Laura Lee

Love’s Rights And Wrongs

To most casual listeners mention Invictus and Hot Wax and their roster of artists and you can bet that the top female artist in their eyes was Freda Payne. Look closer and ask them to name another Freda Payne outside of “Band Of Gold” and they’d probably be stuck. Ask them to name ANY track by Laura Lee and they’d be lost without a paddle. Yet looking closer, and deeper, and you’ll see that the most consistent act that Holland Dozier Holland signed up was Laura Lee. Like many of their acts Lee had already contributed to the history of Soul with her outings for Chess and, maybe more strangely, for her solitary release on the legendary Ric-Tic label, “To Win Your Heart”. So it is with Ed Wingate’s Golden World mini-empire that we begin the secular story of Laura Lee.

Laura Lee was born in Chicago on March 9th, 1945 before moving after adoption to Detroit where she was raised by the Reverend E.A. Rundless. Her musical education began as so many Soul performers did in Gospel; in Laura Lee’s case with The Meditation Singers, her adopted Mother Mrs Ernestine Rundless’ group; recording for the HOB (House Of Beauty) and Gospel labels. In an attempt to move across from Gospel into the more secular Black music Laura Lee removed the Rundless part of her name and in 1966 cut the Northern Soul Ric-Tic classic “To Win Your Heart”, the vocal of The San Remo Strings “Festival Time” which, incidentally followed Laura Lee numerically in the order of Ric-Tic releases. Ed Wingate, owner of The Twenty Grand Nightclub in Detroit had opened The Golden World Studio in 1964 and subsequently launched the Golden World and Ric-Tic labels to compete against Motown. Wingate’s company used his home on Edison Avenue as Head Office. Here he would work with a modest staff of six with a roster of artists and writers that included Laura Lee as well as Steve Mancha/Clyde Wilson, The Parliaments, Norma Toney, The Flaming Embers, Eddie Anderson and Melvin Davis all of whom would find their way to Cadillac Towers, home of Invictus and Hot Wax. The end of Ric-Tic and Golden World came in 1967 in a business deal that did little to endear Berry Gordy Jr to his own artists. Wingate decided to sell up, possibly brought about by increasing difficulty in getting distributors to deal with the smaller independent label when Berry Gordy was offering more lucrative returns. Gordy, ‘sensing’ this problem, chose to buy the product but not the labels and in so doing crushed any opposition to the Motown stranglehold. Because the situation at Ric-Tic was becoming increasingly rocky Chess, the Chicago based label, took up Laura Lee’s contract in 1967. A string of rocking dance and ballad tracks overseen by Rick Hall at his famous Fame studios in Muscle Shoals, Alabama followed.   However, her first release, written by Laura and James Cleveland was “Stop Giving Your Man Away” produced by Leonard Caston who himself would wander in and out of the Chicago and Detroit Soul scene. In 1967 “Dirty Man” established her firmly in the non-Gospel arena and although it didn’t score high on the national chart it did reach Number 68 Soulwise and begin to establish Laura Lee as a singer not to be overlooked. In April, 1968 “As Long As I Got You” was followed by her reading of Curtis Mayfield’s “Need To Belong” and “Hang It Up”. Sadly, despite the quality of these recordings no hit ensued. Her Chess career ended with the double-header, “Love More Than Pride” and “Mama’s Got A Good Thing”.

In 1969 Laura left Chess and remained without a contact until the following year when, after being watched by Brian Holand at The Phelps Lounge in Detroit, she was signed up despite protests from others that she was not suited to the image being portrayed by HDH. True, Lee was not of the ilk of Freda Payne, sister Scherrie of The Glass House or Honey Cone’s Edna Wright , for as had been the case in their Motown days HDH had created a formula and with the exception of the abrasive vocals of Laura Lee were loathe to stray from it, but she would eventually prove essential to the company’s survival. Her Hot Wax career was launched with “Wedlock Is A Padlock” in January, 1971 but it was the follow-up, the similarly slanted “Women’s Love Rights” that really heralded her arrival back on the scene. Lee denied that this was a Women’s Liberation song : still she was finding her own niche that the company would exploit for as long as it could. During her distinguished career with the company she suffered in the overseas market through a lack of releases, still as the end of the year  saw the company falter only Laura Lee and Honey Cone were keeping Hot Wax smouldering. The only album to make it into ’72 was Laura’s “Women’s Love Rights” long player and the previous year end had seen another bid by HDH to create a new formula, this time based on the now acceptable sound of Laura Lee, with their third and most disastrous label Music Merchant issuing Eloise Law’s “Tighten Him Up” backed by “You Made Me An Offer I Can’t Refuse”. Because of Lee’s phenomenal success both sides of the single were most definitely in the Laura Lee bag. The stunning debut album by Laura Lee entered the Soul chart at number 42 finally rising to number 3. “Love And Liberty” was doing the business for her in the singles market and Lee remained in denial about the liberation path she seemed to be treading. What she was doing, however, was clearing the way for artists like Millie Jackson  to make a far more commercial living out of this formula with her 1974-77 outings “Caught Up”, “Still Caught Up” and “Feelin’Bitchy” for the Spring label. Her next single from the “Women’s Love Rights” set was, to many, Laura Lee’s greatest moment, her emotive handling of the standard “Since I Fell For You” . This was a change of pace for Hot Wax’s leading lady and Laura responded magnificently launching a successful attack on the singles chart reaching the Soul Top Ten. Creatively it was a magnificent track, the album version lasting some ten minutes as Lee told us about the day she met ‘him’ and the relationship that blossomed only to die. When she led in with her singing the grip on your emotions was so tight that you could almost scream along with her, a moment only equalled by and comparable to the feeling you get from Linda Jones’ handling of “ Your Precious Love”. At the same time as Lee was making it big in the secular field her old Gospel outfit The Meditation Singers were benefiting from 3 tracks sung and written by her, a side of her talent never pursued at Hot Wax. Chess released the album with the full blessing of Holland Dozier Holland.


Lee’s second album, “The Two Sides Of Laura Lee” hit the charts at the end of June, 1972, and the covers continued with “Every Little Bit Hurts”, “When A Man Loves A Woman”, “At Last” and “Guess Who I Saw Today” appearing. Laura Lee was able to create her own designs into the existing fabric of these standards and interweave them with new material; one being her most recent single “Rip Off”. “Rip Off” reached Number 5 on the Soul Chart, Lee continuing to prove the early doubters wrong once again and along the way becoming the company’s most consistent artist both in terms of chart success and quality of material. She continued to show the way with her album at Number 6 and the new single, “If You Can Beat Me Rockin’” about to dent the chart with the additional treat of a non-album ‘B’ side, “If I’m Good Enough To Love, I’m Good Enough To Marry” .


At the beginning of 1973 the only artiste doing anything chartwise  for HDH was Laura Lee. Light years behind EMI in England issued a double delight with “Wedlock Is A Padlock/Since I Fell For You”, her first ever Hot Wax single coupled with her most successful. Sadly the pulse was long gone for the company  and “The Best Of Laura Lee” was issued in March whilst Hot Wax had Laura Lee’s latest single to survive on for a little longer, “Remember Me”, a Holland Dozier Holland track that was not an album track. If Michael Smith was fading out of the picture with Smith Connection on Music Merchant his writing chores with Ronald Dunbar were proving successful as Laura Lee continued her streak of singles success with another non-album recording, the ballad, “I Catch You When You Fall” backed by “I Can’t Hold On Much Longer” originally cut by the aforementioned Smith Connection.

In April, 1974 Hot Wax was officially closed and Laura Lee switched to Invictus where she had “I Need It Just As Bad As You” written by Holland Holland and Wylie. Richard ‘Popcorn’ Wylie had been a longstanding Detroit singer/writer/producer and may have ben the injection needed by Holland and Holland after the departure of Lamont Dozier.

 “I have been switched to Invictus because that’s the way the company wants it. Hot Wax has temporarily retired but there is talk now that Motown may be distributing the label. Music Merchant is about to be signed to distribution by another major company, but I’m not allowed to mention it at this time. But whatever happens I’ll stay on Invictus.”

Laura Lee, 1974

Unfortunately, the magic didn’t work this time around although the record was up to Laura Lee’s expected excellence. Her final album for the company, “I Can’t Make It Alone” failed to reach the same heights as its predecessors probably down to the fact that it contained both “Every Little Bit Hurts” and “Crumbs Off The Table” from the previous long player as well as three singles. The title track and “We’ve Come Too Far To Walk Away” both written by Holland and Holland seemed prophetic considering what was going on with the company at the time. Her final single for the label was, sadly, her weakest. Her handling of Holland-Dozier’s “Don’t Leave Me Starving For Your Love” was a poor finale for a singer of such class and ability. Laura Lee finally left the company around 1974 and after releases on Ariola in 1976 where she cut “Love Got Me Tired” and “Barking Up The Wrong Tree” under the production supervision of Greg Perry moved to Fantasy returned to church . Her former Beau, The Reverend Al Green, benefited from Laura Lee’s  mighty lungs on their rendition of Curtis Mayfield’s “People Get Ready” on his “Higher Plane” set and in 1983 she had “Jesus Is The Light Of My Life” released on Myrrh Records, co-production honours going to Al Green. Laura Lee preferred to remain within the Church and in 1985 released “All Power” on Circle City Records.

So there it is. If you are discovering Laura Lee for the very first time then get ready to experience not only women’s love rights but also those love wrongs.  If, on the other hand,  you are welcoming an old friend back then enjoy the moment ; you know what to expect and you won’t be disappointed.

