
MUSICIANS WHO WERE ACTIVE throughout the leg-
endarily creative, fiercely competitive 1960s fre-
quently cite 1967 for having been the year that firmly 

established the creeping divide between pop and rock. Pop 
had always been based in melody and accessibility, was of 
pan-generational appeal, and unashamedly designed to cap-
tivate as many record buyers as possible. Rock, on the other 
hand, reveled in its rebelliousness, was made exclusively by 
and for the young, and was often proudly and defiantly con-
frontational. Some groups were deft enough to straddle the 
two camps and become that much more popular (the Beatles, 
of course, were the kings of consensus). Others weathered 
plummeting commercial fortunes for not being able to project 
themselves as convincingly countercultural. The Beach Boys, 
the most successful American group of the decade until that 
year, disappeared from the top ten singles chart and didn’t 
return there for 21 years.

Cast into this turbulent musical battleground, siblings 
Chris, Bruce and Sandy Dedrick—collectively known as The 
Free Design--were an exceptionally calming voice of benevo-
lence, as well as creators of some of the most melodically 
inventive and beautiful pop records of the late ’60s. They were 
also so commercially cheated that this, their debut album, 
spawned their only Billboard Top 200 hit, the title track, which 
peaked at number 114.

The Dedricks were an inherently musical family. Their fa-
ther, Art, was a trombonist and the chief arranger for leg-
endary big-band vocalist Vaughn Monroe. Chris, Bruce and 

Sandy--as well as younger sister Ellen, who would join The 
Free Design in 1968--had been singing harmony together for 
their own amusement since they were children. When Chris 
followed Bruce and Sandy to New York City in 1966 from 
their upstate hometown of Delevan, the trio began singing 
as a folk act in Greenwich Village. So nimble and reactive 
was the music industry of the sixties that within a few weeks 
of recording a two-song demo in a small Manhattan studio, 
The Free Design were being courted by several record labels. 
Despite a few of their suitors being some of the most power-
ful labels in America, the group opted to sign to Project 3, a 
relatively new independent label owned by acclaimed pro-
ducer/engineer Enoch Light that was renowned for superior 
audiophile sound quality; thick, glossy, eye-catching gatefold 
sleeves; and the adult-oriented easy listening music of art-
ists such as Tony Mottola, Persuasive Percussion, and Dick 
Hyman. As to why the Dedricks chose to sign with the label 
that was perhaps least primed to break them into the upper 
reaches of the pop charts, one need only look at the writing 
credits of the Kites Are Fun album: nine of the twelve tracks 
are original compositions, a very rare circumstance for the 
time, especially on a debut record.

“That was part of our decision to go with Project 3,” says 
Chris Dedrick, in an interview conducted exclusively for this 
reissue. “I remember one of the major competitors for our 
signing was a label that wanted to assign producer-songwrit-
ers to us. They would have been using our sound as a vehicle 
for their staff writers and their publishers and so on. Fortu-
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nately, it was clear enough to us that that was the case, and 
we didn’t really want to become studio singers.”

To Light’s eternal credit, he recognized in The Free Design 
a wealth of songwriting and performing talent that would allow 
him to step back and simply allow the group to get on with it. 
“Enoch Light actually didn’t even always hear the songs before 
we went into the studio,” recalls Dedrick. “Basically, he was 
looking to get into the youth market, or into the rock/pop mar-
ket, because he was from the swing band and the commercial 
band era of the previous generation… As a producer, he didn’t 
feel that that was his genre, [and] he didn’t have anybody on 
staff who was in that group of producers either, so he was 
looking for a group that could be pretty much self-produced.”

Light’s confidence in The Free Design proved well-found-
ed. When the group arrived at A&R Recorders to make the 
Kites Are Fun album—with engineer and studio co-owner 
Phil Ramone overseeing some of the best session musicians 
in New York—their vocal parts were water-tight and ready to 
be laid down in swift succession. Dedrick estimates that the 
entire album was recorded in a few three-hour sessions, and 
mixed in another four-to-five-hour session. “Things have 
changed a lot in terms of music-making,” he says. “In those 
days, if you were going to make music of any kind, you really 
had to be able to play an instrument; if you were going to 
write an arrangement, you really had to know how to write 
an arrangement. People had a more direct connection with 
the natural—and what I guess you could call ‘organic’—as-
pects of music-making, because there was no technology. 
The greatest technology of the time was the fact that there 
were tape recorders, and we were just going from four-track 
to eight-track in the studio. There was overdubbing, but 
there was no fixing of anything.”

Given how quickly the album was recorded, and also the 
speed with which the Dedricks rose to the challenge of writ-
ing the bulk of its material, Kites Are Fun is an astonishing 
achievement. As well as the title track, which has become 
a classic of the “soft pop” genre, the album features some 
of The Free Design’s most loved songs, including “My Broth-
er Woody,” “Stay Another Season,” Sandy’s “Never Tell the 
World,” and “The Proper Ornaments” (which was the B-side 
of “Kites…,” as well as one of the two songs on the origi-
nal demo). The handful of cover versions— Paul McCartney’s 
“Michelle,” Paul Simon’s “59th Street Bridge Song,” and the 
theme from the hit 1966 movie “A Man and A Woman”—evi-
dence of a thoughtfulness that was leagues ahead of the rote 
covers that riddled albums of the era.

When the “Kites Are Fun” single was sent to radio shortly 
before the album’s release, it was especially well-received 
in The Free Design’s home state. One of Dedrick’s fondest 
memories of the group’s early days is the first time he heard 
the song on the radio, on New York station WNEW: he im-
mediately called the DJ, Scott Munie, to thank him; Munie, in 
turn, interviewed Dedrick on-air on the spot. In Buffalo, near 
Delevan, The Free Design were heralded as local celebrities, 
and “Kites Are Fun” became the number one single on Top 40 
powerhouse WKBW. “I remember being in Buffalo… and hav-
ing teenagers pulling at my hair and clothes,” says Dedrick, 
chuckling. “This indicated to me that these same kids that 
were listening to hard rock were also very into this, and that 
people were, as always, quite influenced by what they thought 
was famous and what was on the air. But there were a lot of 
young people who really liked it a lot.”

Unfortunately, Project 3’s professed inexperience in dis-
tributing product to the pop market dramatically hurt the sin-
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Some of the kids have used 
a few of the attitudes of 

today’s popular music, but 
because of their training and 
discipline, have produced quite 
distinctive music. I’m think-
ing particularly of one young 
man, Chris Dedrick, who with 
his brother and sister formed 
a recording group called “Free 
Design” that, unfortunately, 
did not succeed. They wrote a 
charming, loving song called 
“Kites Are Fun” that was later 
arranged for choral groups, 
and it was so fine that I liter-
ally wept when I heard it. They 
wrote another song called “The 
Proper Ornaments” that is one 
of the most distinguished, acer-
bic comments on the status 
world I have ever heard. The 
statements made are not only 
civilized but highly personal 
as compared to the calculating 
broadsides of marketable “luv” 
or fuzzy-beaded moralistic 
bathos by so many of the sacro-
sanct rock groups.

In speaking of the elegance 
and literacy of Chris Dedrick’s 
words and music “The Proper 
Ornaments,” writer James 
T. Maher says, “It is unlikely 

that any song ever written in 
this country has ever touched 
with such directness upon the 
corroding hypocrisy of the 
materialistic life. While all 
the rock blah-blah-blah was 
peddling meaningful, ‘rele-
vant,’ like-it-is songs, many of 
them three-chord yard goods, 
this song came along, cut to 
the bone, and got lost. Chris 
Dedrick made one fundamental 
mistake in strategy as a child—
he learned music. It is to be 
hoped that some time soon this 
song may be rediscovered and 
given the respect due it. These 
young people, the Dedricks, 
were victims of the inverted 
snobbery of the rock era which 
put down any musician and 
songwriter who knew anything 
about music.”

I’m very impressed with kids 
like the Dedricks who have 
found that achievement comes 
from hard work, and hard work 
gives them both dignity and 
identity.

Alec Wilder is the com-
poser of such popular songs as 
“While We’re Young” and “It’s 
So Peaceful in the Country.” 
He is also the author of the 
book, “American Popular 
Song,” recently published by 
Oxford University Press.
Used by Permission of The New York Times

gle’s and album’s sales potential nationwide, as the records 
were mainly left lingering in warehouses while potential cus-
tomers walked out of record stores empty handed. Offering a 
decisive example of the comparative innocence of the music 
industry at the time, Dedrick recalls that Project 3 was, in fact, 
owned by the Singer sewing machine company, so “you could 
actually buy our album more likely in a Singer sewing machine 
store than you could in the record shop across the mall.”

Despite disappointing sales, Project 3 and The Free Design 
remained committed to each other, with the label releasing 
five more exceptional but overlooked albums by the group 
between 1968 and 1972. Looking back on Kites Are Fun, De-
drick is especially affectionate toward the first recorded ar-
tifact that bore his name. “I think it’s one of the better ones, 
actually, in terms of freshness and newness,” he says. “It cer-
tainly was naïve, in a way. The sound of it, it just has become 
like a memoir, you know? There’s something very light about 
the world at that moment and it seemed that everything was 
possible, so there was definitely—at least within the world of 
music—a feeling like you could create anything and find an 
audience for it… And the music was well-prepared and it went 
down easily, and I think that when music gets recorded easily 
and quickly because it’s just happening and it’s got a flow to 
it, I think it always carries a certain lightness about it, a certain 
feeling of freedom about it.”

Now an award-winning composer for film and television 
in Toronto, where he has lived since 1972, Dedrick remains 
highly gratified about the sustained interest in The Free 
Design, which began in earnest in Japan during the mid-
’90s when contemporary artists such as Cornelius and Piz-
zicato Five discovered the group’s records and spread their 
enthusiasm for them around the world. In a 2000 interview 
for The Free Design’s acclaimed reunion album, Cosmic 
Peekaboo, Dedrick said: “The thing about the people that 
are discovering and liking The Free Design is that their in-
terest goes beyond nostalgia. They’re just responding to 
this tone, this frequency.”
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