Hermon Hitson 2006
Our conversation began with Hermon reminiscing about travelling with Major Lance and Joe Tex back in the 70’s little knowing that songs such as Yes You Did were being played on the Northern Soul scene during the time he was touring!

He was born in Philadelphia on 7th June 1943, which means that we share a birthday, which made us both laugh at the coincidence. He moved down South firstly to Georgia then Jacksonville with his brothers and mother after she divorced. His first opportunity to sing came when his mother used to take him to church and she would encourage to stand-up and sing songs such as “The Lord’s Prayer” which he would receive dimes and quarters for from the congregation.

Hermon says from very early on he wanted to be a singer and even made his first guitar, which was a pick-up box, which he put together and would play around his home. However, his first real break into music came when he got together with some school friends at Matthew Gilbert High School in Jacksonville to start a group called the Stereophonics. The leader of the group Lloyd Perry thought Hermon’s rich baritone would be a perfect foil for his tenor and asked him to join the group. Hermon paints an atmospheric picture of him Lloyd Perry, Robert Sampson, Emmanuel Simpkins and Marvin Johnson practising their singing techniques. He told me how they would hang out in local parks and under streetlights until the early hours before going to school next morning. They would continue to practise during the school recess and after school when crowds would follow them home singing and dancing down the street.





Hermon in mid-60's
It wasn’t long before the Stereophonics started working in the nightclubs around St Augustine and Jacksonville areas. They covered the hits of the day sometimes in acapella doo-wop style or with a band. Hermon would also sneak into gigs around town to see the visiting artists and was mesmerised by the guitar players such Chuck Berry, BB King, Guitar Slim etc who seemed to control their own destinies with their guitar paying and Hermon decided he want to do the same. His opportunity to properly learn guitar came one night when the resident guitarist didn’t turn up for a Stereophonics gig and Hermon was thrust into the limelight. Next day, he went out and bought a guitar and asked Walter Johnson to show him how to play. 

By the late 50’s, Hermon wanted to grow more as an artist and felt that he should form his own band so he started a group called the Rockin’ Tonics. The group consisted of 6 pieces including Nat Jones on drums, who was originally from Ohio and later played with James Brown. Hermon met him at a club where he saw him doing the then new dance “The Monkey” on a packed dance floor surrounded by admirers. During this time, Hermon would hang out between gigs at pool rooms where he would hear songs by local artists on the juke box which inspired him to better things such as Chick Willis’s “What Am I Living For”. The Rockin' Tonics were originally managed by bassist William Bailey’s father but Hermon thought his plans for the band didn’t match his aspirations. So when he met a local music promoter Will Davis who liked their sound and offered them an opportunity to tour the South East, it was just the opening Hermon was looking for to get out of Jacksonville.




Hermon Hitson Early 70's
It was during their tours of the South East, that Hermon first went to Atlanta. It was a place that hypnotised him. He arrived at night and was plunged into a cacophony of sounds, laughter, music on “the avenue”. Where ever he looked, right, left, in front or behind him, there was music – Major Lance singing the Monkey in the Peacock, Luther Johnson playing upstairs where Hermon was about to play, and more music coming up the street from the PFW Club, the Morocco Lounge and the American Legion. Then for the hungry soul artist there was always Ma’s – a diner run by Ms Davis who would provide the weary singer or musician with food they could only dream of when on the road. Hermon says he was always glad to roll up to Ma’s after being on the road and it didn’t matter whether you were Jackie Wilson or an unknown player there was always a warm welcome. Hermon decided to make this music scene his home from that day until now.

The Rockin’ Tonics spent the next 2 years playing the Atlanta club scene and built up a strong following. Hermon got his first break into recording through his friendship with Arthur whose group the Corvettes at that time were very hot in Atlanta. He was approached by Wallace Spann, Arthur’s manager, while standing at the bar one night in the Morocco Lounge between shows. Spann offered Hermon the chance to record for his Royal label and took him into the GRC recording studios in Atlanta where Hermon cut his first 45. The 2 tracks “Been So Long” based on the lines of a letter to his wife and “Georgia Grind” a dance tune based on “Shout” and referring back to the old gospel riffs were both picked up by DJ’s John Richbourg for WLAC in Nashville and gave the band instant exposure in the South. Hermon and his band started doing gig after gig after gig as they went from college to college always met by a lively audience shouting for more as they drove them crazy with the “Georgia Grind”. Wallace invited them back into the GRC studios a few months later to cut another 45 for Royal – “Laughin’” and “Find My Baby” – a side which has picked up a few plays in the UK over the years after first being aired in the Stafford era in the 80’s. The group broke up in Augusta, when Nat Jones took up the offer to work for James Brown and William Bailey decided to go back home. Hermon was stranded in Augusta for a while and made money singing on gigs with Garnet Mimms and Leon Austin amongst others before heading back to Atlanta.



Hermon and his band performing early 2006
Back in Atlanta, Hermon worked most of the clubs down town as a solo singing covering songs by Pickett etc. One of those clubs was an after hours joint called the Night Cap. The owner Mike liked Hermon and said his style reminded him of a singer called Lee Moses who usually played the club but who was then away in New York. The owner asked Hermon to cover for Lee while he was away. One night, while Hermon was playing, Lee, unbeknownst to Hermon, had been sitting in on the show. Lee got up out his seat and walked onto the stage and strapped his guitar on and stated to play. This was beginning of a long friendship between the 2 singers based on mutual respect for each other’s talents, and for Hermon, a recognition of Lee’s spirituality and deepness. Not long after meeting Lee, Hermon met Freddie Terrell at the Night Cap during a Wilson Pickett show. Hermon was about to embark on a long journey with both Lee and Freddie which resulted in some of the most creative music to come out of Atlanta in the 60’s and early 70’s.

This period of creativity began with the opportunity of working for a friend of Lee Moses called Johnny Brantley. John Brantley was a New York based producer who was looking for new talent to work with for his company Vidalia Productions. Hermon’s recordings for Johnny either consisted of him recording in Atlanta mainly at the Master Sounds Studio with Lee, Freddie and others or heading up to New York to sing over backing tracks already laid down by Lee or the Ohio Players. The first side Hermon recorded was “I Got That Will” a song inspired by his wife Evelyn and based on a guitar riff dreamt up by Freddie Terrell. This was followed by the classic deep soul side “Too Much For The Human Heart” again inspired by Evelyn and features both Lee and Freddie. This side was licensed by Johnny Brantley to Atco and issued in 1965.

This initial success prompted talk that Atco would be interested in releasing an album by Hermon so later that year he was back in the studio working on the tracks. It was during this time that Hermon met Jimi Hendrix who was in town with the Isley Brothers and he was hanging out with the DJ Gorgeous George. Gorgeous George introduced Hermon to Hendrix and Hendrix sat in on a number of the tracks which Hermon was laying down for the proposed album. The album eventually got shelved and Brantley held onto to the masters which eventually ended up being released by Brantley at a later date as a Hendrix package with Hermon’s vocals chopped off! Hermon continued to record further sessions for Brantley in Atlanta with Lee and Freddie. One side, which was cut was “A Dream I Had” which eventually saw the light of day last year on a Soul-Tay-Shus CD. Hermon worked with several musicians on this session who he would work with off and on for another 10 years – Eddie Maxey on drums, Alonzo Taylor on bass and Ronnie Whitted on keyboards.

By 1967, Hermon was going up to New York to work on tracks Brantley had already laid down. These include probably his most famous 45 on the Northern scene – “Yes You Did” This song and “Better To Have Loved” were written by the song-writing team of Lewis, Farmer and Lewis who had given a demo of the song to Johnny Brantley after being introduced by friends of Lee Moses. The backing tracks had already been laid down by the Ohio Players when Hermon entered the Bell Sound Studios on West 54th Street to record his tortured vocals on these classic tracks with both tracks being were licensed to Minit Records.

One of the most iconic songs of this period has to be “Bad Girl”. This was song was written by Lee Moses and Bobby Lee Fears aka Bobby Dixon who was originally lead singer of the Atlanta group The Fabulous Dinos. The first recording of the song was by this group followed by the Lee Moses version for Musicor before Johnny decided to give Hermon a shot using the same backing track as Lee’s version. “Bad Girl” was issued on Minit with “Show Me Some Sign”. “Show Me Some Sign came out of sessions Hermon did with Lee at Tom Ridge’s Studio in Cheshire Bridge involving Lee’s sister Donia on background vocals. He also recorded 2 other tracks which lay in the can until last year called “Sweeter” and “Why Is It Taking So Long”. The last song was released by Johnny Brantley on an artist called George Scott about 4 years later. He did record other material for Johnny, which was never released including his version of the Sam Williams classic “Love Slipped Through My Fingers”. By 1968, his relationship with Johnny was beginning to sour over the question of unpaid royalties. These disagreements came on top of pressures placed on Hermon by the demands of continually working on the road. As soon as he could he got out of the contract with Vidalia.




Cover of Hermon's new CD
However, before Hermon had a chance to get his career back on track he was dealt a blow by getting involved in a fight, which resulted in someone being injured. Fortunately, the court found him innocent but the case caused many stations to drop playing his records. This led to a low period in his musical life and for a while he decided to give up playing. However, in 1969 after nearly a year off he decided he needed his music and got back into playing and singing to break out of his depression.

Hermon started writing again and eventually formed his own record label called Sweet Rose to overcome problems when no one was prepared to release his music after the 1968 incident. He was encouraged to go into Bob Richardson's Master Sound Studios and cut "Ain't No Other Way" and it's flip side, "You Can't Keep A Good Man Down" with a group of his good friends from the Atlanta soul scene including Freddie Terrell on guitar, Alonzo Taylor on bass, Van Johnson on keyboards, Eddie Maxey on drums with another long time Atlanta friend James "Hannibal" Shaw on backing vocals with his then wife Delia Gartrell and Jean Carn. The session was produced by Hannibal, and for some reason Hermon gave him and Grover Mitchell writing credits for "Ain't No Other Way". "You Can't Keep A Good Man Down" was written by Hitson and Freddie Terrell and has become a subsequent sought after classic on the UK rare soul scene.

Unfortunately, the Sweet Rose 45 met with no success and Hermon continued to gig around Atlanta and work in bands with Major Lance and Joe Tex as well as pursuing other jobs to pay the bills. In 1977, he had the chance to go back in to the Master Sounds Studio with Freddie and others to record “Walking in The Park”. The session was paid for by long time friend Norman Thrasher, a promotions man he had know through Joe Tex, and released on the Lisa label. He had one further 45 in the late 70’s called “Ayana” for a label called Hitsong.

Hermon continued to play well into the 90’s in touring bands as a guitarist but eventually he decided to call it a day as it became harder to make a living. Though he did think of hanging up his guitar during the 90’s he decided to still play around town. He also began an acting career in the 90’s and appeared in several commercials including one for Kentucky Fried Chicken.

His continued involvement in music has led to the new CD and the setting up of a website with Freddie so hopefully the future is bright for both these talent Atlanta Soul Brothers and perhaps some enterprising promoter could bring them over to the UK. 



You can read a full review of Hermon's new CD over on my In Dangerous Rhythm blog. 

