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CHAPTER ONE: A KID WITH A DREAM 

By the time Otis was ready for high school, the 1960’s were in full swing and 

Motown owned the music world. In the ninth grade, he had put together “The 

Tempos,” and they traveled locally and performed at school dances and proms. 

“I was what you would call a third quarter student. Most of the year, studying 

was just about the last thing on my mind. But, then, at year’s end, I would hit 

the books enough to bring in the grades I needed to get by. That is, in 

everything except music. I always made the grade in that class. My mind had 

been abducted by music. It played in my head all the time. I was always singing 

to myself, or rehearsing out loud. I couldn’t get enough of it. By then, the 

Temptations had hit the ‘big time’. They were all I could think about. That’s 

what I wanted to be and I wouldn’t be satisfied until I realized my dream. I 
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became expert at singing just like the Tempts’ singer Eddie Kendrick’s…I 

mean, I sounded just like him with his high falsetto.” 

Otis steadily gained popularity with his singing and athletic prowess; a heady 

combination for a teenage boy. By High School, however, he was fast losing 

interest in academics. He formed another singing group in the late 1960’s, and 

called it the Vandals, after the nomadic tribe that ravaged Europe during the 

middle Ages. 

CHAPTER TWO: MY IDOL 

In 1969, Ronnie Isley had the group change its name to the “Young Temps,” 

when they made their first recording with the Isley Brothers’ record company. 

They worked hard to promote their record and became what those in the 

‘business’ called an “East Coast Commotion.” They sold about 5,000 singles 

before Motown objected about the similarity to their established artists’ name - 

The Temptations - and the record had to be recalled. 

Things went from bad to worse at school. Otis became an unrepentant, habitual 

truant and his parents and school authorities had tried just about everything to 

reform him in time to get enough credits to graduate. He says he remembers 

that an Assistant Principal was especially persistent in urging him to come back 

to class. 

“I remember her asking me, ‘Otis, what is going to happen to you if no one 

wants you…’ I wasn’t in the least bit concerned about school. I had really 

developed a taste for the music business,” Harris said. “Who would blame me? 

Music and girls…what a great way to socialize. As singers, we could go places 

Blacks didn’t get to go. We performed in all the white schools. Funny thing 

was, our band members were like a mini-United Nations. We had Italians, Irish 

Catholics, and Jewish kids - a real mixture of cultures. The singers were all 

black kids, and the band members were all white. We didn’t share the same 

dressing room back then but everything managed to come together when it 

came time to perform. And there were times, believe me, that we were glad to 

have the white kids with us. We were in places we would never have dared to 

go alone.” 

“I really rode the wave, but by the time I was twenty, I had become 

disenchanted with the band, and ultimately resigned. I had a daughter by then 

and I knew it was time for me to settle down. I just didn’t see ‘it’ happening for 

me. I couldn’t visualize the career in music I wanted so desperately, and it 



didn’t take me long to realize how important it was to overcome the stigma of 

not having a high school diploma. The Temptations were still in my heart, and 

their music was on my lips, but I had a child to support and needed to figure out 

how I was going to do that.” 

CHAPTER THREE: TEMPTING 

As fate would have it, just as Harris was teetering on the brink of giving up his 

dream, he happened to run into the former girlfriend of his idol, Eddie 

Kendrick’s. Marvé Braxton told him that The Temptations were not happy with 

the singer who had replaced Eddie in the group, and were holding auditions. 

She said the singers were performing at the Carter Baron Amphitheater in 

Washington, D.C. and she thought she could set up a meeting for Harris. 

“I didn’t believe her at first,” Harris remembers. “This was something I had 

wanted to happen for so long, I was afraid I was just hearing what I wanted to 

hear. Marvé called me back later that evening and invited to meet with them at 

the Watergate. I can tell you I was stunned when she said they wanted to hear 

ME. When I heard Melvin Franklin’s booming base voice in the background 

saying to come on over, I finally believed it was really going to happen. I have 

no memory of how I got to Washington, but I know I did it in record time. And 

then, there I was…in the same room with them - Otis Williams and Melvin 

Franklin, two of the original members of The Temptations. Looking back, I 

was in such a state of awe, I am surprised I could talk, think or sing at all.” 

His talent must have carried him through, because within the week, he was the 

newest, second generation Temptation. At age 21, he was somewhat astonished 

to be replacing his idol in the music group that had bewitched him for more 

than half his life 

CHAPTER FOUR: EGO’S, DRUGS AND BROADS 

The newest member borrowed the name of the Greek God of Music, and 

Damon Harris was what appeared on record albums, entertainment news and in 

fan programs from that time on. 

“Looking back now, I have to wonder how someone so young could have 

survived being thrust so abruptly into the entertainment world. Don’t get me 

wrong,” Damon urged, “while I was dealing with some serious ambivalence, 

this was a good time for me…a GREAT time. In some ways I worried I didn’t 

deserve it, although I certainly enjoyed being a Temptation. After all, I had 



gone from being an ardent fan to the ‘real thing’. Imagine living modestly in 

Baltimore, Maryland one day and then having a chance to travel all over the 

world - First Class in 747’s, mind you. I even went to Disney World. I loved 

the stage time and performing. The first time I sang those first few notes of 

“Get Ready,” our opening song, I had to pinch myself to be sure I wasn’t 

dreaming.” 

“Even now, all these years later, I get goose bumps remembering those early 

days with the group. I met people I was used to seeing on television - Bill 

Cosby, Johnny Carson, Flip Wilson, Sonny and Cher. Sure there was a lot of 

stuff going on around me, and yeah some performers were into drugs. But, I 

owe my strong values to my parents and the fact is that neither drugs nor 

alcohol ever appealed to me. 

CHAPTER FIVE: PAPA WAS A ROLLING STONE 

It was an awakening, however, to discover that I had a better upbringing than 

some of my idols. While most of the folks I worked with and encountered 

along the way were great, I also learned one of life’s major lessons: people are 

just people, after all. It’s kind of sad to say that I admired the music business so 

much more before becoming a part of it.” 

Damon says that when he finally got his head on straight in the middle of the 

initial whirlwind, he understood that there was a simple formula he needed to 

follow. “I realized that I had to maintain what all those millions of people who 

bought the Temptations’ records expected. This was a responsibility, a 

stewardship if you will. I had an obligation to help preserve the memories. This 

music, after all, helped define a generation of Baby Boomers…it is timeless 

and yet it reflects the times in which it was performed.” 

During the five years (1971-75) that Harris was a Temptation, the group 

enjoyed many popular successes. He was one of the lead singers on the 

Grammy winner, “Papa Was a Rolling Stone,” and was a key part of the sound 

that helped sell millions of records. They brought home nine gold records, three 

Grammy Awards, and two American Music Awards. 

CHAPTER SIX: GOLDIE AND THE NOT SO 

GOLDEN AFFAIR 

Damon Harris’ rise in the Temptations caused more problems than he could 

ever have envisioned. The golden voice and the perceived favoritism Motown 



hire ups, including Berry Gordy showed Damon, didn’t help the jealousy that 

was raging inside his fellow Temptations. The jealousy burned deeper when 

news spread of a purported steamy affair with actress Goldie Hawn. 

Hawn was originally hired as a dancer for TV’s Laugh-In, the mod comedy 

show of the late 1960s. She was given jokes to read, which she consistently 

flubbed, and soon the ding-a-ling in a bikini was one of the show’s most 

popular stars. She won an Oscar for her major movie debut, a supporting role in 

Cactus Flower with Walter Matthau. 

The purported affair with Damon sent shock waves through Motown. The 

liaison supposedly lasted for more than two years, as Damon felt a need to help 

Goldie through her rough marriage. Then, as suddenly as it all started it was 

over. Damon was replaced, a Temptation no more. 

“I’ve only just recently learned why,” Damon commented. “I always thought it 

was something I said to Motown’s Berry Gordy. Turns out it was a problem 

with Otis that I had no clue even existed. I was crushed. I kept asking myself 

what I was going to do now. I had a new marriage and a new son to support. I 

wanted to be a Temptation until I got old. I was on the top of the world and 

then, brutally and without warning, at 25 I was yesterday’s news.” 

As sometimes happens, life got even tougher for Damon Eight months after 

leaving the group, his father died. Within a year he had lost two of the most 

important things in his life. 

“I was with him at the end,” Damon explained, “but he really didn’t let my 

mother and I know how seriously ill he was. We knew that Dad was a diabetic, 

but he didn’t even tell his wife that he had prostate cancer or that he had to 

undergo a prostatectomy. Perhaps 25 years ago, this subject was simply taboo, 

or he may have been too embarrassed to tell her what he was going through. In 

the end, he suffered a miserable and excruciating death. I guess I put the whole 

thing out of my mind until I heard myself being diagnosed with the same 

disease that killed him.” 

CHAPTER SEVEN: DECISIONS, DECISIONS 

Someone without Damon’s firmly instilled values might have sought solace in 

drink or drugs, but he just became increasingly depressed. He had lost his 

compass in his father, and his young wife wasn’t filling the much-needed role 

of confidante. His earning power had evaporated into thin air like so much 

stage smoke. 



“I was young, humiliated, unbearably hurt and completely without answers. I 

take full responsibility for it now, but somehow I allowed my marriage to slip 

away. I guess I just drifted without much direction. I couldn’t accept that the 

brief fame I had was gone and that it was time to get on with my life. The 

months turned into years and, until I decided to go back to school, it was all just 

a blur. Interestingly enough, it was Bill Cosby who inspired me to Temple 

University. Without completing my formal education, I felt for a long time that 

something was missing from my life. So, I completed my GED and enrolled at 

Temple, Cosby’s alma mater. This time around, it was different. I studied. I 

was interested in learning.” 

Damon says his liberation from the depression that had gripped him for years 

began on campus. He changed his major several times - from pre-law to music 

to criminal justice – but he was felt alive and on track again 

CHAPTER EIGHT: TAMBORINES AND TUMORS 

The first hint that something was wrong came after Damon had been playing 

with a friend’s young child. 

“I didn’t do anything really strenuous, this kid was just bouncing around in my 

lap and suddenly I felt a really sharp pain in the right side of my pelvis. I 

figured the child had stepped on something he shouldn’t have and that the pain 

would go away. It didn’t. By the time I got home, it was the writhe-on-the-

floor-can’t-get-up kind of pain. I took some aspirin and it subsided a little, but 

did not go away. Nothing made it better for very long. I’m the kind of person 

who’s never been sick in his life, so this was something new to me. I did my 

best to ignore it and kept going to school and to work. It wasn’t long before the 

kids noticed I was dragging my right leg because I couldn’t hide the pain any 

longer. I was in denial, though. That kid had damaged something and it would 

get better…that’s what I kept telling myself.” 

Finally, Damon gave up and went to see a doctor at the University Health 

Clinic. “After doing a basic exam and reviewing the results of a PSA test, the 

doctor said my PSA numbers were through the roof and asked what I knew 

about prostate cancer. I told her my dad had died of it. She referred me to an 

urologist for a digital rectal exam (DRE) and another PSA test. That doctor – 

who said the numbers couldn’t be right - was astonished that the results of the 

second test were even higher. He predicted that the biopsy would reveal a 

malignancy in the prostate gland.” 



“Now, here is where it all came apart,” Damon recalls quietly. “That test was 

incredibly painful, both physically and emotionally. Here I was, 47 years old, 

my life hanging in the balance, away from what family I had left, and alone. I 

was reliving the loss of my father by experiencing his disease and trying to 

imagine what I would say to my mother; how would I tell her that she might 

lose yet another man in her life. I couldn’t even say the word, much less tell 

anyone else about it. Yet, there it was…staring me in the face. The diagnosis 

was indisputable…I had cancer. I felt different immediately, like everything 

was surreal; I could actually feel the separation as it was happening. And it 

occurred to me that here was another abrupt transition. My life was going 

firmly in one direction when the tracks were switched without warning, sending 

me careening off on another trajectory.” 

CHAPTER NINE: I WILL SURVIVE! 

“I would suddenly just shudder, and visualize how the hormones were at war 

with my system. Funny…now about two years later I don’t give much thought 

to it anymore. I have some important goals I want to reach. I want to be able to 

remain independent, and I don’t ever want to be a burden on anyone. I guess 

you might say that I have become a little obsessed with my legacy. You see, a 

couple of the other Tempts died and left their families without anything. That’s 

what the lyrics of the song I was best known for - “Papa Was a Rolling Stone” 

– were all about; you know… ‘all he left us was alone.’ I refuse to live out that 

lyric. I am going to break that mold.” 

“I am determined to make a difference. I want to be remembered for something 

more than some musical memories. I want to help men learn more about 

prostate cancer, and emphasize to African American men that they are at even 

greater risk for this disease than their white counterparts. I want them to 

understand how important it is to get an annual PSA test by the time they are 

40. I am pursuing my new obsession through the Damon Harris Cancer 

Foundation, which was originally established by my attorneys to help offset 

some of my staggering medical expenses. The Foundation has since has 

evolved into a tool to help accomplish a broader objective - that of reaching out 

to black men about prostate cancer. I’m starting to accept some speaking 

engagements to share my experience with others and to encourage men to do 

the right thing when it comes to protecting their health. I really want to 

emphasize the importance of funding in research for this deadly disease. I want 

awareness of prostate cancer to equal that of breast cancer and to have equity in 

the amount of money dedicated to finding its cure, as well.” 



Sources for this work include: 

Damon Harris, who sang lead for the group 

Robert Johns, a former agent who worked with the label. 
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