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“Do you rem em ber” the first time 
you ever heard Earth, W ind & Fire? 
Do you rem em ber smiling, singing 
a lo n g , sh ak in g  y o u r rum p or 
cuddling with your loved on while 
listening to their albums? Do you 
remember the energetic rhythms, 
sultry love songs, feel-good vibes 
and lyrics that were intelligent, 
positive and uplifting?
M aurice W hite knew exactly what 
he wanted to accom plish when the 
M em phis-born , C hicago-reared  
drummer left his gig as a member o f 
renow ned ja zz  p ian ist Ram sey 
Lewis ’ quartet and session drummer 
for the fam ed C hess R ecords. 
Simply put, he wanted to form a 
b and  tha t a b o lish e d  the lines 
between musical genres. He wanted 
to be able to freely borrow from all 
styles o f  music without regard to 
convention.
A fter heading west to Los Angeles, 
M aurice coaxed his younger brother 
Verdine, then nineteen, to join him. 
Verdine was a classically trained 
bassist who previously had never 
been outside o f  Chicago. The first 
grouping initially took the name 
“The Salty  P eppers.” M aurice 
renam ed the band Earth, W ind & 
F ire , w h ich  he took  from  his 
astrological chart (he’s a Sagittarian 
-  no water). A t first, EW&F was 
loose and som ew hat unfocused. 
They even tried unsuccessfully  
using female singer in the m ix. After 
his vision w asn’t quite realized on 
tw o 1971 a lbum s for W arner 
B ro th e rs  R e c o rd s , M a u ric e  
d e m o lish e d  th e  b an d  to  its 
foundation and rebuilt the unit, 
a d d in g  a fo u r-o c ta v e  s in g e r-  
percussionist from Denver named 
P hilip  B ailey  and a drum m er- 
percussion ist-vocalist from Los 
A ngeles nam ed Ralph Johnson. 
Verdine stuck around. Good thing. 
M aurice’s charismatic tenor and 
P h il ip ’s s tra to sp h e r ic  fa lse tto  
helped chisel the b and ’s vocal 
identity. The two fit together and 
c o m p lim e n te d  on e  a n o th e r  
rem arkably well. In the studio, 
M a u ric e  f lo a te d  a th ic k e t o f  
elaborate vocal arrangements over 
a stream o f  musical rivers. Philip 
brought an innate sense o f  melody 
to their songwriting efforts.
Earth, W ind & Fire created the 
soundtrack to a pioneering black 
film, “Sweet Sweetback ’s Badassss 
Sssong,” then promptly switched to 
Columbia Records, which became 
the home for so many Earth, Wind 
& F ire’s classics. The albums “Last 
Days and Tim e,” “Head To The

E a rth , Wind & F ire
m usic . “T im es are d if fe re n t,” 
Verdine said. “M ost o f  that stuff 
was o f  its time. W e found that we 
can still put on fabulous concerts 
w ithout all the hoopla. Look, even 
Elton gave up his w ild glasses and 
outfits. KISS took o f  their m ake
up. W ait a second, check that.”
Y ear after year, tour after tour, 
concert venues w orldw ide are 
packed with fans who converge 
upon Earth, W ind & Fire shows. * 
The warm  feelings o f  love that 
perm eate the celebratory concert 
extravaganzas exude from both the 
band and the audience and have 
forged a lasting bond. VH1 and 
HBO have both aired a pair o f  
concert perform ances over the last

(Please see E a r th  W ind & F ire ’ 
page 5)

Sky” and “Open Our Eyes” 
propelled the group onto the 
radi and w ere backed with 
concert dates w herever they 
could play including clubs, 
co lleg es and th ea tres . An 
underground following began 
to amass. It was a soundtrack 
to an ill-fated film that busted 
them wide open. “T hat’s The 
W ay O f The W orld,” was a 
total s tiff  at the box office 
(twice), but it did huge business 
at record stores. Earth, Wind 
& Fire got their first #1 single 
(“Shining Star”), first Grammy 
A w ard  an d  f irs t  d o u b le  
platinum sales award. They 
were just getting started.
The huge group -  fourteen or 
more on stage at-a-time was 
o u tf it te d  in  o u tla n d ish  
costumes. In the early days, 
they w ore tights (seriously 
folks), which were replaced by 
magni ficently colored African- 
in f lu e n c e d  a ttire . F lash y  
se q u in e d , m e ta llic  and  
futuristic spacesuit numbers 
also were the regular. Earth, 
W ind & Fire was the first to 
bring the African culture into 
p ro m in e n ce  and  in to  pop  
culture. One o f  M aurice’s and 
E W & F ’s tradem ark  w as a 
handheld African thumb piano 
c a lle d  a k a lim b a , w h ich  
seasoned so m any o f  their 
recordings. Philip explained, 
“It was important to us to make 
a connection to our heritage 
and to introduce our culture to 
a wide audience.”
Then and now, Earth, W ind & 
F ire p u t on u n fo rg e tta b le  
shows. These days however, it 
is done with less pomposity 
and greater focus on the actual
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