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Today we talk kind of personal, I don’t come down on you really with blood and fire, earthquake and lightning, but you must know seh that within me all of that exists too.
—Bob Marley to Vivien Goldman,  April 30, 1977, Chelsea, London

OVERTURE
NATURAL MYSTIC
WINTER, 2004. NEW YORK’S LOWER EAST SIDE. I’m surprised to note my fingers tremble slightly as I pull the little yellow plastic box with its cheeky Mickey Mouse logo out of my underwear drawer and unclip the lid. The loony box itself evokes a distant day when cassettes were still quite new and appropriate storage scarce. The ferrous oxide tape within is black gold—audiocassettes of my 1970s interviews with Bob Marley, labeled in a hasty scrawl that suggests the reality of the time: if I’d missed something, I could always talk to Bob again. No chance of that now, except perhaps in dreams.
It seems like eons ago that I lent this box of cassettes to Island Records in London, which was interested in using them for a documentary. They were rejected thanks to the lousy audio, as my cassette players were always crummy. My fellow Bob Marley biographer and friend, Tim White, taped over his old Bob interviews; he needed the cassettes. We were all very broke then, just starting out. Someone at the documentary production company lost the originals and I only got back copies, rather annoyingly. It’s actually miraculous I still have them, having changed countries various times on my own exodus and lost most other material things: the carved furniture my Jewish grandparents managed to take with them from Germany in the 1930s, with its carved roaring lion heads; the red brocade couch that new refugees crashed on as they arrived from whatever hell they’d fled in Germany; the albums from my wall of sound, with every Al Green and Johnny “Guitar” Watson album and everything by the Wailers, including a copy of Burnin’ that Bob had autographed for me in his loopy, sloping scrawl: “Best of every love, Bob Marley.” Yet somehow, I still have this Mickey Mouse box of memories. Over a quarter century has passed since I first transcribed these talks; I can only hope the tapes haven’t rotted, and I wonder what they hold.
Finally listening to these interviews reminds me of the sad time in 1981 when Bob was making his last stand against the cancer at Dr. Josef Issels’s clinic in Germany and I was sick in London with a very obscure disease called Bornholm’s syndrome. From my mother’s bedroom, where I was convalescing, I would phone Denise Mills, the lanky, languid, but efficient British blond assistant to Island Records’ founder, Chris Blackwell, who was now in Germany as one of Bob’s main liaisons to the world. “He’s keeping it together,” she would say in her reassuring, matter-of-fact way. I didn’t know when Bob was sent home to Jamaica, making it only to Miami. On my first day back home, my friend arrived from Lagos with a gift from the revolutionary Nigerian musician Fela Anikulapo Kuti, who’d heard I was sick: a plastic film container full of their special “jam,” a sticky dark brown paste of condensed marijuana. Warily, I took a small taste. Seconds later, I was propelled from my chair and began banging my head against my pride and joy—my wall full of albums—as a green bolt of lightning split me, seemingly rearranging my molecular structure. Soon after, though, I started to feel much better and even went out for dinner with my friend. When I opened the door to my room, every surface was covered with phone messages. While Fela’s jam had been healing me, Bob had taken wing.
As I listen to the first tape, sitting in my Avenue C studio more than two decades later, I seem to feel that ganja jam tear through my gut again. Mixed with the splashes of children jumping into the Kingston Sheraton’s swimming pool and the soft cocktail jazz of the hotel bar, tape warp makes Bob’s laconic drawl hiccup horribly at regular intervals, rendering it unusable for a movie, perhaps, but sending me spinning back to 1976. Lurid bougainvillea bloomed behind the round white table with its blue and white awning, where I sat with Bob and a writer from Ebony, as Chris Blackwell and Bob’s streetwise manager, Don Taylor, popped in and out of the conversation. My regular photographer and friend, Kate Simon, circled us, snapping away. Bob laughed a lot that day, particularly when Kate teased him for looking vexed. That was the radiant, award-winning cover shot of Kaya, the record that followed Exodus. The Wailers’ art director, Neville Garrick, said he picked that shot because it was so rare to find one of Bob really laughing.
As the conversation progresses, it becomes clear that we’re talking just days before the shooting: Bob talks about recording “Smile Jamaica,” which was cut right before the attack, and says he’ll play me the rhythm when I next come to visit him at his home, 56 Hope Road. It’s hard to transcribe the interviews because Bob is so uncannily prophetic, it’s disturbing. (Or awe-inspiring. It’s just weird.) I shiver when he pauses, chuckles dryly, and says, “Jamaica great, mon, the greatest place on earth. But is a funny place, y’know. De people dem love you so much, they would kill you.” At the time, of course, while all of us chatted by the swimming pool, I took it as a figure of speech; now I have to play it twice to believe my ears, as in some three days’ time, that’s exactly what would occur.
In examining the story of how the album Exodus was made, I discovered that this eighteen-month period—which had also been a significant time in my life—became more mysterious the closer I looked. On the most basic level, the given wisdom about the album’s creation was that it had been written and recorded in London and that the songs had been written in a rush of creativity after the assassination attempt on Bob’s life. But as I prodded both my interviewees’ and my own memories of long-ago people and events, and pieced together the basic story of how Exodus was recorded, a very different picture emerged, one that was eloquent about Bob’s creative process and his single-minded commitment to his music and message. The journey itself came to have its own bittersweet poignancy as, following in Bob’s footsteps, I tracked the most turbulent period of his intense existence, when he moved like a fugitive between Kingston, London, Nassau, and Miami for two years from 1976 to 1978.
Sometimes information, repeated with only the smallest of changes, came in the dreams Bob confided to friends, who never forgot them—and in the sheer number of generally earthbound types I spoke to who had communicated with Bob in dreams. It is not impossible, but rather pointless, to try and examine Bob and his work without realistically acknowledging the existence of the spiritual and mystic dimension to his every day. In a literal, unpretentious way, Bob was quite consciously plugged into his prophetic skills. “Every song we sing come true, y’know,” he said to me seriously in his Chelsea refuge in April 1977. Bob was looking at me closely as if to test my belief. “Some songs are too early, some happen immediately, but all of them happen. Burning and looting happen—so much time, it’s a shame. The curfew. Yeeeeees, mon—everything happen.”
The Kabbalists say that dreams constitute one-sixtieth of the potency of prophecy, and Bob’s reality was well enmeshed with dream life. Several of his friends earnestly quote me dreams that he had vividly reenacted for them, and that he felt for a fact were a portent. They seemed as significant and real for him as a business contract and he relied on them for information.
But no matter how many people think that Bob Marley himself is the Natural Mystic he hymns on Exodus’s beguiling opening track, increasing celebrity and cash flow never insulated the man from human stress. In his own rich dream life, he confided to friends in 1976, he clearly foresaw trouble ahead.
Dreadlocked lawyer Diane Jobson, Bob’s closest female friend, reminisces on a balcony in a chalet at Strawberry Hill, a hotel suspended high in the Blue Mountains above Kingston, where Bob took refuge after the attack. She is smartly dressed in a narrow knee-length skirt and funky, chunky high heels, her yards of dreadlocks wrapped in a silky scarf signifying over two decades of commitment to the Rastafarian ideals Bob taught her. As she speaks, lightning splits the sky and great booms of thunder crash round us, as if underlining the gravity of her recollections. Raindrops thud onto the balcony’s canvas awning in an endless drumroll as she reenacts the dream Bob told her about, just before the invasion: “ ‘I had a vision last night, Diane, that Hope Road was full of gunmen in uniform shooting at me. But Jah just  my-st-ic-ally make me skip the bullets.’ ” Her voice mimics Bob’s own intonations; you could almost see the Skip dodge bullets as he would a soccer tackle, kicking the ball at a sharp angle and leaving a goalie in the dust, as I’d seen him do so many times in the yard of his Kingston house. Bob also told British reggae singer Delroy Washington of another dream set in the same place the shooting would occur. In it, a great shadow suddenly washed over a mango tree. The yard fell dark, as if someone had turned off the light switch, and Bob found himself shivering with fear.
Without wanting to further mythologize the man, it’s a stone-cold fact that since leaving this planet, Bob Marley has become one of those mythic cultural figures who take up residence in the collective unconscious and flicker in the twilit mental movies of dreamers everywhere. He was a larger-than-life energy transmitter whose frequencies could fine-tune people’s receivers on a mass level. In the days just after his passing, he was broadcasting on a very powerful frequency. I heard several stories from generally pragmatic people who’d all had their first psychic experiences triggered by Bob: very specific dreams—visions, even. I rarely dream, or remember them, anyway, and my first experience of dreamtime communication happened then, too, with Bob reassuring me, in the spirit of his song “Three Little Birds,” not to worry ’bout a thing. More than one interviewee for this book had been jolted by dream encounters with Bob in which he acted as a kind of shamanic spirit guide, always appearing as a moral mentor, benignly reassuring and optimistic, or as a stern but caring father figure, firmly admonishing the dreamer to stick to what he or she knows is right and work hard. None of these everyday dreamers wanted their names used.
Call me shameless, because I’m going to brave telling you how, to my own amazement, when the going got hard in writing this book, I too had a dream. Bob, Wailers bass player Family Man Barrett, and I were in Bob’s big bedroom in Knightsbridge, London’s Oakley Street. As always, Fams was cheerily skanking round to reggae music blasting out of portable speakers he’d rigged up to his boom box, decorated with Rasta stickers of lions. We were all chuckling at something, and Bob said, “Come here. I want to give you a present.”
From under the bed he pulled out a large trunk and flung back the lid. It was stacked high with two piles of papers. “Take something,” Bob offered magnanimously. “I want you to have whatever you want.” Hesitantly I studied the contents and pulled one out at random. It was a double-page spread of imagery, on heavy vellum. To the left was a massive head that radiated a universal antiquity, as if it would have been equally at home in ancient Bali or Zimbabwe. The original bright colors were now worn away to pockmarked bone. The face’s broad forehead and stoic, seen-it-all wisdom, with its hint of defiant humor round the generous, sensuous lips, definitely suggested our profound joint ancestry, a common human root. The other, right-hand image seemed somehow to be a gypsy: a dangling girl, upside down, spinning from a sharp outcropping of land, suspended above what might have been a bottomless chasm, or possibly a conveniently located featherbed to drop onto. I showed Bob my selection. “Ya, mon, you tek that one,” he said, and nodded approvingly. “That one is good.”
And so, to write this book and attempt to plug into an ancestral knowledge we all have a right to, even then in my dream I knew I had to welcome letting go and allow myself to fall down, down, down, deep into the past.
Basing Street Studios, Ladbroke Grove, West London, February 1977
RINGS OF BLACK FABRIC BEAT like a heart in the center of the big speakers, pushing out a fat bass pulse through the studio’s padded doors and out into the lounge, where a dramatic solo game of foosball was reaching a climax. In the black-and-white-linoleum-floored lounge area, with its coffee machine, Habitat couches, and rubber plants in plastic pots, a wiry Rasta in fatigues crouched intently over the table. A few other young Rastas, wearing khakis; red, green, and yellow knitted belts; and hats bulging with dreadlocks, stood and observed. Rapidly, the player’s right elbow pulled back and up, and with an audible thwack, the tiny ball hurtled and rattled round the stiff plastic uni-legs of the competition, settling smartly into a goal. He shouted, “Jah!” and as if they’d scored a goal too, the youths chorused, “Rastafari!”
Inside the former church that housed a neutral-toned studio was a gathering of the West London division of the reggae family. Even the brown-carpeted walls of the split-level studio and the wide screen dividing the control room from the recording area gave the feel of being in a space capsule whose windows reveal another world. There was so much khaki worn that, at a glance, you’d have said it was an army. Some dreadlocked heads nodding in rhythm sported tall knitted hats or leather tams stuffed high with years of locks, a growth as impressive as that of baobab trees, while others sprouted baby twirls, signals of righteous intent.
Most musicians don’t appreciate too many guests in the studio. But that and every night Basing Street hosted a party crowd of dreadlock devotees. Many of the notables of London’s reggae scene loafed or listened, bred’ren such as Trevor Bow from Sons of Jah; Mikey “Dread” Campbell, manager of Ladbroke Grove’s young lions, the band Aswad; Delroy Washington; representatives of the Twelve Tribes of Israel; and this writer, the features editor at Sounds, the punk rock weekly. At that time, I had known and worked with Bob for two years, first as his publicist for Island Records and then as the journalist most frequently assigned to report on the man and his music.
But everyone present at Basing Street Studios felt part of the Wailers’ extended family, and we all watched intently as the high priests of this temple—executive producer Chris Blackwell, bandleader and bass player Family Man Barrett, producer Karl Pitterson, and tape ops Terry Barham and Dick Cuthell—moved as if participating in a sacred ritual. It’s a quaint memory now, when mixes are made by one person hunched over a computer. But in the analog mid-1970s, a mix was a team sport, a many-hands-on affair that could look like a football pile-up but required immense concentration and sensitivity. Alert and focused, the sound men sat at the desk, ears straining, hands poised. Standing behind them, others darted forward to quickly change a sound, like back-line foosball men kicking the ball of the groove back to the main players. The flashing hands manipulated the music, slipping over and between one another across the mixing board with a coordination that was improvised but which looked like Alvin Ailey. Urgently pushing up and pulling down faders, twisting knobs with crisp control and a flying finger release technique, they made different instruments surge and drop dramatically. Forty fingers deftly sought the rhythm’s pressure points and massaged a deep dynamic from the musicians’ soulful lines. Finally, the bass and drums achieved a perfect positioning: a proud, commanding two-step that led the listener on an unknown but necessary path.
Relaxing back in his big chair at the desk, satisfied with the bass’s primal thud, Blackwell said softly, “Hail the Skip.”
The padded door swung heavily open, and someone called, “Come now.”
Smiling his lopsided grin, the Dread at the foosball table straightened up and eagerly strode into the control room. Amid nods and approving greetings, Bob Marley—aka Robert Nesta Marley, Jah B, Robbie, the Tuff Gong, or the Skip—walked in like a winning warrior and accepted the acclaim quietly but without reserve. After all, he so nearly never made it to that blessed moment: hearing his hymn to reinvention, repatriation, and rebirth ring out from these top-range studio speakers in this hip West Indian enclave of London, surrounded by friends like family and by coworkers who gave him maximum respect.
So now Marley stood, a black survivor turned musical conqueror, in the capital city of the old colonizers who had once ruled his native island of Jamaica.
But as Marley’s longtime bred’ren mused a quarter century later, leaning against a car outside the Miami recording studio where Bob’s children Julian and Damian were recording, Jamaica was not really their island, nor was it Bob’s. For sure, it was the beautiful, bountiful scrap of land where the winds of slavery and commerce had blown the sails of Bob’s forefathers’ ships. The lovely island was a designated breaking station for many slaves en route from Africa to America. They landed in Kingston, Jamaica, as if by happenstance—because there were many other colonies that would have found a use for stolen Africans. At home, the English kept their consciences at bay by keeping the slave trade offshore. So till it was stopped in 1837—a full twenty-nine years after it was actually banned—the sickness of the slave trade was the brutal way that the English, African, and Arab races met.
However random it may have been, it was rich, blood-drenched Jamaican soil that nurtured both Bob Marley and the lost souls who tried to kill him in his own home in 1976. It was a shattering realization, a level of betrayal different from any he’d experienced in a life that had already offered both opportunity and misadventure. A crime committed by people whose identities he now knew but still had to keep secret from almost everyone in this room, and from everyone he might meet. Because, right now, Bob Marley didn’t know to what extent he was still a wanted, hunted man, watched by any number of entities, from the CIA to the warring downtown gangs of Kingston, themselves bloody puppets of bigger foreign interests. His very presence in London was under wraps. At that moment it seemed possible that he might never be able to return to live in Jamaica. One part of him yearned to be with his bred’ren, the footballer Allan “Skill” Cole and other Rastas who were exploring the livity, the way of living, in the eternal Rastafarian spiritual homeland, Ethiopia. The African land was to Rastas as Canaan was to the wandering Hebrews of the desert in the Book of Exodus. Following the dictum he’d also be singing soon in “Heathen,” “He who fights and runs away / Lives to fight another day,” Bob Marley was on his own exodus, destination unknown.
The producer looked at Bob. “Ready, Skip?”
Leaning in a corner of the hessian brown-carpeted walls, Marley knew that his movement had been guided to the right place. He nodded.
Broad-shouldered, bearded engineer Karl Pitterson unleashed the rhythm with a flourish and settled back. Topped with lyrics of gritty clarity, the stirring strut of the track marshaled many facets of Bob’s present situation: his unexpected enforced exile, and that of his intimates; issues of trust and destiny. While speaking of the Rasta drive for repatriation to Africa, this tune is also a dynamic call to break out of whichever slavery you’re in, your own special slavery, mental or physical, and seek your own Promised Land, wherever or whatever it may be. The song works on many levels. But clearly, based on the electrified reaction of those gathered at the studio that night, it functioned on the most basic and essential level of all. It felt natural to follow Bob’s roared command on the chorus: You gotta move ! The whole studio was dancing, stepping and skanking from the sofa to the stairs. In their wheely chairs, the high priests were grooving. Triumphant, Bob broke into his own step, locks flying like lightning, arms punching, stepping out of Babylon.
When the high of the chorus hit, Bob looked round and beamed to see that everyone was singing, like we’d always known the words: “Exodus! Movement of Jah people.”
And on many levels, we all did.
[image: image]
At Hope Road before the Peace Concert, Bob wrestles with issues as old as the Bible, 1978.
© Dan Asher

The Making and Meaning of
Bob Marley and the Wailers’ 
Album of the Century

1
SEND US ANOTHER BROTHER MOSES
“I WAS A STRANGER IN A STRANGE LAND,” said Bob Marley to me softly. He quoted the biblical verse of Exodus 2:22 almost to himself, intimately, as if the verse had been a familiar friend during his London exile following the attempted assassination on his life that had happened three years before, just yards away.
The brand-new blond-wood studio we were sitting in for this interview for a 1979 cover story for the oldest British rock weekly, Melody Maker, indicated that Marley was at a height of his career, artistically and professionally. Personally, too—we could hear children shouting excitedly as they played outside his house at 56 Hope Road, Kingston. He was about to record Survival, the first album he would ever make in his own studio, and it had taken him more than three decades to get there. He had truly survived a dangerous passage, and now, looking back, it was Exodus’s well-worn words that made sense of his experiences.
A chapter a day is the Rasta way, and Bob never went anywhere without his old King James Bible. Personalized with photos of Haile Selassie, it would lie open beside him, a ribbon marking the place, as he played his guitar by candlelight in whichever city he found himself. He had a way of isolating himself with the book, withdrawing from the other laughing musicians on the tour bus to ponder a particular passage, then challenging his bred’ren to debate it as vigorously as if they were playing soccer. Hurled into this unexpected journey, Exodus spoke to him now more than ever. Experiencing his own exile, accompanied by his old cohorts the Barrett brothers and Seeco, the grizzled Dread elder of the tribe, the ancestral narrative held a new meaning for Bob.
At the time it was recorded, Chris Blackwell recalls, it wasn’t even a given that “Exodus” would actually be the album’s title track. Only a very precise prophet could have determined that, a quarter century on, Bob and the Wailers’ anthems would be hailed by Time magazine as the Album of the Century; but Bob knew its significance. In the coming years, the themes that summoned Bob—such as repatriation to a place where you really belong— would become increasingly relevant to us all as the global population grew more dislocated and deracinated, and as refugees in ever increasing numbers would surge around the world, often looking to the Americas and Europe in their restless search for a home. Fleeing for a better life, or simply a life, they all rise to the challenge Bob chants in “Exodus”: “Are you satisfied with the life you’re living?”
Exodus was a natural theme for Marley. Its issues of power, betrayal, hope, disillusionments, and the search for serenity were all uppermost in his mind as he created the Exodus album with the Wailers. The Book of Exodus deals with leaving familiar oppression behind, braving the unknown, and letting faith guide you to a brighter future. These ideas have increasing relevance as we are hit by a contemporary litany of troubles that can be read like the plagues at a Seder, the communal Passover meal at which, every spring for the last two thousand years, the escape from Egypt has been reenacted, sometimes at great peril, wherever there are Jews. As each plague is named, you delicately dip a finger in your glass of wine and let a drop drip down for each disaster inflicted on the Egyptians. It’s understood that the red wine symbolizes a drop of blood. Today’s plagues, to which the ideas of Exodus very much apply, might read thus: wars; starvation; pestilences such as AIDS, malaria, and TB; genocide; ethnic cleansing; ecological collapse; greed; corruption; and disasters both natural and unnatural.
My intention in writing this book is to show the significance of Exodus both in Marley and the Wailers’ musical canon and in the man’s life. The light of the eternal themes of the Bible’s Book of Exodus shines in the Wailers’ work of that name, just as artists have reflected it throughout history. This work aims to show how the biblical narrative of the Hebrews’ flight from Pharaoh, orchestrated by Moses in conjunction with God, interlinks with Marley’s liberating message and the Rastas’ dream of the African diaspora’s return to the Motherland, inspired by their deity Haile Selassie.
Like the souls the Kabbalists describe as sparks of light, many artistic and cultural endeavors revolve around Exodus. By telling some of their stories, I hope to ignite those sparks into a steady flame that illuminates the universal meaning of both Exodus and the life and work of Bob Marley.
The narrative of the Hebrew Exodus from Egypt that comforted and strengthened Marley in his time of affliction is so graphic that it lends itself easily to a visual treatment. See the frames flash past: The organized slaughter of Hebrew male babies in the mean slave quarters, at Pharaoh’s command. The Israelite baby bobbing in the basket on the river, hidden by reeds, watched from a distance by his concerned sister, Miriam. She leaves only when she’s seen him discovered by Pharaoh’s daughter. Once adopted, Moses the Hebrew foundling is thrust into a classic role-reversal situation—the slave turned ruler. Then comes the political awakening, when Moses sees an Israelite slave abused by an Egyptian, and slays the oppressor. Struggling to hide the heavy corpse out of town in the sand, he has to deal with the knowledge that he too can kill. Moses’ rural retreat as a shepherd in Midian, and his first marriage, to Zipporah, the daughter of Jethro, who would become his mentor. The trippy encounter with a blazing bush that speaks for Hashem—it’s all like something at a Burning Man festival. Afterward, anyone can see his intimate exposure to glory, burned right on his face; Moses never looks the same after being so close to the celestial fire. To hamper social ease further, Moses stammers and is hard to understand. He relies on his brother, Aaron, as his lieutenant.
Still, Moses has unbeatable access to God, and carries the whole road map to freedom in his head. An effective leader, he wheels, deals, and hustles his tribe out of four hundred years of familiar captivity, in the same quest for the Promised Land that Bob Marley sings about in Exodus, except that Bob calls his destination Africa, the land of his father, Jah Rastafari. Moses’ tools include the plagues, which intensify from creepiness to cataclysm and whose grotesqueries, including insect swarms and infanticide, are still the stuff of horror flicks. There are the great Exodus set pieces that Cecil B. DeMille’s Cinemascope movie The Ten Commandments visualized so vividly in 1956: the Red Sea rearing into froth-topped liquid cliffs, and the tables turning when the freed captives see their old slave drivers drown.
With Moses leading the great trek, there is much dissension in the ranks, as the Hebrews dissed their deity, Hashem, with raves around the golden calf, exactly the sort of pagan idolatry that the patriarch, Abraham’s One God, had warned them about. With classic timing, the tribe unleashed their debauch while Moses was descending the mountain carrying the tablets with the Ten Commandments, the template for most of the world’s belief systems. Making matters worse, Aaron had apparently colluded in their defection from the new idea of the One God. It was when Moses, mad as only he could be, confronted the wrongdoers and smashed the sacred stone tablets before them that the transgressors finally felt the sting of their betrayal. Perhaps a defining moment in the history of guilt, it was only then that the ragtag Hebrews became the Jewish people.
Then, Moses’ final frustration, the last time God shows Moses his place. At his final face-to-face meeting with his Creator, Moses learns that he will not be allowed entry into Canaan, the Promised Land. He will have to find satisfaction in a glimpse from a mountaintop and the bittersweet realization that though he has hauled his tribe of fractious Hebrews out of slavery, Moses still won’t get to taste that milk and honey he’s been craving through forty years of false starts and wandering in the wilderness.
And the movement has never stopped. For refugees from Cambodia, Rwanda, Bosnia, all the world’s dispossessed populations shifting and scuffling restlessly round alien territories in search of shelter, the Bible’s Exodus suggests a possibility of finally finding a safe dwelling. In the trajectory of Moses’ tale—the man who makes it all happen, but ultimately only gets to glimpse the home he’d dreamed of—we learn that even being part of the survival process can be a privilege, its own reward. For those in rage, turmoil, or despair, Exodus and its echoes in the Psalms offer a sense of a solution, or at least the encouragement of inspiration.
Moses’ drastic reinvention as a reluctant, ambivalent leader demonstrates and represents all human potential for resurrection, change, and spiritual growth. The lessons Moses learned and delivered as the Ten Commandments serve as a fundamental moral yardstick for the dominant religious expressions that are collectively called Mosaic—Christianity, Islam, and Judaism.
The transformation implicit in the Exodus saga is reflected in our frontiers and cities. Both pleasure and conflict come from these new meshings and confrontations. Cultures collide and repel, or commingle and integrate, and new tribes take shape. Fresh strata of society shift, sift, and settle down as restlessly as grinding tectonic plates. Just when everything seems calm on the surface, communities seething with newness can suddenly convulse in a volcanic jolt of shock. That’s when bombs blow and blood flows. But after the pain and rage, always, is the hope for a smoother tomorrow. It is a magnet, the hope embodied in Exodus’s saga of a wandering tribe persistently following its faith to arrive at a place where it can live freely. And if you only get to glimpse the Promised Land from afar, isn’t there some achievement in just having got that far, and having helped to bring about that change?
There is an exhilarating promise of emerging into a new and better life on the other side, but even the bravest can feel frightened at leaping off the sharp edge of their bad reality into the dense cloud of the unknown. Yet none of the potential downsides of leaving the life you know can ultimately deter children of Exodus. Not the threat of living outside the law as refugee or illegal immigrant, the loneliness and longing for family and the familiar, or the strong possibility of confronting new obstacles.
The word exodus is now routinely used to describe any mass departure, whether it’s stars from a Hollywood agency, Israelis pulling out of Gaza, or New Orleans residents begging for a bus out of the Superdome to get somewhere, anywhere, away from the horror. Then, now, and always, Exodus suggests a grueling trek for survival.
Some follow the idea of Exodus but never even get to see their Promised Land from afar. Roasted in a truck left in the sun at a border, drowned as a homemade raft sinks, or shot just yards away from freedom, every fallen refugee who dies chasing freedom is an Exodus martyr.
Yet within every belief system that identifies with Exodus, including Jews, Christians, Muslims, and Rastas, the dominant narrative of Exodus has a profound subplot: that great forty-year trek through the wilderness can also be a journey within oneself.
The drama of Exodus has a special meaning and offers a seductive sense of wish fulfillment for Bob Marley, and indeed any socially conscious artist’s primary constituency: the sufferers, the second-class citizens, denied a passport, whose movements or potential development are restricted; or anyone locked in a life-or-death struggle with a dictator, or just with a discouraging system.
By plugging into the ancestral sacred escape depicted in the Bible’s Book of Exodus, Marley was well aware of participating in a pre-Christian tradition: using Exodus’s dynamic saga of Moses leading the Israelite slaves’ escape from Egypt as a shorthand, or template, for rebel music. Marley’s  Exodus has provoked reflection and an artistic response from all manner of artistic and political folk as well as religious people, and is a common thread linking seemingly very different lives. Enslaved Africans on the plantations of the American South turned to the story of Exodus and called on Moses to lead them in spirituals such as “Let My People Go.” Modern-day refugees and rebels in the front-line states of southern Africa (especially Zimbabwe), in Nicaragua and Poland, in Palestine and Israel all turned to Marley to articulate their existence. When Marley himself turned to Exodus for the same reason, the world embraced him as never before.
All these Exodus avatars were tuning in to the same fundamental frequency—the inspirational idea of Moses and his ragtag crew of recently freed Israelites. In his song “Exodus,” Bob Marley related that ancestral movement to the travels and travails of his own tribe, Jah People. They actually make it out of slavery and start life anew, in freedom, self-determined in their own place, led by Moses under the direction of their one deity. Also known as “Hashem,” “He who was, is, and will be,” and “the One whose name must not be uttered,” the One God is exultantly hailed by Rastafarians as Jah!
Having been privileged to share Bob Marley and the Wailers’  Exodus cycle in Kingston, London, and Europe, I originally wanted simply to tell the record’s story in this book. But as I researched, I found that the social, political, cultural, and spiritual implications of the album went much further than could be conveyed in a conventional musical story. The Wailers’ popularity had spread steadily beyond their original West Indian and student constituency since the band began in the early 1960s. But the vision, passion, and clarity of Exodus, and the band’s adept absorption of new textures, rhythms, and technologies into its reggae, turned Exodus  into a truly important artistic statement and a pivotal release that consolidated Bob Marley and the Wailers’ career.
In an astonishing discussion with the Wailers’ bass player, Family Man Barrett, he explained to me how specifically he and Bob had chosen to build a new link in a conceptual chain of creation as old as the Bible when they recorded their Rasta anthem, “Exodus.” Discovering the connections between the members of the tribe of Exodus, from whatever century or country, and seeing their progress somehow refracted in Bob’s and the Wailers’ own experiences showed how often relationships and situations that seem specific and very much of their time are actually eternal.
Ironically, the immense publicity surrounding Bob’s narrow escape from death, and the sensational media scrutiny over his romance with the Miss World of the time, Cindy Breakspeare, catapulted Marley from the entertainment pages to the front-page headlines in virtually every international publication. So in trying to silence the Tuff Gong, his enemies just turned up his volume.
The crucial sixteen months that began with the assassination attempt, spanned the band’s exile and the making of their Exodus album, and culminated in the glorious optimism of the Peace Concert was one of the most significant times of Bob’s life, and has never been sufficiently considered. My hope is to convey that brief period’s intensity in this book. In that short time, just as his message was being universally seized like manna in the wilderness, the Rasta who did not believe in death was forced to consider anew the meaning of mortality.
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Jamming for a journalist’s microphone, Peter Tosh, Bunny Wailer, Rita Marley, and Bob Marley (seated l. to r.) help develop Jamaican music in 1960s Kingston.
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DON’T WORRY ’BOUT A THING
WHILE GOATS GRAZED AND FIRES BLAZED in the scrubby acres of downtown Kingston’s no-man’s-land, there was a moment when a visiting music journalist could partake of a fruit cocktail by the swimming pool of the Sheraton Hotel and see a galaxy of reggae stars parade across the hotel’s quaint neo-Oriental bridge by a waterfall. Notorious for its rum punch, the outdoor bar by the pool was populated by hustling and dealing reggae stars in 1978: U Roy, I Roy, Burning Spear, Dennis Brown, Jimmy Cliff, Sly and Robbie, Jacob Miller and Inner Circle, Tappa Zukie, the Mighty Diamonds, Big Youth, and more. Sporting their most ranking (coolest) threads, Clarks shoes, slim-legged slacks worn with Italian argyle sweaters, and big-brimmed, jewel-colored felt hats, they all came to do the uptown hustle in neutral, cosmopolitan territory, less than ten miles from the political ghetto conflicts, but superficially, at least, a world away. The youthful independent sector of the British music industry, basically Richard Branson’s Virgin Records and its former distributor and current rival, Chris Blackwell’s Island, was competing to sign the front line of Jamaica’s militant artists.
As a writer, then features editor, and resident reggae nut of a weekly British rock music rag called Sounds between 1975 and 1979, I was ludicrously lucky to have that swimming pool as my second home when the record industry was staggering into its affluent postadolescence, particularly as it was soon to be balanced by an even longer stay in the ghettoes of Trench Town and other parts of the capital. My first “lig,” as music-biz jaunts were called, was in 1976 to cover Bunny Wailer’s beautiful album  Blackheart Man, his first solo release after leaving the Wailers. On frequent assignments over the next two years, I saw the Sheraton’s poolside population change from the families of visiting businessmen and the odd intrepid tourist to the serious music industry schmoozers described above.
This sudden upswing in the Jamaican music industry was good news for me. I was on a mission to turn on the readers and convert the paper’s “rockist” lads, who assumed the readers were all air-guitar heads just like them. If we could all just tune in to reggae’s aspirational, informational words, its subtle, sinuous harmonies, and the pulverizing power of its great rhythm sections, I hoped, a more inclusionary and positive atmosphere might arise.
Of course, the improvement was due in no small part to the kudos Bob won for Eric Clapton’s 1974 “I Shot the Sheriff” cover, and the band’s own success with “Rastaman Vibration,” which had even made an impact in America. The great public love for the live version of “No Woman, No Cry,” from the Wailers’ 1975 London Lyceum show, synchronized with British punks’ enthusiasm for reggae, had made the music all the more commercial.
But there was another business backstory to this surge of interest in Jamaican music. Rather than feeling threatened, Island’s Chris Blackwell appreciated the way another label, Virgin, was also investing in the island. Having competition made his patriotic love for Jamaican music a more valid global business and confirmed his commercial instincts. Virgin’s interest in Jamaican music began as a personal campaign of one A&R man, a white South African political exile called D. A. “Jumbo” Vanrenen. “Virgin first got involved in 1974. Sales in Europe had been slow but suddenly our export division, Caroline Exports, was selling huge amounts of U Roy to the Nigerians, who were flush with oil money at the time,” Vanrenen explains. “One Nigerian businessman actually came into the London office of Virgin’s founder, Richard Branson, and opened an entire suitcase full of cash on his desk. Then a couple of years later, the Nigerian generals clamped down on imports and everything slowed down again.”
But by that time, with Bob Marley as its figurehead, Jamaican music was officially a global pop genre. Writing for Sounds enabled me to track the whole process. My perspective was unusual, as my initiation into Jamaican music came in part from selling it to the press, as the reggae publicist for Island Records, promoting Bob Marley and the Wailers, Aswad, and the righteous rootsman Burning Spear. Right after the release of the Wailers’  Live! in 1975, I left both Island and PR to write full time. The team I joined at Sounds was so aware of our underdog status compared to the big boys, Melody Maker and New Musical Express, that we had nothing to lose by throwing ourselves behind the new underground punk and reggae scenes. “Music is the message,” our slogan said, with no hint of irony. The strategy worked and was pursued, and thus Jamaica became my second home.
For a reggae fan, the island was intoxicating in 1976. The scene was always right there. All the reggae icons still revered now were very visible at scenes such as music entrepreneurs Tommy and Valerie Cowan’s office on Oxford Road, where musical legends regularly dropped by for juices and banana bread under the straw-shaded outdoor tables: Sly and Robbie, and any variety of trios, such as the Heptones, Abyssinians, or Mighty Diamonds. Memorably, Gregory Isaacs would roar right into the yard on his motorbike, looking “well hard” (hip) in his leather waist-coat and those popular welder’s shades whose perforated side flaps hid your eyes, thus preserving the inscrutability so crucial to cool. In a navy blue tracksuit and militant black beret, the original Wailers singer, Peter Tosh, would yell as he practiced high-flying karate kicks in the car park. There were even rare urban sightings of Peter and Bob’s old cohort, Bunny Wailer, rolling in from the bush in his dusty Range Rover. It was literally a small world, packed with talent, and as I became a convert to street dances in mountaintop villages and ghetto blocks, I was glad to become a reggae expert.
Many of the musicians helped with my immersion into Jamaica. With the New Musical Express’s Neil Spencer, I went to eat fried fish, dumplings, and boiled bananas at the home of the celebrated bass player Robbie Shakespeare. Before he moved uptown, the great Shakespeare’s shack on Jaques Lane was as basic a wooden shelter as any other on the unpaved, unlit alley. The Wailers’ bass player, Aston “Family Man” Barrett, escorted me and Kate Simon to Skate-land to see local bands such as Jacob Miller’s Inner Circle make the roller-skating rink shake with their thunderous bass. Lounging on a tree trunk jutting over the aqua Caribbean, Burning Spear reasoned about Rasta and rebellion on the beach at his Culture Yard at St. Ann’s Bay, edged with rickety wooden fences. There were no tourists or film crews around. In the fields of Clarendon, while Joseph Hill of the group Culture was showing me how to split an aloe vera leaf to squeeze its sap as a natural shampoo, I remember a Dread shouting as he roared past on a big motorcycle and hurled a whole bale of ganja into the field for the musicians’ pleasure, his long locks floating behind him like a flag as he zoomed past.
While brightly painted buses whizzed past inches away, I bought every single I could find on the Abyssinians’ Clinch label, with its hand-drawn logo of brotherly clasped hands, at the harmony trio’s own tiny kiosk situated bang in the middle of the lanes at the bus station. Pushing through the bustle of Coronation Market downtown, weaving through the shouting higglers (market trades-women) and squawking chickens, my heart would pound with excitement at getting to hear the Top Ten singles at the city’s famous musical hub, Randy’s Records. At the Channel One pressing plant, I saw old singles being melted down into a gluey black soup and then poured by hand, like pancake batter, onto an unwieldy presser to be reborn as a new single. In those days, the vinyl of Jamaican 45 records had bubbles that would make a stereo’s needle skip even on a new tune, and people rolled spliffs in brown paper bread bags, as regular rolling papers were a luxury.
In retrospect, this previously unknown job description of reggae writer that I shared in London with writers like Black Music’s Carl Gayle, who pioneered journalistic patois, and Black Echoes’s Penny Reel, who channeled Damon Runyon, seems to have been miraculously well timed. The music of mid-1970s Jamaica hit a creative peak that the island has never topped. The sounds created in studios such as Studio One are still currency for twenty-first-century Jamaican superstars such as Shaggy, Sean Paul, and Beenie Man, who regularly reference that era in their dancehall music. Since Jamaicans are a wandering tribe, the island’s many styles of pop have subsequently been absorbed and repurposed by the children of expats, including rappers Biggie Smalls, KRS-One, and Busta Rhymes. Reggae and its sister sound, dub, whence came the remix, and its successor, dancehall, went on to spawn new styles for decades to come, including American rap, British jungle, and Puerto Rico’s reggaeton. But the spark was truly lit in that moment. Those singers and players of instruments were inventing a truly modern music, rooted in Africa.
But would the development of Jamaican music have played out so phenomenally had not one particular singer, one among many great voices that made the rounds of the Kingston studios, become a global Rasta icon? Bob Marley branded the image of the Rastaman as revolutionary, poet, and lover, and demonstrated that a ghetto youth could shake the big tree of Western rock and bend its branches. He gave a face as well as a sound to the developing world.
No great achievement happens without its naysayers and “player haters” who seek to undermine or terminate their rival’s power. An outsider himself, Bob was born to be the voice of the righteous sufferer. Singing for the dispossessed, unheard underclass, Marley was heard and understood by both the poorest and the most powerful alike. Caught as he was in the crosshairs of the planet’s political forces, from the macrocosm of bodies such as the CIA to the microcosm of no-name ghetto gunmen shooting for hidden masters, Bob’s path could never be easy. But it turned out triumphant.
THE PUNGENCY OF BOB MARLEY’S lyrics makes him forever associated with downtown’s brawling streets and maze of narrow alleys, shacks and zinc fences splashed with political slogans, boldly patched together from freight crates, cardboard boxes, and, for the comparatively privileged, rusty aluminum. But this was not Bob’s first home. “I come from country, and country is always good,” he once drawled, wistful for the tranquillity of his remote village, Nine Miles, wrapped round with its shawl of hills, where donkeys were still a regular form of transport, just as they’d been in his youth. “You grow everything. You don’t really have to kill yourself to get a place or have money, you can eat and bathe and make clothes and build your own house.” He was always nostalgic for the comforting cluck of feeding chickens, his childhood chore that he evokes on “Who the Cap Fit.” “Some nice rivers and trees . . . ,” he said, a faraway look in his eyes, “and de country people inna Jamaica, dem true people. Real country people, a so dem stay, dem seh, ‘Good mornin’ ’ and ‘God bless you.’ Town make people think away from their roots.” Among these civil, God-fearing country folk, Bob was marked as special from birth. He read palms with uncanny accuracy, liked to entertain grown-ups by singing calypso, and absorbed gospel and spirituals in church. But even in that seemingly secure childhood, Bob experienced wrenching divisions.
Bob’s father, Norval Marley, was a white Jamaican land surveyor who’d been disinherited because of what his family saw as the folly of his middle-aged marriage to Cedella Malcolm, a teenage bush girl. When Bob was six, Norval sent for Bob to join him in Kingston. But very soon, his father dropped Bob off at the house of an old lady and left him there to care for her. Cedella might have lost her son permanently had a friend visiting Kingston not seen the youth in the street and half remembered the address he’d given her. Cedella took the bus to town and tracked down her son, knocking on doors house by house. There was a joyous reunion, but Bob was left with a fear of abandonment and sensitivity to betrayal that lasted a lifetime. He never read palms again. The only times Bob got physically harsh was when he felt abused or betrayed, professionally or personally. Those feelings he could not abide.
But soon, it was Cedella who went to Kingston to try to make a future for them both. Cedella had forged a relationship with a local man named Thaddeus O’Riley in 1957, and was sharing his cramped quarters on First Street, a block away from the sea. Small, slight, and light, Bob stood out in his new ghetto area of Trench Town when he went to join her. In Jamaica, color consciousness is so encoded that it’s a virtual rule that the fairer your complexion, the higher you live on the slope up to the Blue Mountains. Down in the sweltering yards with their open gutters, where the sea wind blows sweet relief through the tenements, pretty much everyone but Bob Marley was as dark as their African ancestors when they were disgorged from the slave ships onto the beach not far from Trench Town.
At first, as the outsider, Bob had to prove his position in the tenement yard hierarchy. Thaddeus had a son, nicknamed Bunny, who, friends recall, claimed the top-dog slot by virtue of seniority and genes. If a few kids had to share a bed, you could be sure it would be skinny little Bob who’d wind up sleeping on the floor.
But Bob was already accustomed to fending for himself as best he could. Any resentment he might have felt about his mother’s inability to consistently provide a home for the two of them together was tempered by the love she showed, such as the way she brewed him drinks from herbs, preferably grown in her own garden, even if it was just a corner of a drab tenement yard. As she prepared food, Cedella would sing hymns in her low, soothing voice, and Bob loved to listen.
After Cedella and Thaddeus split, Cedella inherited a nearby apartment from an emigrating cousin, where Bob could stay with her. But according to her biography of her son, Bob Marley: An IntimatePortrait by His Mother, coauthored with the fine Jamaican writer Anthony Winkler, Thaddeus’s violent behavior was a factor in Cedella’s decision to move to Wilmington, Delaware, effectively abandoning Bob—again. Cedella told writer Stephen Davis that Bob was being harassed in the yard for having a white father, and she wanted to create a better environment for him.
Still, the end result was that Bob was on his own again. By then, though, he had his music, his bred’ren Bunny, and the other youths in the yard. They were intent on absorbing all the music they could get. Wily ghetto youths were almost unstoppable when they wanted to squeeze into a show to see visiting American artists such as Ben E. King and the Drifters, Mahalia Jackson, Fats Domino, or Curtis Mayfield and the Impressions. Bob had begun working as a welder, but after a spark got in his eye, he was keener than ever to drop the manual labor for music.
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