumors; in the same release, he confirms “I love children . . . I would like to continue to keep their respect.”


september 
The Cosby Show starts on NBC; it will run until April 1992.


september Michael Jordan signs for Chicago Bulls.


may Prince’s “When Doves Cry” is released.


january MJ burnt in accident while shooting Pepsi ad.


january Oprah Winfrey starts presenting A.M. Chicago, a morning talk show airing on WLS-TV.



1983



january David Bowie points out, “There are so few artists featured on it [MTV]. Why is that?”


december 
Michael Jackson’s Thriller, the John Landis-directed video, is premiered. creative surge



november MJ and brothers sign $5 million deal with PepsiCo that shatters record for celebrity endorsement deals. creative surge



october 
Say, Say, Say video is released; it is one of several collaborative efforts with MJ and Paul McCartney (there are several mixes, including a seven-minute vinyl reissue in 2015).


may nbc broadcast Motown 25: Yesterday, Today, Forever, a concert featuring MJ’s performance of “Billie Jean,” in which he moonwalked on stage.


march “Billie Jean” and “Beat It” are shown on MTV; Guardian calls this the start of “the Jackson era” and it lasts roughly till 1989. creative surge



february Epic releases “Billie Jean.”




1982

november 
Thriller, MJ’s sixth studio album, is released; the accompanying video is screened over a year later.





1981

august MTV launches; the cable tv network features 24-hour music videos.

July Triumph tour of North America starts.




1980

october 
Triumph, the Jacksons’ fourteenth studio album, is released; BBC will later describe it as, “the second of the trio of albums that marked Michael’s all-conquering phase.”

MJ starts his personal publishing company, Mijac Music (by 2010 Billboard estimates the value of Mijac has risen to $150 million). pub



1979Possbly September
 Michael dismisses father Joe as his manager.


august MJ’s first solo album for Epic is released; “A triumph for producer Quincy Jones as well as for Michael Jackson, Off the Wall represents discofied post-Motown glamour at its classiest,” concludes Rolling Stone; it includes “Girlfriend,” written by Paul McCartney. creative surge



july “Disco Sucks” campaign reaches culmination at Chicago’s Comiskey Park where 48,000 gather to smash disco records; the campaign, ostensibly against disco music, has racist and homophobic undertones; the episode is known as Disco Demolition.

MJ has first surgery on his nose after an accident.


january 
Destiny world tour starts.




1978

december 
Destiny album revives the Jacksons’ sagging musical career.


december Recording begins for Off the Wall.



october
 The Wiz, a reimagining of The Wizard Of Oz with Diana Ross as Dorothy and MJ as the Scarecrow is released; music for the film is composed by Quincy Jones, who goes on to work with Jackson on a three-album run: Off the Wall, Thriller and Bad. Jones signs first of two contracts (another in 1985), which become the subject of a legal contest (see 2017; 2020).


june Affirmative action is affirmed after case of Regents of the University of California v. Bakke. 
milestone





1977

august Elvis Presley dies; his daughter Lisa Marie is nine.


july MJ goes to New York to play in The Wiz.






1976

november 
The Jacksons is the first album for CBS/Epic under the name “The Jacksons.”




1975

july Jackson 5 announces the intention to leave Motown and move to CBS’s Epic Records (later owned by Sony); “We left Motown because we look forward to selling a lot of albums,” Tito Jackson is quoted by the New Yorker, “Motown sells a lot of singles. Epic sells a lot of albums”; “We thought it was time for us to start writing some of our own songs,” Jackie tells the FT; Jermaine remains at Motown.




1974


april Jackson 5 appear at MGM Grand Hotel, Las Vegas; Janet and LaToya make guest appearances.




1973


april Third solo album Music and Me is released.


march Katherine Jackson files for divorce but rescinds the divorce papers at the urging of her church.




1972

june/july Motown leaves Detroit and relocates to LA; releases (in March) Stevie Wonder’s Music of My Mind (first album under a new contract).


january “Got to Be There,” MJ’s first solo album, is released by Motown.




1971

october MJ launches solo career with first single “Got to Be There” (solo album of same name is released January 1972). creative surge



september
 Jackson 5ive, an animated series (Michael voiced by Donald Fullilove) starts on ABC tv and runs for twenty-three (thirty minutes) episodes until 1973.


august Second album Ben; title track is first solo number one single for MJ.


july Donny Osmond’s single “Sweet and Innocent” is released.




1970

november Average age of Jackson 5 is nearly fifteen; (MJ, ten; Marlon, thirteen; Jermaine, fifteen; Tito, seventeen; Jackie, nineteen) when band appears at NY’s Madison Square Garden; Rolling Stone reports, “The average age of the Garden crowd seemed about the same, giving rise to an identification so total that half the audience seemed dazed.”



november The Osmonds (see 1962) release “One Bad Apple,” a song originally offered to and rejected by the Jacksons; the band has four more hit singles and is marketed as a white equivalent of the Jackson 5.


october SCLC’s Operation Breadbasket protest Jackson 5 concerts in Texas because their promoter Dick Clark is white; Gordy responds, “Black, white. What the hell’s the difference as long as we all make money . . . The Jackson 5 are bigger than any race issue”; three concerts are canceled.




1969

december The band appears on the influential Ed Sullivan Show.


november First Motown single, “I Want You Back,” is released; it is the first of four consecutive singles to go to number one in charts. creative surge



july Elvis kick starts the final phase of his career with a residency in Las Vegas; over the next few years, he divorces his wife, puts on weight, and starts using tranquilizers, barbiturates, and amphetamines.


march Jackson family moves to California.




1968

august Berry Gordy signs the brothers and Diana Ross introduces the Jackson Five at a Beverly Hills club.


august James Brown releases his “Say It Loud—I’m Black and I’m Proud.” milestone



june Elvis’s “68 Comeback Special” is an hour-long NBC broadcast featuring the 33-year-old’s return from exile in Hollywood, where he’d spent years making mediocre films while the Beatles and other bands eclipsed him.


june Bobby Taylor, a Motown artist, is impressed by the Jacksons’ stage performance and recommends them to Suzanne de Passe, an assistant to Motown owner Berry Gordy.


may “Jackson Five,” as the band is billed, appear at Harlem’s Apollo Theatre on same bill as Etta James.


april Martin Luther King is assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee.


february Frankie Lymon dies.


january “Big Boy (aka I’m a Big Boy Now)” is Jackson 5’s first single release on Steeltown Records.




1967

june Otis Redding’s appearance at the Monterey Pop Festival, California, is seen as a symbolic crossover moment when a black artist who was popular with African Americans, played to a nearly all-white audience of 200,000 (over 3 days); Redding dies 6 months later.



march Aretha Franklin’s million-selling single “I Never Loved a Man (the Way I Love You)” is released.


february Jackson 5 win amateur night at the Apollo Theatre; other winners include Billie Holiday, Ella Fitzgerald, Jimi Hendrix, and the Isley Brothers.

Motown is the biggest black-owned business in the United States, with revenues of almost $30 million.




1966

Possibly June Joe Jackson forms the Jackson 5, adding Marlon and Michael to band previously called Jackson Brothers; Johnny Porter, or Johnny Jackson as he is better known, becomes drummer (he is stabbed to death in 2006); sometimes the band is advertised as the Jackson Five Plus Johnny.


may Janet Jackson is born.

“Black Power” is in popular use; Black Panthers are formed in Oakland, California.




1965

august The Voting Rights Act is passed; it aims to remove all barriers that have prevented African Americans exercising their rights to vote. milestone



march MLK leads a March of 25,000, 50 miles (80 km), from Selma, Alabama, to Montgomery; it is a landmark event in the civil rights struggle. milestone


(February) Malcolm X is shot to death. milestone





1964

december Sam Cooke is shot to death in LA in mysterious circumstances.


july “Dancing in the Streets” by Martha and the Vandellas is released by Motown.


july Civil Rights Act is passed. milestone



june Malcolm X declares, “We will get our rights by any means necessary.”


february Muhammad Ali discards his former name Cassius Clay shortly after becoming heavyweight champion of the world, and announces he is a follower of the Nation of Islam, often known as Black Muslims.

1963Joe Jackson forms the Jackson Brothers, with sons Tito, Jackie, and Jermaine and their friends Ronnie Rancifer and Milford Hite. Five-year-old Michael is allowed to watch them practice.




1962

december Alan, Wayne, Merrill, and Jay Osmond appear on tv’s Andy Williams’ Show.





1961

january Sammy Davis Jr. does not sing at US president John F. Kennedy’s inauguration despite having campaigned for JFK; later Davis’s daughter claims it was because Davis married a white woman.




1960

april Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) is formed in Raleigh, North Carolina, and starts Freedom Rides. milestone



september Ray Charles’s “Georgia on My Mind” single becomes a best seller, establishing Charles, then a predominantly gospel and country singer as a major presence in entertainment.




1959

january Tamla Records starts operations in Detroit; the name Motown is added a year later. milestone





1958

august 29 Michael Jackson born in Gary, Indiana.




1956

april Nat King Cole is attacked by whites on stage in Birmingham, Alabama. milestone



january Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers’ “Why Do Fools Fall in Love” is released.




1955

december Bus boycott in Montgomery, Mississippi, after Rosa Parks refuses to give up her seat on a segregated bus; this is an historic moment in the civil rights movement. milestone



august Emmett Till is lynched in Money, Mississippi. milestone





1954

may 
Brown vs Board of Education case legally ends racial segregation; verdict reverses the “separate but equal” that had been in force since 1896. milestone





1949

november Joe Jackson marries Katherine Scruse; he is nineteen, she seventeen.






1947

may Billie Holiday, thirty-two, is arrested for drugs possession and serves ten months in a federal prison; she is arrested, again on narcotics charges, in 1959, on her deathbed.




1946

Joe Jackson moves from Oakland, California, to East Chicago.





Proximate Deaths



2018

Joe Jackson, father, dies from cancer, aged eighty-nine.




2015

Arnold Klein, dermatologist, dies, who treated Jackson; cause of death undisclosed.



2014

Thomas Sneddon, DA who twice sought to try Jackson, dies from cancer.




2011

Elizabeth Taylor, friend and confidante, dies of congestive heart failure, aged seventy-nine.



2009

Evan Chandler, father of Jackson’s accuser, kills himself.



2006

Johnny Porter Jackson, early drummer with the Jackson band, stabbed to death.




Jackson’s Career Earnings Year by Year, 1979–2014




Forbes May 28, 2014: https://bit.ly/31qJNcH
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 No entertainer in history had ever faced a reckoning like it. The full force of it wasn’t felt until after his death. If it was payback, it was the most perverse and diabolical in history.



 


1

 
Pact with the Devil


It was a warm spring night in 1930s Mississippi and nineteen-year-old Robert Johnson sat at his table, mesmerized by the music of delta blues artist Son House. He was in a juke joint—a bar featuring music, mostly on a jukebox, but sometimes from live acts. Johnson must have been inspired by Son’s raw, unlacquered music and, when the occasion arose, picked up a guitar and started playing. He was an aspiring bluesman himself and presumably considered this an opportunity to showcase his talents. He was wrong; and the juke joint’s owner summarily relieved him of the guitar and showed him to the door.

Nothing was seen of Johnson for about a year, but, one night, he reappeared in the Magnolia state, Gibson acoustic guitar slung across his back, and wandered into an establishment. “Mind if I play?” he asked the bartender after ordering a soda (Prohibition ended in 1933, but Mississippi didn’t legalize liquor sales until 1966). “Go ahead,” said the bartender, his eyes lighting up when he noticed the peculiar seventh string on Johnson’s instrument. “What’s that for?” Johnson smiled cunningly. “You’ll find out.”

Within seconds, the crowd quieted and everyone turned to see who was bending notes in ways they’d never heard. The blend of harmonic depth and rhythmic thrust bordered on the magical. And when he sang, there was a steely center to Johnson’s wispy tonal palette. He delivered some of the most bewitching blues ever heard. Surely this wasn’t the same guy. As news got round, people began to wonder how the well-meaning but heavy-handed teenager had improved in such a short time; in fact, how could anyone improve so much in a single lifetime? Johnson had gone from being a maladroit amateur to a virtuoso in little over a year.

A story grew: it supposed that, once ejected from the juke joint a year before, Johnson, embarrassed and demoralized but not defeated, drifted aimlessly till he came to an intersection of dirt rounds. Crossroads have a special meaning to some, who believe they define a place where two worlds meet and are often populated by supernatural spirits. Here, Johnson dropped to his knees and summoned help from the dark side. And so, blues’ eerie version of the Faustian myth emerged. Johnson, it was thought, had made a deal with the devil, receiving wondrous musical gifts in exchange for his soul. He became one of the most acclaimed bluesmen of his generation, with his “Cross Road Blues,” released in 1937 by Vocalion Records, still regarded as a blues classic.

Johnson died in Greenwood, Mississippi, on August 16, 1938, the victim of poisoning by the enraged husband of a woman with whom he was having an intimate relationship. That too could have been part of his myth: other, less sensational accounts suggest he died of syphilis, or aneurism caused by drinking the illicitly distilled liquor known as moonshine. He was twenty-seven. (Greenwood is about ten miles south of Money, where, in 1955, black teenager Emmett Till was lynched after allegedly addressing a white woman as “baby.”)

There’s no comparable myth surrounding Michael Jackson. But there might well have been. Like Johnson, Jackson was a young man blessed with uncommon artistry. The source of his preternatural talent wasn’t evident: his parents had no known musical prowess, and his brothers and sisters, though adept and, in sister Janet’s case, formidable musically, occupied a level below his stratosphere. His uncanny aptitude was known well before his lifechanging encounter with producer Quincy Jones in the late 1970s, but, after, Jackson’s expressiveness became a source of amazement. For a decade or more, he was untouchable. Like Elvis and Sinatra before him and his contemporary Madonna, Jackson defined an epoch.

But there was a price to pay: as Faust surrendered his soul and Johnson his life, Jackson had his own reckoning; it was an exceptional one. No entertainer in history had ever faced a reckoning like it. The full force of it wasn’t felt until after his death. If it was payback—and don’t forget we are still in the hazy realm of myths—it was the most perverse and diabolical in history. Over a period of sixteen years before his death in 2009, Jackson faced an incessant rumbling of whispers, cryptic admonishments, and outright accusations about his sexual habits. After his death, the rumbling became crashing thunder and the incriminations, for the first time, began to stick. Some argued, in death, Jackson was unable to defend himself against the allegations of sexual impropriety. His accusers claimed personal experience of Jackson’s crimes and, of course, they went uncontested legally. There was no one else alive who could challenge the claims of sexual abuse. If Jackson had surrendered his soul to the devil, he was in hell or purgatory. This wasn’t like Johnson’s pact: it had posthumous clauses.

Jackson’s life is like a great many others. It is also unlike any other. The entertainment industry heaves with stories of child stars gifted with incredible talents, some of whom navigated a transition to adulthood relatively unscathed, while others foundered on rocks and sunk to oblivion. Jackson, at first, seemed to be one of the former. That was a deception: he was never unscathed. He was damaged pretty much from the start. In fact, if Jackson himself is to be believed, the joy and lightheartedness typically associated with childhood were largely missing from his life. “My father beat me. It was difficult to take being beaten and then going onstage,” he told Oprah Winfrey in full view of a tv audience, in 1993. Joe Jackson, his dad, “was strict; very hard and stern.” The special gifts supposedly possessed by young Jackson were not courtesy of the devil—unless, of course, you believe in a devil-in-disguise. Father Joe made his child practice relentlessly, honing his singing and dancing skills for hours at a time. His perfectionism was eventually shared by his son. Perfectionism is not a good quality: it is a refusal to accept any standard short of perfection and that can—and usually does—have unhealthy effects.

Yet, when he stepped out onstage, all audiences saw and heard was a sweet, multitalented prodigy and, later, a self-possessed young man with the world at his feet. I’m not about to try to convince you that Jackson was tortured, tormented, and afflicted by the agonies heaped on him by a fanatical father who lived vicariously through his children and, by displacing his own ambitions onto them, turned them into beasts of burden. Nor will I argue that Jackson’s headlong surge to stardom left him no space or time to mature as other kids do, leaving him as a young man without the usual coordinates most people acquire as they grow up. I won’t even argue that having every imaginable luxury is a form of deprivation (no one would believe me anyway). Jackson never wanted for any material item. He had the money to buy everything that was buyable. And, he probably assumed everything he wanted actually was buyable. But I repeat: I won’t argue this.

Jackson was an entertainer who should have been buried at least ten years before he died—under an avalanche of bad
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