Portrait with Jerry Wexler. (David Gahr)
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Rick Hall had little idea who Arctha Franklin was, but he knew from Wexler's
enthusiasm and from the excitement in his voice that this was going to ke “the
ultimate trip,” Wexler had arranged for Chips Moman and Tommy Cogbill to
come in from Memphis and join Rick’s standard rhythm section of Jimmy
Johnson (thythm guitar), Spooner Oldham (keyboards}, and Roger Hawkins
{drums), buc he had left it to Hall to put together a horn section—rwhether the
Memphis Horns or a Bowlegs Miller group or Willic Mitchell’s unie it didn’t
much matter. Dan Penn, already over at American in Memphis with Chips,
wouldn’t have missed this session for the world. It was not just that he and Chips
had already sketched out a song that they hoped wonld be used; “1 knew about
Aretha way before she got there. Rick contacted me about the session, but he
didn’t know who in hell was coming in. I said, “Who you got?' He said, *Arctha
Franklin.’ I said, ‘Boy, you better get your damn shoes on. You getting someone
who can sing.” Even the Memphis guys didn't really know who in the hell she
was, 1 said, ‘Man, this woman gonna knock you out.” They're all going, “Big
deal!” When she come in there and sit down at the piano and hit that first chord,
everybody was just like litele bees just buzzing around the queen. You could
tell by the way she hit the piano the gig was up. It was, “Let’s get down to serious
business.” That first chord she hit was nothing we’d been demoing, and nothing
none of them cats in Memphis had been, cither. We'd just been dumb-dumb
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playing, but this was the real thing. Thac's the prettiest session pichrc [can ever
remember. If I'd had a camera, I'd have a great film of that session, because 1
can still sec it in my mind's eye, just how 1t was—Spooner on the organ, Mon.mu
playing guitar, Aretha at the piano—it was beautiful, better than any session
I've ever seen, and I scen a bunch of 'em.”

Spooner Oldham, the weedy keyboard player who is knotwn for never
playing the same licks ewice and who is ordinarily the most reticent of men,
speaks in similar superlatives. “1 was hired to play kcyboards._ She was gonna
stand up in front of the microphone and sing. She was showing us this song
she had brought down there with her, she hit thac magic chord whcr} \«Yexler
was going up the little steps to the control room, and I just stopped. [ said, Now,
look, I'm not trying to cop out or nothing. I know I was hired to play piano,
but [ wish you'd let her play that thing, and I could get on otgan and clectflc.
And that’s the way it was. It was a good, honest move, and one of the best things
I ever donc—and 1 didn’t do nothing.”

That, according to Dan Penn, was when Spooner invented “the thr.cc—
fingered dumb hum" on his Hammond spinct. The song that they were working
on was a song that Aretha had come in with, “I Never Loved a Man (The Way
I Love You),” by an cceentric Detroit songwriter named Ronnie Shannon. All
that she had was a demo of Shannon singing and playing piano, without any
discernible meter or melody. Aretha apparently was the only one in the room
who could find what she was looking for in the song, because, according to
Spooner, “there wasn’t anybody around, including myself, that could p]a}'.it.
It took some real thoughe. Eventually I came up with a little clectric piano riff.
Chips recognized that was it. He said, ‘He's got ir, he’s got it!” And from there
it sort of cohered in a couple of takes.” '

While the rhythm scction struggled with the melody the homn section, led
by Charlic Chalmers on tenor, with Ed Logan on bari, Ken Laxton on rrumpet,
and David Hood on trombone (“It was the most fucked-up hom section you
cver heard,” says Jimmy Johnson. “They didn’t even use Hood's part, _but the
horns Rick was supposed to get were booked.”) was putting together its own
off-the-cuff arrangement in Rick’s office across the hall. Chalmers wrote out the
chords, they played their little riffs and came back in the studio to lay down
their track. By midafternoon the song was complete, one of the most momen-
tous takes in the history of rhythm and blues, in fact in the history of American
vernacular music.

From Spooner’s delicate opening on clectric piano and the sharp crack of
the drums to the thudding, ominous counterpoint of the bass, and, eventually,
Arctha’s swelling, hammering gospel entrance on piano, the song was a master-
piece of construction and feel, employing the most subtle dynamics to suggest
sheer unrestrained enthusiasm, pitting a vocal of uncompromising purity and
transcendence against a lyric that declared, “You're no good, heartbreaker,/
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You're a liar and you're a cheat/I don’t know why I let you do these things
to me.” “I took her to church,” Jerry Wexler later declared, “sat her down at
the piano, and let her be herself.” This is probably as good an explanation a5
any for a moment that defies explanation (Aretha hit the “magic chord,”
remembcr), for it was as if here Arctha had at last cast off the confining stays
of her long apprenticeship and was once and for all rcady to give herself over
to the unbridled secular ecstasy of her music; she had absorbed all the lessons
that soul music had to teach her and now prepared to transcend them. “There’s
only a few geniuses around,” Jerry Wexler continued, “you know, like Ray
Charles—who can just come in the studio and lay down the song and every-
thing’s implicit; the musicians just color it in.” Aretha was one of the few, and
in that onc uncqualed moment at Muscle Shoals she took soul music to a place
that no onc clse could go.
Everyonc must have fele giddy. There was no question in anyone’s mind
ey had done it. Jerry Wexler knew that Aretha was going to deliver on
isc, and cven Arctha must have sensed that she had at last achicved a
that was hers, and hers alone, if only for 2 moment. Aretha’s hushand,
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sheet. She couldn’t seem to get it, but she kept and the more she tried,
further she got from the song. “Well, now it's g8§ging awkward,” recalls
Penn, “because here's this very talented woman out i
etbox. So they did the same thing they always did in
me out there singing. They'd always send me out there to
know, ‘Go on out there and stir ’em up, Penn.” "Cause I wo
and squcal, and they'd say, ‘Aw, shit, I can bear thar” But
‘Wanted to do was to get a track. So 1 sung, and we put down the a:
3 You ever heard in God's world: it had one little organ hum and
ttle ticky ticking of bass or something and me squealing, and it sound
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