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The Chambers Brothers

by Opal Louis Nations

Most people today remember The Chambers
Brothers for their funky, psychedelic odes and in
particular their eleven-minute acid-epic “Time Has
Come Today™ which hit the number four spot on the
pop charts in 1967, Some recall their 1971 Colums-
bia smash entitled “Funky™ or their last major seller
on Avco in 1974 called “Let’s Go, Let's Go, Let’s
Go,” a spoof on Hank Ballard’s number one R&B
hit of October 1960. But to think of The Chambers
Brothers as purely a family of folk-blues artists who
were lucky enough to score big time during the fuzz-
box, acid crazed existenrialista era 15 doing them a
gross injustice. By their own account, The Cham-
bers Brothers are first and foremost a neo-acappella
gospel group influenced by such legendary Post-war
quartets as The Soul Stirrers and The Swan
Silvertones. Sure they took advantage of the trend
to electrify folk music and meld it into the White
guitar-focused rock band idiom, but their roots are
their roots and their roots stem from the ML Calvary
Baptist Church of Carthage in Leake County, Mis-
sissippi.

The Chambers Brothers were just four of thir-
teen children (eight boys and five girls) born to home-
maker Victona Futch and George W. Chambers, a
humorously salty but deeply religious man. George
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was a tenant-farmer with twenty-five acres of cot-
ton and twenty-five acres of comn, although part of
the com patch was used to raise peanuts and a few
vegetables. Work was hard and plentiful, and hav-
ing a large family meant more hands at harvest time,
Only dry goods were purchased from the local gro-
cery. All the children, from as way back as they can
remember, milked the cows, fed the chickens, hoed
the vegetables and chopped cotton.

Dealing with The Chambers Brothers singers
themselves, we have George Junior, born Septem-
ber 26, 1931, the oldest brother and member in the
group. He also doubled on bass guitar. Then came
Willie, born March 2nd, 1938, Willie played guitar
and kept the boys in key. Lester, born April |3th,
1940, was third, Lester often played harmonica. Last
but not least was Joe, born August 22nd, 1942, All
attended Mt. Calvary and spent their evenings after
supper around the fireplace singing hymns and gos-
pel songs with their parents before bedime. From
their parents, the Chambers boys learned to play
bottle music. Bottle music is a rural rooted musical
art form involving the blowing of bottles filled with
waler o an amount equal to the tones that were re-
quired. Bottles filled with varying amounts of water
were used together o produce harmony which the
family was well able to effect.

The Chambers were the first to do this. To the

bottles the Chambers added the sound of a make-
shift cowbell. The hirst incamation of this was the
use of a bumper from the front end of an old Ply-
mouth. George and Major Chambers (another
brother) sang in the Mt. Calvary Senior Gospel
Singers of Leake County. Joe, Lester and Willie sang
in the Mt. Calvary Junior Gospel Singers of Lcake
County. Both groups were sponsored and affiliated
with their local place of worship, The Mt Calvary
Baptist. Both guested at local churches and both
entered “quariet battles™ at which one aspiring outfii
tried to out-sing the other. The senior group tried to
emulite Rev. Sam McCrary and The Fairfield
Four of Nashville.

Much hand clapping and foot stomping were
used in conjunction with close acappella harmonies.
The junior “reserve” group was helped along with
the strumming of acoustic guitar. Personnel in the
seniors mcluded Robert Le Flora, Sidney Le Flora,
Willie B, Boatman, Theodore *Dodie” Gill, a fel-
low remembered as Frazier, Major and George
Chambers. The juniors were composed of Willie,
Lester and Joe Chambers and their cousins Percy
and Ben Lee Canady and “Dodie”™ Gill's son, Eddie
Lee Luckett.

George states that The Chambers Brothers group
came about when the Chambers boys were all sing-
g and picking out mn the cotton helds. (In their
younger days, the boys sang for White folks who
rewarded them with apples.) He suggested that they
all form a quartet but none could think of a good
name. George hosted a radio program for awhile
then entered the Service in 1952, All his brothers
decided not o do anything about starting a singing
group until George got out of the Army. On his way
out to Korea, aboard ship, George formed a service
group called The Gospel Soldiers. The Gospel Sol-
diers sang for civilians and by the ume they had
docked at Inchon, they were pretty tight with har-
monies. It was not until the family had relocated 1o
1119 West 17th Street in Los Angeles, George had
finished up his service and had come home that The
Chambers Brothers sang in and around the Watts
area and built a sizable reputation.

In 1959, they came to the attention of Brother
Duke Henderson, vice president of Proverb Records
of Pacoima, brainchild of Milton Rose. During the
19405, Henderson, who was part of the Central Av-
enue sceng, sang and recorded blues in the Wynonie
Harris vein for at least a dozen major independent
labels. As Big Duke, he waxed the oft-remembered
“Hey Dr. Kinsey,” a song centering around the pub-
lished sex research of Dr. Kinsey in 1948, In 1955,
Henderson turned his back on sinners’ music and
devoted his life o the promotion of gospel artists
and their music. As a promoter. Henderson would
bring in star names from the world ol gospel to per-
form at various venues around South Central Los
Angeles. Artists like The Sweet Singing Cavaliers,
Ohio Wonders, Mighty Mighty Clouds of Joy and
eventually The Chambers Brothers, who were all
sicned to Bro Henderson’s Proverb discery, were
always asked to open shows for nationally recog-
nized talent.

George Chambers explains how the group got
with Henderson. “We needed desperately to get re-
corded. We went to Brother Henderson and he told
us he had his hands full rying to get The Mighty
Mighty Clouds of Joy's career off the eround. He
told us to go see a friend of his, Randy Stricklan.
Stricklan ran the tiny S.B.W. label. Anyway, he re-
corded us and our first record came out, **l Trust In
God” / “Just A Little More Faith.” The record sold
well and caught the interest of Brother Henderson
who wanted to buy the nghts and reissue it on his
own Proverb label,”



In March 1958, Johnnie Taylor and The Soul
Stirrers of Chicago recorded a song their guitanisy/
arranger Leroy Crume had written entitled “The
Love Of God." It was recorded for Art Rupe’s
Specialty label in Hollywood. “The Love OF God™
became extremely popular among gospel folk n
California. Richard Wallace, who sang and played
guitar in both The Mighty Mighty Clouds of Joy on
Proverb Records and with his own outtit, The Stars
of Bethel, took “The Love Of God™ and with a
change of lyrics recorded it as “Above My Head.”
supported by his own group, for John Siamas’ En-
sign Records in 1959, That same year, Stricklan had
The Chambers Brothers record “The Love Of God™
again. this time for S.B.W. Again. the title was
changed (0“1 Trust In God™ and the label credit was
authored as “traditional.”

The Chambers Brothers” version, which has
Rev. Oscar Reed singing lead. is almost identical in
arrangement to the two that had gone before, The
rendering holds to the magic and charm of the origi-
nal melody which is achingly soulful and sweet. The
song never really ook off until 1960 when Rev.
James Cleveland and The Voices of the Taber-
nacle Choir of Detroit recorded it with the oniginal
lyrics for Hob Records. Cleveland’s version hit the
cospel best sellers list. On the back of The Cham-
bers Brothers™ initial S.B.W./Proverb release was
“Just A Little More Faith,” an exciting breakneck
arrangement of Dr. Robert Washington’s “Just
Faith.,” recorded in its original for Peacock Records
of Houston in 1957 backed by The Gospelaires ol
Dayton, Ohio. The Chambers had Tommy James
sing lead on their cover. The Chambers” single sold
quite well around Los Angeles and generated work
for the group.

The Chambers Brothers got their first major
break when they were asked to play the New Year's
Eve hill at Edwin Pearl’s Ash Grove Nitery in Los
Angeles in 1961. Ed Pearl tells me that his first en-
counter with The Chambers Brothers was via Sam
“Lightning” Hopkins. Pearl recounts, “Hopkins had
come out from Houston to play at The Ash Grove.,

Joe Chambers, who was still in high school at this
point, was a devoted fan of Hopkins and hung out
with him. Joe, who had experience dressing hair,
had offered to fix Lighting’s conk. Lightning had
mussed his hair on the trip out. Joe introduced me 1o
the group who sounded in need of improvement.
We started them out at Ash Grove because we be-
lieved in them. When they got their act together we
had them play strictly gospel sets on Sunday nights.
We introduced them to groups like The Country
Boys (Kentucky Colonels), and this led Lo other
White influences. The Chambers Brothers became
the important bridge between down home blues and
country gospel.”

Barbara Dane in her Sing Our Magazine arti-

cle of September 1965 remembers The Chambers’
debut as follows. 1 was closing, Brownie McGhee
& Sonny Terry were overlapping theiropening, and
the audience expected us to live up o a precedent,
sel some years before, of improvising and challeng-
ing each other. The addition of the Brothers was news
to us. and they seemed so young, diffident, and nerv-
ous, but soon the general looseness caught them up
and when midnight came, 1 led off the tired “Auld
Lang Syne,” Brownie set up the famous beat com-
mon only to him and the Basie Band, and Sonny
wailed his harp over and up while the Chambers
Brothers began a thythmic chant that wouldn’t stop!
We got hold of such a wild and re-
joicing thing we could hardly let
oo!" Dane goes on tosay that Carroll
Perry who ran The Ash Grove
kitchen helped the boys along by
introducing them to important con-
Lacts.

The Chambers Brothers were
still primarily a gospel quartet at this
point. Their act at The Ash Grove
was a folk-oriented gospel one.
Willie Chambers adds that The
Chambers got the crowd worked up
so much, glasses with drinks went
flying and were broken on the floor.
This pleased the management as the
patrons then had to order more
drinks. Aside from The Chambers
Brothers activity, Willie Chambers, who was last
becoming adept at playing guitar, had started into
blues on his own. Itall came about when Willie tumed
up with country blues singer Luke **Long Gone™
Miles. Long Gone's girltriend lived above the apart-
ment at which The Chambers Brothers were stay-
ing. Miles was born in Lachute, Caddo Parish, Loui-
siana on May 8, 1925, In 1952 he left for Houston
where he befriended Lightning Hopkins with whom
he recorded. Upon moving to L.A. in 1961, Miles
met up with Willie Chambers and the pair played
together at The Ash Grove and The Insomniac Club
al Hermosa Beach. The relationship lasted only a
short while as Miles went back to performing with
Hopkins when the latter. through arrangement with
Barbara Dane, was assigned work at The Sugar Hill
Club in San Francisco.

Without realizing it, artists like The Chambers
Brothers and Bessie Griffin & The Gospel Pearls
were setting a new trend. a trend that took gospel in
its traditional form, out of the church and into the
night club. This momentary phenomenon became
known as “Pop-Gospel,” a term coined by promo-
tional staff at Columbia Records. The common pur-
pose was to take the word of the Lord to folks who
would not ordinarily spend any time at church. This
rankled prima donna artists like Mahalia Jackson
and her supporters who rallied outside of mghtclubs
in an effort to stop the spread of good old whole-
some church music into sinners’ watering holes.

Gospel music had already found its way into
theaters with the production of Langston Hughes’
Black Nativity and Bumps Blackwell’s Portraits in
Bronze. Taking gospel into the clubs was simply tak-
ing it a logical step further. Because of the fight 1o
keep gospel outof night clubs, The Chambers Broth-
ers were forced into mixing folk and blues into their
repertoire. After Ash Grove, The Chambers Broth-
ers played The Insomniac Club in Hermosa Beach,
In 1962 they moved to Detroit and played at The
Retort Club just after the appearance of Blind Gary
Davis. This was where the boys met up with Sam
“Lightnin”"" Hopkins. Having moved back to the City
of Angels in 1964, The Chambers Brothers played
the famous Troubadour Club in Hollywood. At a
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“oospel-hoot” hosted by The Troubadour they were
noticed by English T.V. producer Jack Goode who
was lalent searching promising acts for a U.S. net-
work's popular music program entitled “Shindig.”
“Goode called us up,” says George. “He wanted
us to work regularly on his program. We filmed a
pilot in which we sang *1 Got I.” It tumed out that
we worked the show every second week for about a
year.” The only other group to get that sort of a deal
were Gloria Jones & The Blossoms. Both groups
backed guest talent and occasionally performed in
their own spots. Trouble broke out when network
executives voiced their disapproval of Goode hav-
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ing too many regular Black artists on his show. Goode
was forced to make changes.

Much was happening with The Chambers
Brothers at this time. Label-copied by the record
company as The Charades, they recorded the beau-
tiful “Flamingo™ with Billy Storm singing lead for
Skylark Records. Barbara Dane, having shared bill-
ing with The Chambers Brothers during a return ap-
pearance at The Ash Grove, took the group with her
to Moe Asch’s Folkways Records at 165 West 46th
Street in New York. Complementing each other per-
fectly, they recorded an album of mainly spintual
songs dressed up with lyrics that conveyed the ma-
jor issues of the day - peace. harmony and freedom.

With Willie picking Delta guitar and background
voices beautifully blended, Dane recorded very
touching renditions of “1 Am A Weary Lonesome
Traveler” (Weary Traveler), Thomas A, Dorsey’s
“Never Turm Back.” the traditional “Come By Here™
and “Go Tell It On The Mountain.” (The collection
is currently available on Smithsonian cassette
#2468, 1991.)

The boys" earlier studio experiences included
backgrounding for other artists. One of these ses-
sions was for Floyd Ray of Ray-Co Records. The
Chambers Brothers were asked to background
Nathan McKinney's “Weep No More™ release,
billed as The Valleyites, a name dreamed up by the
label's A&R department.

In 1965 Barbara Dane took The Chambers
Brothers along with her to New York. In New York
the boys stayed at a two-bedroom band-house where
Bob Dylan and other leading folk and neo-tolk lu-
minaries of the day dropped by tor after-hours jam
sessions. In New York, The Chambers Brothers
picked up British drummer Brian Keenan who had
played in The Jewels Trio composed of singer/gui-
tarist Peggy Jones, who had served as “Lady Bo™ in
Bo Diddley's band, bass player Bobby Baskerville,
brother of Charles Baskerville of Shep & The
Limelights fame, and himself. Keenan fit right in
with the group from the start. The Chambers Broth-
ers played the Newport Folk Festival in 1965.

“1 Got It,” an express-driven gospel song and
“Bottle Music” (as the title suggests, the boys played
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bottles and put the crowds under a spell) were hoth recorded by Vanguard Records
and issued on their Festival series. The Chambers also hared mikes with Joan
Baez 1o sing the traditional spiritual “Just A Closer Walk With Thee.” Bac#’s
songbird-warbling type of voice did not quite gel with The Chambers’ tough
harmonies, but the overall teel of the song comes across quite well. “Just A
Closer Walk With Thee™ is currently available on Vanguard CD 77014-2 (1995).

Back in Los Angeles, The Chambers Brothers hooked up with Lucky Young
of Vault Records. Through a deal with Ralph Kaffel at Fantasy Records in
Berkeley, The Chambers Brothers were given time for two songs on an album
released by Fantasy in 1966. Both exclude the presence of Brian Keenan which
lcads me to suspect that the songs were cut before the trip to New York. “Travel
On My Way™ has not been heard by this writer but the A-side, “Just A Closer
Walk With Thee,” was remade with Keenan on Vault in 1969, “lust A Closer
Walk With Thee.” although sadly edited, is rendered sweetly and magniticently
with Willie's chiming guitar filling in the
gaps where needed.

Leading events such as appearances
atClub 47 in Cambridge, Mass. and The
Unicorn in Boston followed which gave
Lucky Young the excuse to issue a Vault
blues/R&B album - “People Get Ready
ForThe Fabulous Chambers Brothers.”
The collection tumed out to be a mix of
recordings made at The Unicorn plus a
handtul of earlier Vault sides from Vault's
vaults, All were recorded with drums.
The Chambers were liked so well at The |
Newport Folk Festival of 1965 that they
were inviled back to do a set in 1967.
The group's high point came in 1968
when Folkways issued a second Cham-
bers Brothers album, this time without
guest soloists. The collection was called o il
“Groovin Time™ and contained the bit- Willie on lead guitar
ter-sweet “Who Lives By The Law™
which talks of inequality and injustice in
a way that tears at the very soul. Two gospel songs were also included. They
were a sanctified reading of the traditional *Rough And Rocky Road™ and a Five
Blind Boys-like rendition of Albert E. Brumley’s “I'll Fly Away.”

Just to show folks that The Chambers Brothers could hold their own in front
of any color gospel music audience, they played as part of a Grand Old Opry
package show in 1969. Soon the group were involved with rock and its musical
manifestations and were signed to Columbia Records. Every now and then a
gospel recording would show up somewhere. A brief survey of some of their
later gospel efforts include the Hammond organ-driven “Heaven™ from 1971
and the hypnotically rapturous “Did You Stop To Pray This Moming” from the
same year,

In 1980 The
Chambers Brothers
showed up as guests on
Maria Muldaur’s
Takoma album, “Gos-
pel Nights." Apart
from one gospel cut
. that  dressed up
Muldaur’s limited vo-
& cal abilities, The
® Chambers held forth
* on three neo-acappella
gospel standards, “Did
You Stop To Pray This
Moming,” a joyous “Traveling Shoes™ and righteous rendition of Curtis
Mayfield's “People Get Ready.”

Willie and George have never quit spreading the gospel, Willie sang and
played bass in The Zion Travelers, then after the group split into two outfits,
Willie went with The Mighty Mighty Los Angeles Travelers as singer only.
He can currently be heard singing tenor and playing bass on the Big Henry
Johnson & The Harps of Joy CD (Rare Talent label). Johnson sang lead in The
Blind Boys of Mississippi in 1964 and 1965.

We were never able to do our own thing,” says George, referring to the

A&R men that took control over their commercial output during their stay on

major labels. *“We want now to be able to do our own thing, the way we want (o

doit.” Lester Chambers has just put out a new soul music CD on his own label,

L.C.M.P. (Lester Chambers Music Productions). The brothers back him on two
numbers. On this CD, The Chambers go back to basics.
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