She Funk

In the beginning there was man , George Clinton to name him , but man knew that he could do nothing without the equal force of woman with which to create . Basic Biology .

After Clinton had formed his own Parliament and established himself within the Detroit Soul circles it was only common sense that he should turn his attention to the female of the species as a vehicle for his productions. The Debonairres , Pat Lewis and The Parlettes , in an early form , recorded Clinton tunes as did The Supremes with “ I’m Into Something , I Can’t Shake Loose “ . As Clinton’s Empire began to take shape he embraced the female side of his funky nature to great effect and although the achievements never matched the success of the mothership and its satellites they were an essential ingredient in the many layered creations of Doctor Funkenstein .

Back in 1994 I got a call late one night from a friend in L.A. He was excited about a new contact he’d made. He wanted me to be attached to a new project designing the cover art for a new P-Funk release . This was going to be a special kind of project, a brand new chapter in the bizarre book of 

P-Funk . The contact was one Mallia Franklin , and my introduction to her was via a three-way phone call in which the effervescent Queen Of  Funk sang to me down the phone . That initial call was to prove to be the first step in a journey that promised some rough terrain, smooth passages and ultimate satisfaction as the recording saw light after some fifteen years. Why had the release been so long coming and what had transpired up to my own involvement ? 

Nothing in P-Funk is straight forward and that  recording’s journey is only part of a story that had its origins in the home of the Franklin family in Detroit , 

Michigan.

However , Mallia’s tale is only part of a whole . The story of funk’s feminine side is a complex one and has to start with George Clinton.

After the runaway success of The Mothership Connection Clinton began to stretch the concept with the follow up album, 1976’s “ Clones Of Dr Funkenstein ”. Playing on words, a favourite trait of the good Doctor (just listen to “ Let Hurt ( Hertz ) Put You In The Loser’s ( Driver’s ) Seat “), his love affair with Popular Culture led him down the obvious path and taking the Frankenstein ( Funkenstein ) Universal Studio theme it seemed right to christen the female singers The Brides Of Funkenstein after the 1935 Karloff flick .

Just as Colin Clive had done in ‘35 Clinton pieced his girls together from existing parts. In its first form The Brides consisted of Lynn Mabrey and Dawn Silva . Lynn Mabrey , born in Valejo , California on March 21st , 1958 had started out singing in church before going out with Coke Escovedo’s band performing Latin American music around Oakland , California . After this first professional job she began working with her more established cousin, one Sylvester Stewart , a.k.a. Sly Stone.  Dawn Silva , born in Sacramento on January the 2nd , 1953 had had the same church upbringing singing both in her Mother’s Methodist Church Choir and her Father’s Catholic one .  Along her way she taught ballet and sang Opera . During her high school days Dawn formed a trio called Windsong and in the evenings they performed at American Army bases . The three girls caught the attention of Cynthia Robinson , another cousin of Sly Stone , and the band’s trumpet player , who asked them to do background work on his current project . Only Dawn Silva took him up on the offer and here , in the family of Stone , came together the two girls who would later leave one funk father for another .

Sly & The Family Stone had embarked on a three week tour as support to Funkadelic , the opening act being an early version of Bootsy’s Rubber Band , 

One night George Clinton approached Lynn and Dawn with a request to sing background on his latest concept , Fred Wesley & The Horny Horns who had been signed to Atlantic Records . Here the Brides began to be built . After “ A Blow For Me , A Toot For You “ Clinton asked them back . By now the Stone was crumbling with Sly’s own mini-Empire showing structural problems and when Funkadelic returned to Oakland and Clinton phoned the two friends up to appear on stage they took him up on the offer . That night two of Sly’s family were in the audience.

“ The very next day we got a certified letter saying we were fired . “

Lynn Mabrey remembered . 

So it was, between late ‘76 and early ‘77 The Brides Of Funkenstein moved from backstage to front . 

“ Our first recording as The Brides was a song called ‘ Love Is Something  ‘ with Eddie Hazel singing lead . “ 

Whether The Brides needed a chaperone at this time remains unclear, was Hazel’s name considered a selling point for the fledgling Brides?  

Who knows. The song, written by studio engineer Jim Callon was, according to Clinton , probably the last time the Funkadelic line up of Eddie Hazel , Billy ‘Bass’ Nelson Tiki Fulwood on drums and Bernie Worrell on keyboards played together .

“ Then [ they cut ] Bootsy’s ‘ Vanish In Our Sleep ’ . We hoped that was going to be the first single but the record company didn’t want us to come out with it so soon after Bootsy ; they wanted new tunes . “ 

Neither track was released during this period but ‘ Love Is Something ‘ resurfaced during Clinton’s Clearance Sale in the form of the 1993 Family Series part 3;  whilst a live version of ‘ Vanish ..’ came out , again in a ‘90’s incarnation on their live set recorded in 1978 .

As well as the Brides it was also time to re-build Parlet in the laboratory of Dr Funkenstein.

“ Sensual satisfaction guaranteed , that’s what this group is about . “

George Clinton , 1978

By 1978 Mallia Franklin , Jeanette Washington and Debbie Wright  had been discovered by Doctor Funkenstein 

“ circling my Mothership in their Starship Pleasure Principle .” 

Although they followed The Brides Of Funkenstein chronologically they had had an impact on the whole P-Funk Universe from a Pre-P historic time. Marton Records had released Roy Handy and Parlet’s  “ What Did He Do “ backed by  “ Accidental Love “ produced by Clinton along with fellow members of Parliament Fuzzy Haskins and Grady Thomas back in the mid-sixties but it wasn’t until the fully realised concept of P-Funk that the group would become an established piece of the P . Their debut set ,  “ Pleasure Principle “ was recorded in November and December of ‘77 although both Mallia and Jeanette had worked constantly with Clinton during the developmental stage of his Empire . “ Up For The Down Stroke “ heralded the beginning of their journey in 1975.

After fifteen years in the business George Clinton’s Parliament outfit released their very first album, “Osmium” recorded at HDH Sound Studios, Detroit and issued on Holland Dozier Holland’s legendary Invictus label. This album itself stands alone as a landmark in the development of black pyschedelia and within Clinton’s band of freaks there appeared another outsider in the mix, an English folk singer from Durham, Ruth Copeland. Her earliest outing for Invictus was under the group name The New Play with “Music Box”, the second single to be released on the label. “Music Box” was co-written by Ruth Copeland with Ronald Dunbar and Edith Wayne who had written “Band Of Gold” for Freda Payne and “Give Me Just A Little More Time” for Chairmen Of The Board amongst others. Copeland herself doesn’t sound dissimilar to Freda Payne on her initial release. However, there was much more to Ruth Copeland than simply a sound-a-like. Copeland not only contributed to the first Parliament album “Osmiun” as a writer but was allegedly the co-producer, although these chores fell to her then husband Jefffrey Bowen who, because of his contract with Motown, was unable to put his name to the project. 

Copeland’s own “I Am What I Am “ and “Self Portrait” albums were well balanced mixes of commercial Rock, Soul, Folk and Blues relying heavily on input from George Clinton and the embryonic Funkadelic who supplied some incredible instrumentation to both sets. Acoustic clarity one minute giving way to raucous rock the next as exemplified by “The Medal”, a hard-hitting track augmented by searing guitar courtesy of Eddie Hazel, surely a front runner for the man to replace Hendrix award. In “The Medal” Copeland began with a folksy voice before ripping into her best Janis Joplin scream at the arrival of the medal and letter from the Government telling of her man’s demise in Vietnam. During their Motown days Holland Dozier Holland had steered clear of controversy and stayed inside clearly defined perimeters of love songs sung simply and effectively: but here it was another time and America was another place.

How Ruth Copeland arrived in Detroit remains a mystery equalled only by where she went to after Invictus folded. A clue may lie in the name of her last album, 1976’s “Take Me To Baltimore”. Rumour has it that her last job was making violins there.

Whatever her contribution to music is now Ruth Copeland will always have a very special place in the hearts of all Parliament/Funkadelic followers and to define her qualities briefly is to simplify her talent, you are best to discover her for yourselves. 

