Music Merchant

Music Merchant was seen by some parties as the successor to Invictus that seemed to be steering up a dead end street under Capitol’s distribution. Keener eyed observers noted that the label was the same shade of blue as its sister but there the similarities ended. Sadly the new label would prove a financial disaster that eventually collapsed without one major success although both Eloise Laws “Love Factory” and Just Brothers “Sliced Tomatoes” would become rareties on the British  Northern Soul scene.

Just  Brothers were Frank and Jimmy Bryant and had previously recorded for the Empire and Lupine labels. The guitar on Sliced Tomatoes was that of Eddie Willis.

The Jones Girls could also be found on the label prior to their amazing success at Philadelphia International under the guidance of Philly’s own HDH Kenny Gamble and Leon Huff. What happened to make Music Merchant such a disaster then? The product was equal to the other two labels. Holland Dozier Holland themselves contributed several songs as well as General Johnson and Greg Perry. Warlock’s ”You’ve Been My Rock”, written by Holland Dozier, powered along in the best Chairmen-8th Day vein although the ensuing album seemed to suggest that outside of the single an entirely different band had been responsible for the light weight Rock on show. The Jones Girls came across as the company’s Honey Cone with their catchy performances whilst Eloise Laws sat somewhere between Freda Payne and Laura Lee. Brotherly Love [ a family group called Jackson believe it or not] sounded remarkably like their namesakes and gave HDH the chance to put together what might have been had they stuck around for an extra year at Motown and The Smith Connection hung in like The Stylistics under the writing skills of Ronald Dunbar and group leader Michael Smith. Smith would later move to Motown as a staff writer/producer/performer.- Michael Lovesmith. Lovesmith, or just plain Smith had found earlier success at the end of the ‘60’s with a song “Little Girl” sung by The Isley Brothers before he moved onto Stax where he was backed by The Bar Kays and where Isaac Hayes wanted to sign him to a ten year contract. His manager declined the offer for him and he next made the acquaintance of Holland Dozier Holland signing not only a recording contract for himself but also for his brothers as The Smith Connection. The Smith Connection released four singles as well as the album “Under My Wings”. Outside of the group Michael wrote primarily with Ronald Dunbar for Freda Payne and Laura Lee. He also became part of the staff production team under the Holland Dozier Holland banner that consisted of many creators in a collective much the same as The Corporation that had sprung up at Motown in the post-HDH years. As the team of HDH split up with the Holland Brothers moving to Los Angeles Smith moved with them and eventually settled into his Motown period where he forged a ten year relationship working with The Jackson Five and Jermaine Jackson, in particular on his solo debut, “My Name Is Jermaine”. His work with Motown also paved the way for him to bring his brothers into the scene as Lovesmith. Michael Lovesmith absorbed much knowledge during his period with Music Merchant; Eloise Laws, on the other hand, had never been comfortable with her role at the label. It was the back end of 1971 that “Tighten Him Up” was released. The single, in the Laura Lee “Woman’s Love Rights” bag only saw East Coast action. As before HDH had hit on a winning formula, perhaps by chance, remembering the reluctance at signing Laura Lee. There was no doubting now though the precious pearl they had found in Lee. “Tighten Him Up’” was followed in the summer of ’73 by  “Love Factory” with its unmistakable bass led intro and lyrics that reflected the Motor City roots with the hero, or rather villain of the piece building love affairs like GM builds cars. The reference there being to General Motors, once part of Detroit’s most solid industry; but just like GM’s seemingly endless announcements of lay-offs showed the crumbling state of Detroit industry, Eloise Laws’ own Love Factory failed to create more job prospects for the music merchants Holland Dozier Holland. Thankfully the British collectors showed enough good sense to make it one of the Northern scenes treasures. Hidden on the ‘B’ side was a gem of a track “Stay With Me” written by the golden trio. This was a beautiful mid-paced mover that had the hallmarks of that other masterpiece by Holland-Dozier, “Why Can’t We Be Lovers”. It was Eloise Laws’ only other Music Merchant release and her experience of working with the legendary trio was less than satisfying. As well as Eloise Laws The Jones Girls, arguably the most successful artists ever to emerge from Holland Dozier Holland’s company, albeit long after the trio’s interests in them had gone, also felt that Eddie Holland, as company president, was unapproachable unlike Kenny Gamble with whom they would strike up a mutual respect in 1979 when they launched their career at Philadelphia International. Instead of grooming the young, talented sisters to be another Freda Payne or Honey Cone through the singles “Come Back”, “Your Love Controls Me” and  “Taster Of The Honey (Not The Keeper Of The Bee) they were left to falter. The Jones Girls, Shirley, Brenda and Valerie, released their first recording, “Learning How To Love” in 1970 on the local Detroit label GM Records as well as Jerry Butler’s Memphis label before doing backgrounds for another local label Fortune. When Fortune fell upon misfortune the three sisters moved to the Invictus/Hot Wax/Music Merchant company where they cut enough sides for an album that was never released plus continuing their tradition of backing others such as Freda Payne and Holland-Dozier themselves on the “Why Can’t We Be Lovers” session. Although there were no more releases on The Jones Girls through Music Merchant they did continue to provide background vocals for HDH whilst releasing their own product on Curtis Mayfield’s Curtom label out of neighbouring Chicago in 1975 before touring with Diana Ross in 1976. This led them to the doors of Philadelphia International and world wide prominence three years later.

A former Motown star, Brenda Holloway, fresh from allegedly devoting her music to the church, came to the fold for “Some Quiet Place” and “Let Love Flow” that bore the label’s first catalogue number, 1001, if not the first release. Her only two sides for Music Merchant were the responsibility of William Weatherspoon and Raynard Miner. Both had been working well together on material for Laura Lee and “Let Love Grow” would have worked equally well as a follow up to “I’m Not My Brother’s Keeper” by Flaming Ember. Raynard Miner’s previous success, prior to working with HDH, was as co-writer and piano player for Fontella Bass’s evergreen Chess recording “Rescue Me”, 1965 as well as being the uncredited co-author of Jackie Wilson’s “Higher And Higher”. Incidentally, though The Andantes were not allowed to record for any other company Hicks and Barrow performed backing vocals on many of Jackie Wilson's hits including "Higher and Higher". Miner also co-wrote Bass’s 1966 stomper “Recovery” and the same year and the same label saw his credits on Sugarpie Desanto’s rip-roaring “In The Basement”. Sadly, “Let Love Grow”, true to form for Music Merchant, never reached the chart and the success that Brenda Holloway richly deserved remained as elusive as ever.  Holloway had previously made her name in 1964 with “Every Little Bit Hurts” on Motown as well as making history by being the first Motown recording artist to take the label to court in 1969 regarding her financial situation. Neglected by Motown as a songwriter as well as a singer she co-wrote and recorded the classic “You Made Me So Very Happy”, later a two million seller for Blood, Sweat and Tears in 1969. At Motown she had met the aquantance of Holland Dozier Holland but was never at ease with them. Despite those feelings of disapproval it was Eddie Holland who stuck by her during her problem patch with Gordy, helping her out of her contract and paying her a salary for two years before finally signing her after the ‘official’ Motown statement that she had decided to “quit and sing for God”. Even if this statement was a cover up Holloway did have deep convictions and before leaving Motown cut a gospel album with HDH that was never released. After her unsuccessful period with Music Merchant Holloway faded from the scene until recording in 1987 for the UK based Nightmare label.

Of all the releases on Music Merchant the most popular in terms of underground success was the instrumental “Sliced Tomatoes” by Just Brothers. The track appeared on the ‘B’ side of “Tears Ago” and “Things Will Be Better Tomorrow”. Both tracks had been issued at the end of the 60’s on other labels making them outside productions for the company. “Sliced Tomatoes” was originally on the Lupine label while “Things Will Be Better Tomorrow” was on Empire. Their only other two tracks, “Tears Ago” and “You’ve Got The Love To Make Me Over” were both highly infectious numbers created by the team of Bryant/Terry/Bryant with production by Johnny Terry who was also responsible for Raynell Wynglas’s “Bar-B-Q Ribs” the final single from Music Merchant. 

So what went wrong? Judging from what their artists had to say about them the trio at the helm weren’t exactly the best of bosses, keeping themselves distanced from their employees and not allowing the talent that had been brought together to breathe; or maybe it was down to either bad timing, a lack of originality or simply that the sounds and the times were changing rapidly. Was it fair of Holland Dozier Holland to hope to emulate either their Motown heyday or the impact that both Invictus and Hot Wax had had on their respective launches. 

