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SMOKING IS BAD FOR YOUR HEALTH, 

but it can be good for your musical 

education—just ask Adele. During her 

U.S. tour following her breakthrough 2008 

album, 19, the Grammy-winning British singer 

wound up spending a lot of time with her 

Nashville-based bus driver. “I used to have 

to smoke at the front of the bus, and I would 

stay up there with him for a 10-hour drive 

sometimes,” she explains. “He was playing all 

this amazing country music that he was born 

and bred on—but that I’d never heard of.” She 

found new inspirations to join her idols, Etta 

James and Billie Holiday. There was Garth 

Brooks, Alison Krauss, Lady Antebellum—

and especially Wanda Jackson. “Oh god, 

I love her!” declares Adele (née Adkins). 

“She has this feistiness that you’re either 

born with or you’re not.”

After Adele returned to London, she 

sequestered herself in her fl at listening to 

country music—and another intriguing new 

infl uence. “I really got into hip-hip,” she 

says. “I was truly fascinated by Jay-Z, Nas 

and Kanye West and how they manipulate 

words and make the most mundane 

thing so exciting you almost explode.” 

She brought elements of all her new musical 

interests into her new sophomore set, 21. 

Like 19, the album’s songs are built around 

a crumbling relationship, rendered all the 

more heartbreaking by her incandescent 

tenor. Having written most of 19 solo, for 21

she collaborated with tunesmiths like Dan 

Wilson and OneRepublic’s Ryan Tedder. “I 

embraced the fact that I can’t do it on my own 

anymore,” she says. “Now I fi nd that certain  

types of writers or producers bring out 

different sides of me.”

Among the producers who contributed 

to 21 was Rick Rubin, whose reputation 

for working from a distance worried her at 

fi rst. “I started panicking, because I had 

no idea what I wanted to sound like yet,” 

she recalls. “I started thinking, ‘Hell, I’ve 

picked a bloody producer who’s not going 

to be there.’ And then he proved everyone 

wrong. He was more involved than anyone 

else I’ve ever worked with.” Rubin left her 

with an important lesson: All that matters 

is the song. “The kind of glitter that goes 

on a record after it’s done is completely 

irrelevant to Rick,” she says. “The video, 

the styling, the remixes, he couldn’t care 

less. In a world that is so obsessed 

with trends, it was an honor to make 

a record like that.” 

–Melinda Newman

King and boxer Muhammad Ali. “I don’t think anybody who writes or 

sings songs knows whether a song is going to have a long life or not,” 

says King, “but this went beyond everyone’s wildest imagination. 

I’m honored to be associated with it.”

“Stand by Me” is King’s most popular contribution to music 

history, but it’s far from his only one. Born Benjamin Nelson in 1938, 

he fi rst came to prominence as the lead vocalist of the Drifters on 

such R&B cornerstones as “There Goes My Baby,” “Save the Last 

Dance for Me” and “This Magic Moment.” Ejected from the group 

due to a confl ict with its manager, King went off on his own, scoring 

immediately with “Spanish Harlem” in 1960 and kicking off a string 

of hits that continued well into the late 1970s. 

Today King has changed course, leaving behind his trademark 

classic R&B sound for an album of pop standards, Heart & Soul. 

“You get to a place in life where you do things that make you happy,” 

says King, 72, “and this music is not unfamiliar to me.” Featuring 

such oft-interpreted tunes such as “I Only Have Eyes for You,” “My 

Funny Valentine” and the title track, Heart & Soul was recorded in 

Calgary, Canada, and teams King with producers Lanny Williamson 

and Linda Nash, along with a cast of ace jazz musicians. “We’re 

not trying to convince somebody these songs are great,” says King, 

who grew up hearing this kind of music on the jukebox in his father’s 

restaurant. “I was singing songs like these before I made my fi rst 

record. They all have longevity.” King may yet record another R&B set, 

but for now he’d like to stick with the standards. He plans to head 

into the studio later this year for a follow-up. “I would like people to 

grow as I grow,” he says, “and love what I love.” 

–Jeff Tamarkin
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