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 Lady Adele A South Londoner with a big voice ascends to the top of the British charts. By Kara Manning
Despite a rigorous regimen of tea, warm honey, and platinum and her single “Chasing Pavements” hit No. 2 on the U.K. Robitussin syrup, nothing is easing Adele Adkins’ ominous, singles chart, 19 wasn’t released in the States until June. rheumy cough on this breezy mid-March afternoon, just hours After a hasty cigarette break outside — dire congestion be before her very first American gig, in New York City. As she sputters damned — Adele retreats to her dressing room and admits that she between songs during soundcheck, she anxiously discusses her pre- considered canceling both gigs as her malady worsened. She’s not dicament with her manager. But not a trace of the miserable head keen on facing the scrutiny of the skeptical music-industry types cold is evident as Adele rehearses the set’s opener, the wistfully who are slated to attend these two sold-out acoustic shows, prefer- drawn “Daydreamer.” Perched on a stool in an oversized, salmon- ring ordinary, ticket-buying “punters,” instead. But after learning colored knit sweater and black pants, slipper-shod feet resting that this night’s show will be populated with more civilians than on another stool, the South London teen cleanly sweeps through inscrutable industry insiders, the amiable, chatty singer has a the poignant composition in the empty gloom of Joe’s Pub, her change of heart. Plus, there’s a rumor that Justin Timberlake might voluptuous, soulfully preternatural vocals transforming a simple attend one of the shows. (“I don’t want to meet him!” she declares soundcheck into an extraordinary moment. brightly. “I’d just die and start humping his leg or something!”) It is that astonishing voice, almost too wearily wise for a woman Stepping onstage the next night, her honey-streaked brown so young, that lodged Adele firmly atop BBC’s Sound of 2008 poll hair elegantly tucked into a chignon, and her eyes deftly kohl-lined in December (heralding the most promising artists of the coming like Jean Shrimpton, circa 1965, Adele finally tackled the dreaded in- year), and vaulted her to No. 1 on the U.K. album chart when her dustry scrum, just hours after officially signing her American deal debut album, 19, dropped in January. Even though the album went with Columbia Records. She briefly apologized for being ill (“It got 
 jazziz july/august 2008 43 “I sounded American for so long because I’m not really inspired by English artists. … It wasn’t until I wrote my first song at 16 that I sounded like myself, not an Etta James rip-off.”
 worse today.”) and gingerly — but pointedly bold, clear voice to finally — and briefly — “We made her perform in the middle of — sipped a steaming mug of tea throughout shoot into the stratosphere as a necessary the room between Sir Paul McCartney and her set. Apologies, however, weren’t neces- punctuation to a thought, a phrase, or a Björk,” recalls Howe in an e-mail conversa- sary. Accompanied only by her guitarist, searing moment of pain. Midway through tion. “She said afterwards she was terri- Adele tumbled impressively through most her Joe’s Pub set, as Adele slowly pulled fied, and who wouldn’t have been! But of the songs on 19, slipping from the jazzy the microphone away from her mouth at when you watch the performance back, scat of “Crazy For You” to the bruised yet the denouement of “Chasing Pavements,” [she] had so much confidence that you ferocious confessional “Melt My Heart to bending gracefully into the last, lingering would have thought she had been doing it Stone,” a powerhouse ballad that rivals her note, a woman in the audience — yes, a for years.” U.K. hit single “Chasing Pavements” as the jaded music-industry type — gasped, “My For the record, Adele was terrified. “It’s e m o t i o n a l c e n t e r p i e c e o f t h e a l b u m . God, she doesn’t even need a mike.” my favorite TV show, and it was so scary!” Unlike fellow Etta James dis- It was that gutsy, dazzling vocal ability she exclaims. “My mum was [sitting] at ciple Christina Aguilera, Adele never that first attracted Alison Howell, series the front just bawling her eyes out. Paul strong-arms a song into submission or producer for the BBC’s influential, long- McCartney was quite lovely. I walked past indulges in hyperbolic scale-chasing, even running music program Later… with Jools him hoping I’d pluck up the courage to say though she certainly has the chops to do so. Holland. Handed a demo of two of Adele’s something, but he spoke to me. He’s like, ‘I Rather, she allows a song to build natu- songs, Howell thought her “amazing” and look forward to following your career,’ and rally, even uneasily, with smoky asides and booked her for the show in June 2007 — he gave me two kisses. I didn’t wash my intimate half-sobs, before allowing her Adele’s television debut. face for two days!” 
44 july/august 2008 jazziz Adele Laurie Blue Adkins, who turned whether she fears being shackled to fellow 20 in May and goes by first name alone pro- newcomer Duffy, Adele shrugs. “I don’t fessionally, is among the most lauded of the know. Kate gets compared to Lily [Allen], I hyper-talented bevy of young female singers get compared to Amy, and then Duffy gets who’ve emerged from the U.K. during the last lumped in with me anyway.” She laughs few years, racking up impressive record sales again. “It’s two English girls singing soul and critical acclaim. Their work ranges from music at the same time. I think we’re all the Burt Bacharach-kissed pop and jazz turns getting heard. And it’s fueled by the fact that of Adele to the sassy raps of Lily Allen. A we’re all good. And every time a new person number of them are also alumni of London’s comes along, it’s like, ‘Another girl … oh, she’s renowned BRIT School in Croydon, the U.K.’s good, actually.’” only free performing-arts school. This past Adele says she hadn’t thought of herself spring, BRIT graduate and Simon Cowell as a gifted singer before entering the BRIT protégé Leona Lewis topped Billboard’s Top School. She was born the only child of a 200 album chart with Spirit, making history single 17-year-old mother in the north London as the first solo British artist to ever debut enclave of Tottenham. When Adele was 10, at No. 1. And former students Adele, Allen, her mother, who has been a furniture maker Katie Melua, and Kate Nash have quickly and a massage therapist, moved them south become bona fide international pop stars. to the vibrant, multi-cultural neighborhood Another alumnus, the Grammy-winning of Brixton. Adele’s extended maternal family Amy Winehouse — to whom the adjective was large but not musically inclined. And “troubled” seems stubbornly affixed — has aside from playing football in Chiswick as attained mainstream, multi-platinum a scrappy little girl, with Blur frontman success, along with unceasing, lurid tabloid Damon Albarn and his bandmates, her coverage. The rehab-wary Winehouse, whose influences were limited to whatever reigned bluesy scrawl of a voice quakes with Billie on the pop charts or BBC Radio 1, like *NSYNC Holiday-scorched despair, will have a hard or her beloved Spice Girls. time making her third album until she finds While Adele sang around the house (“in her way to sobriety. And that sorry fact has the shower and the car”), the prospect of abruptly shifted the diva spotlight onto pursuing a singing career felt improbable, Adele and Welsh chanteuse Duffy, whose since her points of reference were acts like debut album Rockferry hit the States in May Destiny’s Child. “They were superstars, and after rocketing to No. 1 on the charts in the it’s kind of hard to want to be something U.K. and Europe. when you think it’ll never happen. I never Surprisingly, it’s the loquacious Adele had the strong urge, you know: ‘I want to do who brings up Winehouse, curious by this because I will get signed because I will interview’s end as to why she’s not been be a singer.’ I just thought, ‘Well, I’m gonna asked about the endless comparisons drawn do this anyway. Maybe I’ll go work in an between both singers. office job, and then go and sing to four drunk “It’s so inevitable that people ask me!” men in a pub somewhere in London.’ But it says Adele, with a brassy cackle. “Not to say never took over my life in any way.” that I’m the new Amy Winehouse, but ev- As talent-driven reality shows like Pop Idol, eryone says it.” She ponders a bit. “Well, they predecessor to The X Factor (both U.K. produc- stopped saying it in the U.K. now. Because tions), and American Idol emerged, Adele’s when [19] came out, they said, ‘Oh, you made mother, family, and friends began prodding a pop album, not a Motown album.’ But her to audition for TV. But she was more it wasn’t annoying; it was a compliment intrigued by a suggestion from her neighbor’s because she’s one of my favorite singers.” brother, that she look into the BRIT School. In fact, both women performed with DJ/ She continues. “I hated my normal high producer Mark Ronson — who produced school. I used to want to go to [the private Winehouse’s breakthrough Back to Black performing-arts school] Sylvia Young when and Adele’s single “Cold Shoulder” — at this I was little. But my mum couldn’t afford year’s Brit Awards, where Adele won the it, and the BRIT School is free. What’s great first Critics Choice Award (schoolmate Kate about it, it’s full of kids that haven’t all been Nash won Best British Female Singer). Asked pushed into doing something by [their] parents. It’s kids who really want to be Variously soulful, jazzy, smooth, and something, which is inspiring [when] com- pared to my first high school, which was so rough, the Brits just keep on comin’ bad. The main goal was to get through high school without getting pregnant. No one was encouraged to do anything — just turn up to Perhaps it stems from bitter football rivalries, but the U.K. has a grand class if you can.” and cockeyed tradition of pitting its best musicians against one another: the Beatles vs. Though free, the BRIT School is highly the Rolling Stones, Blur vs. Oasis, and so on. Most recently, Duffy — full name, Aimee competitive. Fellow graduate Kate Nash, Anne Duffy — has been rivaling Adele for media attention and adoration. The diminu- who studied theater and was a year ahead tive, husky-voiced singer is often compared to Dusty Springfield, perhaps reflecting of Adele, cites the “creative freedom” and more her retro-spirit and blonde diversity of the school as being particularly Brigitte Bardot upsweep than her Duffy inspiring for its students. “You don’t just get music. Duffy, 23, is Britain’s biggest- a bunch of rich brats running around going, selling artist in 2008, thanks to ‘Oh, my god, I want to be famous, blah blah her debut album, Rockferry, which blah,’” explains Nash on the phone during a has spawned hits like the brazen tour stop in New York. “It’s not about fame; “Mercy” and the elegiac title track. it’s about community and creativity. It’s She’s fared well in the United States, about independence, expression, and experi- too: Rockferry debuted at No. 4 on mentation. It’s the best education I ever had.” the Billboard Top 200 Album Chart, Nash, a wry lyricist who writes about and during its first week, was her own dismal romantic entanglements, iTunes’ most downloaded album. not only admires Adele’s voice, but also While Duffy fields Dusty finds inspiration in her peer’s lyrics, which parallels, British singer/songwriter honestly dissect heartbreak without becom- Laura Marling, 18, has been facing ing “cheesy.” Howell also noted this strength, her share of breathless Joni Mitchell especially when Adele returned to Later … for comparisons, even though Sandy the show’s first live, rather than pre-taped, Denny or an anti-folk female broadcast this past April. Jacques Brel might be closer to “What I love about her,” says Howell, “is the mark. Marling seems shy and the way she switches from being a 20-year- fragile onstage, but her demeanor old London girl who likes talking [about] all belies a lyrical ferocity and sophis- the things 20-year-old London girls like talk- ticated acoustic arrangements. For ing about. But she [takes] inspiration from someone so young, she pens remarkably mature songs, as exemplified on her debut singers way beyond her years musically.” Alas I Cannot Swim. The album, set for an August 19 release in the States, includes the Adele credits three legends with altering dark yet droll “My Manic and I” and the Philip Larkin-inspired “Tap at My Window.” her trajectory as an artist. As she once told Marling delivered a strong set at Austin’s South by Southwest festival in March, the Daily Telegraph, “I listened to Etta to get but South London’s irreverent Florence Welch, better known as F lorence and the a bit of soul, Ella for my chromatic scales, Machine, was truly unforgettable — and very wet. The 21-year-old singer concluded Roberta Flack for control.” her eccentric set at the BBC Radio 6 showcase by clambering fully dressed into the A handful of years ago, Adele was in an venue’s ornamental pool. Florence’s striking, bluesy yowl flips from tenderness Oxford Street HMV music store with her to temerity in a phrase, smartly elevating songs like “Girl With One Eye” and her Korn- and Papa Roach-loving friends (“I hated pugnacious new single “Kiss With a Fist.” all them grunger bands and used to pretend Another kinetic redhead, Kate Nash, 20, broke into the mainstream last year with I loved them to follow the crowd.”). She her verbose, vulnerable, and vociferous debut Made of Bricks. Nash writes piano-driven happened upon two CDs in a sale bin, one anthems of romantic disasters and self-discovery. And thanks to tracks like the funny by Etta James, the other by Ella Fitzgerald. but heartbreaking hit single “Foundations” and her heavily trafficked MySpace site, Though Adele had no idea who James was, she sold out most of her first, lengthy U.S. tour dates this past spring. she thought the blues singer’s “hair was While not as assertively edgy as Nash, Welch, or Marling, the guitar-strumming amazing — that ’50s-style diva hair.” Glaswegian singer and songwriter Amy MacDonald, 19, has crafted an elegant debut. “My cousin was training to be a hair- This is the Life has gone double-platinum in the U.K. and is due in the States on August dresser, and I was her model,” Adele recalls. 19. Though MacDonald sounds a bit like Beth Orton or a pricklier Norah Jones when ap- “So I bought those CDs, two for £5. Never got proaching alternative-country tracks like “This Is the Life” and “L.A.,” there’s a firm touch the hair done, but I became a singer, so it’s of the classic Celtic balladeer in songs like “Let’s Start a Band.” —KM great!” She chuckles, fiddling with the hem of 
46 july/august 2008 jazziz her sweater. “For years I’d impersonate them — everything down to the way I used to breathe and phrase. I sounded American for so long because I’m not really inspired by English artists. Those three just took over my life for five years. It wasn’t until I wrote my first song at 16 that I sounded like myself, not an Etta James rip-off.” It was Adele’s first three songs — including “Hometown Glory” and “Daydreamer” — posted on her Myspace page by a classmate, that not only earned her a Later … slot, but also secured an indie-label deal with XL Recordings in the summer of 2006, shortly after graduation. Adele admits she “didn’t write a song for months” after landing the deal, juggling both writer’s block and a new beau. But an ugly breakup with her boyfriend in the winter of 2007 served as the catalyst for most of the songs on 19. Adele’s bright demeanor dims a bit when discussing that peri- od. “I was devastated when I was writing the album. Devastated. I was crying my eyes out all of the time and doing stupid stuff. The album was written in May when I was at the peak of being sad. ‘Melt My Heart to Stone’ completely sums up that point.” In producers Ronson (on the cusp of his own stardom) and Jim Abbiss (Arctic Monkeys, Kasabian), as well as songwriter/ producer Eg White (James Morrison, Duffy), Adele found collabo- rators for her debut who would “push my boundaries.” She was especially excited about teaming up with Abbiss, who hadn’t worked with a female vocalist since Björk. “Jim was doing my best friend Jack Peñate’s album,” says Adele. “And when I did vocals on Jack’s album, Jim [would say], ‘You can’t hit that note. Stop trying. It’s too big for you. Do it again.’ It was like you’re doing a fitness regime; you fuck up and then you’ve got to do about 10 press-ups. Jim’s like that, in a really good way. He’s so good at capturing moments and takes. On 19 he did the real organic stuff — the very raw, stripped-back, most honest songs on the album.” Regarding that two-timing ex-boyfriend, Adele says, with some bemusement, that he “loves” the album. “I don’t think he realizes that it’s actually a quite bitter album. I think he’s like, ‘Yeah, the whole album’s about me!’” She giggles, conspiratori- ally. “He got freaked out because the press were trying to find him. But I’ve got a No. 1 album, and he still works at an Orange phone shop in Croydon. And I’m having the last laugh.” She’s laughing, but cautiously. The pretty and proudly Rubenesque-figured Adele is determined to circumvent the star- making machinery that befalls many pop singers, especially in the States (“I’m prepared for the backlash before I’ve even done well here because of my image.”). She frequently mentions her dream to be a wife “and a mum,” and to write songs for other artists — even the Pussycat Dolls, whom she’s never met. (“I wrote a song for them! It just needs bikinis and legs for the video. And I’m never getting mine out,” she guffaws.) “I don’t want to be doing this forever,” she says. “I don’t want to be 40 years old and still singing ‘Chasing Pavements.’ That would be embarrassing.” She laughs again, then pauses. “I want to make two more albums at least — hopefully a few more than that. But I want to write an album that’s a classic, [an album] people refer to in 40 years, like how I refer to Etta James. You know, without even being a huge fan, if a song starts, you recognize the voice and go, ‘Oh, yeah, yeah. It’s Adele.’” s
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