
The OSMOND brothers? Really?? Woah! Has SHINDIG! finally lost its marbles? 
SERIOUSLY? Yes, fellow Shindogs, for once you get past the glossy toothsome, 
wholesomeness of ‘Love Me For A Reason’, and can sidestep the teenage pitfalls of ‘Puppy 
Love’, ’Paper Roses’ and (and I bet you’d never thought you’d see these words within these 
hallowed pages)… ‘Long Haired Lover From Liverpool’, and can take step back to the earlier 
days, you’d discover a wealth of wonderful music - all clearly highlighting the depth of talent 
that the original five-boy line-up had at their disposal. Not only that, but ask around and I’m 
certain that a whole buncha fellow admirers are also hiding away. Just waiting for an Osmond 
reappraisal... 

It remains a great shame that, due to the honourable, yet musically misplaced values 
that the family placed upon their career (‘as long as it’s an Osmond singing lead, it doesn’t 
matter WHICH Osmond’), they lost not only all their hard-earned financial income along the 
way, but also much of their musical credibility. Certainly, amongst the so-called rock 
fraternity.  

This clean living, Mormon-based family band, consisting of Alan, Wayne, Merrill and 
Jay, later joined by little Donny, had spent many years honing their brotherly harmonies and 
musical abilities, prior to the teenage-fandom that they later became so accustomed to and, 
under the strict military regimes of their father George, had actually started off their singing 
careers back in the late 1950s. With eldest brother Alan, then just 9 years of age, they 
entertained their local church group in Ogden, Utah, performing pitch perfect, close 
barbershop harmonies, dressed in matching suits, accompanied by gleaming, toothy smiles. 
Within the space of a few short years, their burgeoning talents saw them rubbing shoulders 
with Mr Mickey Mouse himself, Walt Disney, in his gilded Anaheim utopia, followed soon 
after by a lengthy supporting stint on the prime-time NBC broadcast, The Andy Williams 
Show...  

A recording career swiftly beckoned, and they quickly rattled off a neat succession of 
barbershop-based LP releases between 1963 and 1965. However, as to be expected, they 
soon outgrew the demands of the hectic weekly TV schedules, as well as their matching 
jackets, bowties and bowler hats, and began experimenting with a more pop-orientated 
sound, starting off with the 1967 UNI Records release of ‘Flower Music’ b/w ‘I Can’t Stop’, 
both co-written by all-round go-to musician-composer Jerry Goldstein. Reminiscent of The 
Cowsills’ ‘The Rain, The Park & Other Things’, it’s surprising that the single failed to chart, as 
most it’s certainly an of-the-times piece of simplistic flower-pop (a 1970s re-release saw some 
belated chart activity), but with a reputation for their professionalism standing strong after 
their well-received TV jaunts, and their popularity growing in, of all places, Japan (following a 
supporting slot with Pat Boone), it was only a matter of time until the Osmond Brothers hit 
their stride. 

With Alan and Wayne taking on guitar duties (with leader Alan also doubling up on 
piano), Merrill strapping on the bass, Jay sitting in behind the drum kit, and Donny taking up 
position behind the organ, the group began to develop a unique sound, driven by Jay’s 
impressive percussive rhythms and Merrill’s distinctive lead vocals.   

For their 1968 album, The Wonderful World of The Osmond Brothers (CBS/Sony 
60144), their first having adopted their new ‘group’ style, they entered the recording studios 
under the watchful eye of New York-based producer Gary Klein. A mixed collection, featuring 
cover versions of songs by Joni Mitchell, Bill and Bob Cowsill, Tim Hardin and the Addrisi 
brothers amongst others, along with a delightful take of the Gordon-Bonner composition 
‘Mary Elizabeth’ (another unsuccessful 45 release, previously issued by the Philadelphia-



based Magic Fleet), the album is perhaps most notable for the debut release of the brother’s 
own songwriting talents, with their strangely progressive ‘Takin’ On A Big Thing’, with its 
droning “Hey Joe” refrain, standing out amongst the more familiar-sounding ‘Clouds’, ‘Speak 
Like A Child’ and ‘Taking A Chance On Love’ (the latter of which was originally from the 1940 
Broadway musical Cabin In The Sky. And, no, I haven’t either…) 

 The follow-up release, Hello (1970), was another confusing mish-mash, this time 
issued to capitalise on their growing fanbase in the Far East, and appearing only on the 
Japanese Denon label (CD-7004). Unfortunately, it was also a far weaker affair, partly 
recorded in Japanese, with a succession of further cover tunes, many of which were 
accompanied by the additional input of a sixth Osmond brother; 7-year-old Jimmy, who had 
already achieved significant solo success in the land of the rising sun, becoming the first 
member of the family to receive a gold disc for his Japanese 45 release, the nauseatingly twee 
‘My Little Darling’. Of the twelve songs featured on Hello, it was only with the medley from 
the musical Hair, ‘Aquarius / Let The Sunshine In’, and the lone Osmond composition, Alan 
and Merrill’s ‘Movin’ Along’, that truly justified the vinyl afforded to it. 

Nevertheless, redemption was just around the corner in the form of Mike Curb, the 
newly stalled president of MGM records. Impressed with the all-singing, all-dancing, multi-
instrumentalist siblings, he signed them to the label and immediately shipped them off to the 
famed Muscle Shoals Sound Studios in Alabama, to work alongside producer Rick Hall. The 
result was the Billboard chart-topping ‘One Bad Apple’, a joyful bubblegum pastiche of the 
Jackson 5’s style of pop music. That said, the production and performance on the song, driven 
by Merrill’s melodic lead and Donny’s high-pitched counter vocals (cleverly edited together 
by Hall from two complete vocal tracks), blended perfectly, propelling it skyward, spending 
five-weeks at the pinnacle during February of 1971.    

The accompanying self-titled album (MGM SE-4724), again recorded down in 
Alabama, and featuring a stellar line-up of Hall’s session players, was filled with a selection of 
impressive numbers, some of which stuck with the bubblegum formula (Donny’s ‘Sweet & 
Innocent’) whilst ‘Motown Medley’, ‘Lonesome They Call Me’ and ‘Find ‘em, Fool ‘em, Forget’ 
em’ saw the band move into a funkier, white-soul groove. Certainly, on the latter, Merrill 
began to step yet another gear, delivering a truly soulful vocal. For the family themselves 
however, it was possibly the inclusion of their cover of The Hollies’ smash hit, ‘He Ain’t Heavy, 
He’s My Brother’ that they took closest to heart – going on to become a favoured concert 
staple for decades to come. 

 
The Osmonds are riding up the Hot 100 currently with ‘One Bad Apple’. The LP, like the single 
puts the boys in a whole new commercial bag, right in today's market. Cut in Muscle Shoals, 
the package offers top treatments of ‘He Ain't Heavy, He's My Brother’ and a Motown salute 
that is a heavy stand-out. Should prove to be a big chart winner.  

Billboard Magazine, January 9, 1971. 
 
Seeing that they were clearly onto a good thing, MGM immediately stumped up the 

$$$ once more and shipped the boys back out east, 1971’s Homemade being the result. In 
the meantime, in-between the cotton state album sessions, the family jumped aboard the 
promotional bandwagon, appearing on various national TV shows, including the top-rated 
Glen Campbell Goodtime Hour, The Grammy Awards and their own He Ain’t Heavy CBS-TV 
Special. And if that wasn’t enough, early April saw them once more hop aboard the long flight 
to Japan for a further series of appearances (taping one show for the Japanese-only Osmonds 



In Tokyo live album). It was a gruelling pace for the youngsters, home schooling was 
imperative, sandwiched in between the rehearsals, the dance classes, and the TV studios, 
with brother #4, Jay, having only just turned 16 years of age. 

Upon release, it was apparent how little Homemade (MGM SE-4770) varied from the 
formula of its predecessor, and other than the ‘One Bad Apple’ carbon copy, ‘Double Lovin’ 
(a #14 hit on Billboard), there was little that stood out, although the inclusion of three self-
composed tunes highlighted the developing abilities of the three elder brothers. 

On December 4th of that year, the group headlined two shows at the Los Angeles 
Forum (just a week after selling out Madison Square Garden), recording both performances 
for a future release, Osmonds Live. Listening to it today, one can sense the intense excitement 
coursing through the vast audiences that day. The teenage screams from the massed female 
gathering were now becoming the norm, and none more so than when Donny took centre 
stage. Much to at least one brothers’ chagrin, the career of brother #5, launched as a solo 
artist to run parallel alongside that of the group, was fast becoming a source of conflict. 
 The songs performed that night, as featured on the double LP (a single disc in the UK), 
highlighted the group’s development to date, ranging from the two big ‘hits’, some funky 
cover versions (‘You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’’, Elton’s ‘Your Song’ and an impressive 
combination of Creedence’s ‘Proud Mary’ coupled with Chicago’s ‘Free’), along with a number 
of new cuts that would feature prominently on the next album. It all sounded very slick (if you 
can successfully pass over Jimmy’s two offerings) and, instrumentally, the boys were on fire, 
accompanied by support band, The American Underground, who aided whilst the brothers 
were all front of stage. But, unknown to the record buyers at the time, many of the vocals 
were flown in later in the studio, due to all five members being stricken down that evening, 
putting in a less than perfect vocal performance. However, it certainly didn’t stop the release 
going Top 20. 
 With the live album bearing the production credit of ‘Produced by Alan Osmond and 
Michael Lloyd’, it came as no surprise to see the next studio album listing Alan as co-producer 
on eight of the featured songs, with six of these being group compositions. The family were 
now intent on taking over the reins of their career. The title of the album, Phase III, was also 
a notable statement marking their clear intentions. It was just that – the first phase had been 
the barbershop years, with the second being their initial forays into a pop career. This new 
era, Phase III, was designed to highlight their movement into becoming serious pop-rock 
artists, composers, and producers, much to Wayne’s delight. Brother #2 had always wanted 
to show the bands musicianship and creativity and, unhappy with the focus on Donny’s solo 
career, it was he who was central in pushing the band into a heavier groove. However, this in 
turn, made it even more difficult to accept when, having turned off the amps and put down 
the guitars for the day, they were then faced with the prospect of having to gather around 
the studio microphones to simply ooh and aah as a backup to one of Donny’s saccharine 
ballads. Having been influenced in their development by listening to The Beatles and Led 
Zeppelin, the syrupy concoctions of Paul Anka and Jimmy Young were not what the group had 
in mind. Nevertheless, as a five-man band, Phase III (MGM SE-4796) marked the first in a 
series of three wonderful LPs, that would see the Osmond brothers’ peak, and fulfil all the 
ambitions that they desired during those formative years. Creatively speaking. If they could 
just shake off the clean-cut, wholesome, toothy image that accompanied their every move. 
Not an easy task for a clean-cut, wholesome, toothy Mormon family. Especially with 
Osmondmania now beckoning.    



 Early 1972 saw the family launch their own record label; KOLOB (named after a planet 
mentioned within the religious texts sacred to the Mormon faith), distributed via, and thus 
maintaining their relationship with MGM Records. The idea being that the label would issue 
all future recordings released by the family, be it from the brothers, Donny solo, Jimmy solo 
or even, yes, another star was now on the horizon in the form of sister, Marie (the only 
daughter amongst the family of nine siblings – two older brothers were born predominantly 
deaf and were not a part of the performing entity). The grand plan seemingly just got bigger 
as the success story grew and grew. They were fast becoming a worldwide phenomenon. 
Wherever the family went, travelling as a vast entourage, always together, the world’s media 
followed their every move. Their smiling faces were plastered all over the front pages of the 
daily press, the teen ‘zines, and almost every young girl’s bedroom wall, from New York to 
London to Tokyo and beyond. Unless, of course, your loyalties lay with either David Cassidy 
or Marc Bolan…    
 Phase III, featuring two Top 5 Billboard singles (‘Down By The Lazy River’ and ‘Yo-Yo’) 
hit the Top 10, swiftly achieving gold status, and included a number of highlights besides the 
hits singles (‘Don’t Panic’, ‘In The Rest Of My Life’…), whilst the follow up to that, the Crazy 
Horses LP, followed suit soon after. And if there is one, just one song that defies all the 
criticism that is still thrown at the family, fifty years down the line, then the title track to that 
October 1972 LP is the one. Once that song, a heavy rock composition by Alan, Wayne, and 
Merrill, and featuring Jay on lead vocals with Merrill chiming in on the bridge, hits the 
turntable and the screaming organ kicks in…  
 Donny later recalled, “It was a YP-30 Yamaha organ with a portamento slide. We had 
a wall of Marshalls in the studio. It was so loud that you couldn't even walk in the studio, so 
we had to play the organ from the control room. Alan played it on the record [and] I played it 
live, but the secret to it was a wah-wah pedal. We opened the wah-wah just enough to get 
that really harsh kind of a piercing sound, but it was the loudness of the Marshalls that got us 
that sound. And then we doubled it. That was the secret to that sound….” 
 Interestingly, sales of the song were prohibited in South Africa, where government 
censors interpreted the word 'horses' as referring to heroin, whilst France also banned it 
believing the lyric "smoking up the sky" to be about drugs. For the clean-living Mormons this 
was far from the truth. 
 As Jay was to comment: “It was way ahead of its time. It's a song about ecology and 
the environment: those 'crazy horses, smoking up the sky' are gas-guzzling cars, destroying 
the planet with their fumes.”  
 Issued as the second single from the forthcoming album (the first was the equally 
heavy ‘Hold Her Tight’), it rocketed up the bestselling lists, settling at #2 in the UK, #14 in 
Billboard and hitting the top spot in Belgium, the Netherlands and France. In fact, such was 
the heavy nature of the song, and that of its predecessor, that upon performing a concert in 
Paris shortly afterwards, the curtains pulled back to reveal an audience predominantly made 
up of heavy rockers. Word clearly hadn’t gotten around and, boy, were they in for a surprise 
once Donny stepped forward for his solo spot… 
 The Crazy Horses album (MGM SE-4871), released toward the end of 1972, was 
equally as satisfying on the ears. Made up completely of original compositions from the 
brothers, combining the heavier upbeat numbers such as ‘Hey Mr Taxi’ and the two 45’s, the 
ballads; ‘That’s My Girl’ and Wayne’s ‘And You Love Me”, the pure pop of ‘What Could it Be’ 
and, most impressively, the progressive ‘Life Is Hard Enough Without Goodbyes’, complete 



with wailing synth solo. The album also gave them their first significant success in the UK, 
hitting the charts over the festive season and eventually peaking at #9.  

1973 was the year that Osmondmania really hit the UK. Sold out venues, airports 
brought to a standstill, sheer pandemonium… all of which was neatly covered in the BBC 
documentary On Tour With The Osmonds, airing over the winter of ‘73. By that time however, 
the family were also deep into promotion for the next album, possibly their most cohesive 
release – albeit one that divided critics, unsure as to whether a concept album, based upon 
the family’s religious beliefs, was really what they wanted to have thrust upon them. It 
certainly played out well, with some sweetly polished compositions (all originals once more) 
running throughout the 40-minute playing time, all neatly interspersed with a series of clever 
vignettes appearing in between. With further hit singles coming in the shape of ‘Let Me In’ 
and ‘Goin’ Home’, filled out with some heavier rock numbers (‘The Last Days’), ballads 
(‘Before The Beginning’) and cleverly produced pop (“Movie Man’), The Plan (MGM SE-4902) 
was another sure-fire smash. And yet, this release was also the pinnacle of their creative 
selling power. Further hits would follow in the ensuing years, perhaps none more notable 
than the worldwide success of the soft MOR-styled ‘Love Me For A Reason’, but by now the 
family was diversifying even further. To the detriment of the five-brother act, the launch of 
the Donny & Marie Show, a musical/comedy/variety extravaganza, watered down any further 
hope the ‘group’ had for maintaining any musical credibility amongst their musical peers. 
After all, how seriously can you take a group of musicians who seemed content with backing 
up the brother and sister act, dressed up as dancing lobsters?  

Remember, it may not have mattered who was out front, as long as it’s an Osmond - 
but it couldn’t last. And it didn’t. The eventual cancellation of the TV series after 3 seasons, 
the exorbitant costs of running their own production company and film studios, poor business 
decisions (reportedly rejecting the opportunity to star in the then-upcoming movie adaption 
of Grease), slower record sales and dwindling audiences, all effectively emptied the family 
bank balance. Nevertheless, refusing to accept bankruptcy, but effectively now penniless, 
they ploughed on… and survived. But at what price? One cannot live on the legacy of past 
successes alone. Or can you? Especially with the respect that endures for such a wonderful 
sequence of album releases. Crazy Horses indeed… 

     
 

 


