Any Other Business

General Johnson was the first to join the Chairmen Of The Board with Danny Woods and Eddie Custis next. Harrison Kennedy from Canada was the last member to join the group that was originally to be called The Gentlemen and was to break away from the traditional R&B groups where one vocalist would stand out front while the other members would stand behind performing intricate dance routines. A seven month break occurred between the second and third albums that saw them down to three Chairmen, the one casualty being Eddie Custis who’s cabaret style had not endeared itself to the Soul punters. During the time that the group was dormant all three remaining Chairmen had had the opportunity to work on their solo albums. First to be released was General Johnson’s “Generally Speaking”

“Unafraid. Matching the moment from “I Can’t Find Myself” to “Everything’s Tuesday”. Right on with it. Forever together. The General.”

liner notes to “In Session”
Johnson’s solo career had begun back in 1968 when he cut “Valley Of Love/Let Her Feel Your Kiss” on Instant 3272. His Invictus solo stabs had not been the anticipated success with his first single, “I’m In Love Darling” written by Dunbar and Wayne and the follow up, “Savannah Lady” failing to do anything. So much was anticipated when Invictus released the General’s solo album in March of 1971.

“I hated it and I wish that they had never released it but they had a contractual agreement with Capitol [the label’s distributors] so they did it without me even knowing. That album was a collection of reject Chairmen Of The Board tapes mixed up with one or two things we had in the can.”

General Johnson
So was it such a bad set? Well, as with the other solo Chairmen albums that were to follow tracks from the group’s own albums appeared. Still there were those other tracks that didn’t belong to the Chairmen. “Every Couple’s Not A Pair” was a beautiful pathos laden ballad covered, incidentally, as a single by The Fantastics lead singer Richie Pitts in England. While “God’s Gift To Man Is A Woman” was a highly infectious sing along number that could well have given the General a hit had it been issued as a single.

The second side of the album was completely original material and belonged to the pens of Johnson and writing partner Greg Perry. In 1972, General Norman Johnson was honoured as R&B Songwriter of the Year by BMI and three years later released one self-titled album on Arista cut in New York. Simply because he had needed a complete break from the turmoil he had found in Detroit: but the association was again a less than happy one. Johnson felt that he was being guided by the label owner, Clive Davis and described the product as syrupy.

“But how could you refuse, he owned the damned label!”

The music scene was changing to disco and Johnson felt that artists like Smokey Robinson, for example, were struggling to come to terms with this new style. 

“You just can’t sacrifice yourself for the sake of money.”
So he moved to North Carolina to get away from everything for a while and twenty years later is still there. The freedom he had previously been denied suddenly became his once he found his way to the beach! For in Beach music Johnson discovered a virtually untapped vein that he was able to prospect. After that he was able to reclaim the name of the Chairmen Of The Board and along with group member Danny Woods became part of the new wave of Surfing Soul. More of Danny Woods later, but for now it is time to meet another member of the board, Harrison Kennedy.

Wild child….into his own. Whisked from the Toronto “Hair” cast to be a part of the group. Harrison comes on strong and pure, Orgiastic

liner notes to “In Session”

“They had this image of me as this wild child which was funny because I actually  thought of myself quite differently.”

Harrison Kennedy

I remember seeing the Chairmen Of The Board on Top Of The Pops when Harrison Kennedy blew a mean harmonica on “Chairman Of The Board” and I was in awe at the enormity of his Afro. Harrison still has a photograph of himself outside Buckingham Palace with his hair being compared to a Guard’s Busby!

Kennedy had a voice like dry tinder waiting to ignite. A voice so brittle, nervous and yet powerful that at times you could feel that raw power just waiting to erupt. When it was unleashed his contribution to the Chairmen’s repertoire was usually of the least commercial kind. Still, that also meant that it was often the more interesting.

 Harrison Kennedy was born in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada. His father was a Black Sicilian while his Mother was of Irish descent. Prior to leaving Canada for Detroit he had been across the border as a kid to buy beer and blues records in Buffalo but the blues and booze trips were his only visits to the United States Of America. While at University, and Majoring in English, Kennedy was beginning to work with a thirteen piece Rhythm and Blues band and one of the female singers was due to travel to Detroit to audition for Holland Dozier Holland. Harrison went along for the ride, it was the summer vacation and he was still intent on going back to University. However, when they arrived in Detroit the girl got the jitters. At this point the group was in a bar and to help them relax and get themselves together Kennedy asked if anyone had an acoustic guitar. Someone did and so Harrison Kennedy took to the stage and started singing songs to the owner’s seven year old daughter. Holland Dozier Holland were sitting silently watchful in the audience. After this non-eventful trip to the Motor City Harrison Kennedy returned to Canada determined to get some money together to go back to University when he received a phone call inviting him to join a group that HDH were putting together. He refused at first, not wishing to become a member of a group or going into the music business in that way. He was more interested in concentrating on his school. A week later he received a second call and this time, with no job to support his schooling he accepted. He was invited down to Detroit and the rest was history.

Before joining the band he had never done any recording, never been in a studio. Everybody else had miles and miles of experience in the industry but he had always written poetry and protest songs but never thought about it in a commercial vein. The thought of his songs being a money-making possibility had never entered his head.

“When I got to Detroit it was entirely different to that. They were serious gentlemen deeply into the science of writing; the whole way of looking at it was a revelation to me”

Harrison Kennedy

It was at the suggestion of Eddie Holland that Harrison recorded his solo effort. Holland bought him an acoustic guitar and proposed that he write some new songs, protest songs, songs of significance that Holland knew Kennedy had always had an interest in. 

“Edward Holland bought me a guitar and he said “I know you’ve written some tunes, I want you to do an album.” It was fun, I just loved it because he was showing faith in me. It was wonderful, it was fun to have someone put faith in you in that way and I’ve never forgotten that, I’ve always been indebted to Edward Holland for that. I had everything here I had all the resources. I had good writers, I had the studio. It was great.” 

In an interview from the time Kennedy revealed what he had hoped to achieve from the project.

“I’m attempting to show my personal side of music. There’s a little Rock. A little Folk, a little Soul – a little bit of everything. I think it’s commercial but I’ll have to see what the public thinks.”

Holland also put Kennedy together with Lamont Dozier to help him construct his songs

“ I was basically green, man, I felt like a baby, I had no idea what I was doing, I’d just get up in the morning and be there and do the best I could.”

He was hanging out in Dearborne, outside of Detroit, and asked a band there to play on his album. A lot of the tracks were done in one take and Kennedy felt that some of these should have remained as outtakes but Holland said they were fine and had them released. Despite Kennedy’s gratitude to Holland for giving him the opportunity there did still seem a suggestion that maybe some contractual obligation between Invictus and the distributor, Capitol had been fulfilled. Despite being a commercial failure “Hypnotic Music” did contain some interesting material outside of the scattering of Chairmen tracks lifted from earlier group albums and in many ways was superior to the General’s own offering. Harrison Kennedy’s only single release was his version of the Honey Cone’s album track “Sunday Morning People”. Invictus tried twice with this song, firstly backed by “Up The Organization”, a rousing harmonica blowing instrumental and secondly with the Beatles song ”Come Together”, originally from the very first Chairmen Of The Board album. Kennedy showed a daring rarely seen in the majority of Invictus material with songs about the ecology in “You Hurt Your Mother Again” and homosexuality in “Closet Queen” showing a direction that Holland Dozier Holland would have been wise to exploit. Not only were these subjects taking HDH out of the safety of the sanitised Motown sound but were treading the same ground as Marvin Gaye and Curtis Mayfield in their own personal musical revolutions.

Harrison Kennedy was a talent that was sadly lost in all of the problems that eventually destroyed Invictus Records and should have been given more freedom to explore his own writing skills. The album was produced by the ever-reliable Ronald Dunbar.

“ I definitely could have contributed more given time …. I felt I was playing catch up with everyone in the band. You see, number one the band was getting comfortable with the writing and the living; I was still basically trying to learn to live in the United States! ……. I was just getting comfortable with my life outside of the band, trying to struggle with that and trying to live in Detroit which I found completely hostile, I’d never seen so many bloody guns before! You know, you walk into a store and there’s a guy with a gun on his hip. Well, I’m sorry but that shocked me, you know. You get into a cab and there’s a plate glass window between you and the cab driver ……… I just couldn’t believe the rudeness, I just couldn’t get over that shock and I voiced that opinion. They said, “You’ve gotta get over it.” I said, “I’m going to get over it but you’ve got to give me time, I’m re-adjusting my whole psyche here and I have, like, no time to do it; plus I’m trying to be creative and it’s tough to be creative when you’re getting uptight.” 

As time showed that things at Invictus were never going to get better Harrison Kennedy went the way of the anti-Vietnam draft board dodgers in escaping to Canada until the war was over. This war however, was raging within Invictus and the board he was running from was The Chairmen. He laid low until his contract became null and void but unlike Danny Woods never rejoined the Chairmen Of The Board. 

Which brings us nicely ‘round to the final Board member, Danny Woods.

Complex. Shades of many moods. Fire projection. Love defined and telling it. Singing “Pay To The Piper” because he knows.

liner notes from “In Session”

As the second lead singer, the charismatic Danny Woods' energy had no bounds.

"We saw this guy jumping chairs and doing back flips. He had all this energy and people were going crazy."

General Johnson

Danny Woods was born and raised in Atlanta and at the age of 19 moved to Detroit with the band The Tears hoping to be successful in the City that was leading the way not only in the car industry but in Soul music. 

“ At that particular time weren’t nothing happening in Atlanta , Motown was hot so I basically went up to Detroit and after a month I started singing as a single artist ……went to Motown, auditioned for Motown and they told me I sounded a lot like Jackie Wilson and when they had a project or a song like that they would let Eddie Holland do it.”

When you know that Danny Woods was influenced by the late, great Jackie Wilson you will also know the direction that this Board member was coming from.

“As a young child I heard Jackie Wilson and I thought he had one of the most fantastic voices I had ever heard. And I would sing a lot of his songs and got a lot of inspiration from him and after so many years had the pleasure of performing with him at the Apollo Theatre in New York. That was great.”

The Apollo would be home to the Chairmen on more than one occasion.

“Going to the Apollo Theatre you see that was always a dream of everybody; if you got to the Apollo then you knew you were on your way. We went three times and the next time we went we headlined…that was a great compliment.”

The Tears dried up but Woods had a successful solo act playing with David Ruffin, with whom he shared a house and performed with in New York, Eddie Kendricks, Walter Jackson, and a band called the Sunliners who later became Rare Earth. For Correc-tone he cut one single, “You Had Me Fooled/My Love Will Never Be The Same” in 1962. Some 6 or 7 years passed then Danny was introduced to General Johnson who, through Jeffrey Bowen, made him a permanent fixture within the Chairmen of the Board. Like Harrison Kennedy before him Danny Woods released his own solo album, “Aries”; and again his set included group tracks, “Everybody’s Got A Song To Sing”, “Try On My Love For Size” and “Working On A Building Of Love”. Around the time of the third Chairmen album there seemed to be a more spiritual influence creeping into some of the songs with the aforementioned ““Everybody’s Got A Song To Sing”, “Working On A Building Of Love” and “I’m On My Way To A Better Place”.

“As it is now I’m singing gospel on Sunday in churches here now I always had a Gospel influence; as a matter of fact I have a Gospel album coming out here in America …… I had a Gospel background and I love that music because it’s very positive and everybody’s got a song to sing no matter what your conditions are.”

If Harrison Kennedy had tried to go for a more personal approach with some of his own compositions on show: Danny Woods seemed more than happy to have the full weight of his bosses behind him. Therefore most of the tracks were either written or partly written by the top men themselves Holland Dozier and Holland and among them were some gems that on second listening should have brought Woods far more acclaim. 

“At that particular time I was just learning about how to write songs and things like that. It was quite exciting because the musicians that we used, they were all friends of mine and it was amazing to me to hear them play.”

Instead the album was lost in the company’s sea of despair. Most of the tracks were uptempo and sat comfortably in the Joe Tex method of delivery. “Funny How Time Slips Away” the classic Willie Nelson song and “I’ve Been Loving You Too Long” written and performed at separate times by both Otis Redding and Jerry Butler were selected by Danny and were equal to any other version. The most unusual offering had to be the album’s closing track, a Soulful rendition of “Danny Boy”, previously cut by his hero Jackie Wilson.

“I chose that song because I admired him so much and I had sung that song for many years. People loved it and I wanted to do it again.”

Harrison Kennedy recalled that one night in England the audience wouldn’t let Danny leave the stage and he ended up doing “Danny Boy” three times.

“He was in tears , man.”

To me, though, the stand out track is the Holland Dozier Bond song, “Two Can Be As Lonely As One”. Classic Invictus from the opening guitar riff through to the background harmonies and Woods impassioned vocal delivery. “Let Me Ride” backed by ”It Didn’t Take Long”, both Holland-Dozier compositions failed to consolidate a chart position for Woods and a follow up “Everybody’s Tippin’” a non-album track backed by “Roller Coaster” also failed to do the job for Danny Woods. If there was anything Woods felt strongly about the album it was the fact that Holland Dozier Holland couldn’t seem to get the best out of his vocal skills,

“General, he could write for me ‘cos he and I were close and we always have been close all these years and he could get inside of my feeling and that was no problem. A lot of things that Holland Dozier Holland done, a lot of those songs I sang high, real high and it was forceful but I have another style that they never captured and it was mellow.”

Interestingly enough Danny Woods was not the first artist who complained about HDH’s direction. Marvin Gaye was a prime example, often complaining that both he and Levi Stubbs of The Four Tops were cut unnaturally high. It was only when Gaye started to produce himself that his vocal style began to show more depth and creativity.

 After Eddie Custis had left the group Danny Woods, of the three remaining Chairmen, had the crispest, clearest and most commercial voice. Despite this he was unable to achieve solo success.

“I guess every artist hopes that he will get a chance to have a solo album and I was happy about mine but I wish it had been promoted more.”

After the solo sets failed, and before Invictus finally blew itself apart, the Chairmen Of The Board changed personnel with Prince Harold (Harold Beatty) taking over lead duties for “You’ve Got Extra Added Power In Your Love”. 

So it was, and so it is! General Johnson and Danny Woods remain Board members working harder than ever down in North Carolina where Danny also owns a horse farm, while Harrison Kennedy has just signed a recording deal up in Canada. All three are true Soul survivors, a pleasure to talk to and one day soon I hope a pleasure to watch perform again. Holland Dozier Holland did right in bringing these individuals together and time has proved them individuality talented. 

“Give Me Just A Little More Time” could well have been their plea as they began to develop within Invictus but all have proved that life went on beyond those days of old. The Chairmen Of The Board are just completing an anthology of their music that covers 18 years and when people hear that they’ll realise how busy they have been. 

“We’re going to be doing an R&B album, not in the modern use of the term but as it was, from Stax to Motown. I believe that the 60’s and 70’s were the strongest period in Black Music.” 

In Carolina the Beach scene is very much like the soul scene in the North of England. They have a special Beach Music day and the whole thing is an uplifting event for the people of North Carolina and as owner of the biggest Beach music label most of the bands involved on the scene are signed with up to General Johnson.

As Motown had helped to raise self-esteem amongst Detroiters so too Beach music is able to give the residents of North Carolina something to look up to, be proud of and be a part of; but one thing still bothered me. Knowing that Holland Dozier Holland had created the group, as they did many times over with acts in their company, how did General Johnson get the name of Chairmen Of The Board off HDH?

“I guess they didn’t register it!!” 

Howard Priestley, November 1998

Extracts taken from “Love Factory” the history of Holland Dozier Holland

