


[image: Front cover Pressure Drop Reggave in the Seventies By John Masouri]







[image: Title]








Copyright © 2024 Omnibus Press

(A Division of Wise Music Limited)

Cover design by Darren Rumney

Cover image © Adrian Boot

Picture research by the author

HB ISBN: 978-1-9131-7284-8
eISBN: 978-1-7875-9275-9

John Masouri hereby asserts his right to be identified as the author of this work in accordance with Sections 77 to 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage or retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages.

Every effort has been made to trace the copyright holders of the photographs in this book but one or two were unreachable. We would be grateful if the photographers concerned would contact us. A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Typeset in Kalix by

Palimpsest Book Production Ltd, Falkirk, Stirlingshire

Printed in Poland

www.omnibuspress.com









CONTENTS



Preface

Introduction

Chapter One: 1970: Shocks of Mighty!

Chapter Two: 1971: Another Cycle

Chapter Three: 1972: Every Tongue Shall Tell

Chapter Four: 1973: The Higher the Mountain

Chapter Five: 1974: The Time Has Come

Chapter Six: 1975: Have You Heard the News?

Chapter Seven: 1976: Heavy Manners

Chapter Eight: 1977: When Two Sevens Clash

Chapter Nine: 1978: Dread, Beat an’ Blood

Chapter Ten: 1979: Soon Forward

Acknowledgements

Author’s Source Notes

Bibliography

Index










PREFACE



When writing this book, I didn’t set out to make it wholly comprehensive or to shoehorn in every artist, producer and recording I could find. The aim wasn’t completeness but to give an overall picture of how reggae music developed in the seventies, who helped to shape it, how it was impacted by events and how it was received. It’s a story rich in adventure, controversy, resilience and imagination, and has its origins in the indomitable spirit of the Jamaican people.

My qualifications for attempting to tell it are rooted in honesty and, to me, that’s what matters. Like many others of my generation, I grew up with the music as it unfolded. I remember watching Millie sing ‘My Boy Lollipop’ on black and white television and being thrilled at the sheer vivaciousness of what I saw and heard. I was 11 and became smitten with her and Jamaican music (‘Blue Beat’) from that moment onwards. By the age of 15 I’d experienced my first Caribbean house party or shebeen – we called them ‘blues’ – and added Prince Buster and Desmond Dekker to my list of favourite singers. I’m often asked how someone like me, a white Englishman, got into reggae, but the answer didn’t involve any great feat of discovery or even crate-digging. During my school years, reggae music was mainstream – it wasn’t unusual for Jamaican records to appear in the national charts, or to see artists like Desmond Dekker, Jimmy Cliff and Bob & Marcia performing their latest hits on Top Of The Pops. Their songs played on national radio, just like those by black American artists such as the Temptations, Stevie Wonder and Johnny Nash.

It was some skinheads’ violent behaviour that stopped all that in its tracks, because their association with Jamaican music brought shame to the genre. I remember being in blues parties when gangs of skinheads gathered outside, shouting abuse and smashing windows. I also recall being at a club where hippies congregated when the doors burst open and maybe a dozen skinheads rushed inside and began attacking people with fists, boots, broken bottles and bicycle chains. Not all skinheads behaved in this way, but I was still relieved when the Wailers’ Catch A Fire marked the end of early reggae (which the skinheads liked) and the start of the roots era (which most of them didn’t).

My involvement with the music at that time was restricted to buying records and going to concerts. Early UK tours by Dennis Brown, Toots and the Maytals, Bob Marley, Gregory Isaacs and Burning Spear brought the music and culture of Jamaica into focus like never before, and while we no longer saw or heard the same number of reggae records on national TV or radio, specialist publications like Black Music and Black Echoes had appeared by then. Thanks to Island Records and Virgin’s Front Line label, we could also buy albums by Jamaican artists in high street shops – a development that made all the difference to fans living outside of London and other major cities with sizable Caribbean communities, which is where most of the import shops were. Brighton, where I lived then, was close enough to London for me to see shows, buy records and visit places like Brixton or Dalston, where you could buy a draw of high grade ganja and hear the music played on a sound system. That was the ultimate listening experience, and although London dances weren’t so welcoming as those in Nottingham, that wasn’t reason enough to stay away.

It wasn’t until 1988, when I started writing for Black Echoes (by then retitled Echoes) that I began meeting people connected to the reggae industry. Two years later I threw caution to the wind and became a full-time music journalist specialising in reggae and dancehall – a position I still hold today, more than thirty-five years later. From that point onwards I made the transition from ardent fan and occasional DJ/radio presenter to a participant of sorts – one with a mission to help share an appreciation of the music far and wide, and with as much professionalism as I could muster. Apart from making regular trips to Jamaica and supplying Echoes with a never-ending supply of articles and reviews, I wrote promotional material and liner notes for a host of reggae labels, before being commissioned to write books by Omnibus Press.

Over the years, I’ve interviewed countless reggae artists, musicians, producers, managers, label owners and soundmen, many of whom are quoted in this book. Before the advent of Zoom calls and WhatsApp, the majority of these interviews were held in person – either backstage, on tour buses, at rehearsals or in studios, hotels, record company offices and people’s homes, including my own. I am grateful to each and every one of the people who’ve granted me the time and opportunity to ask them endless questions about their work, the times they’ve lived through and the conditions they sometimes had to endure in bringing their music to the world. If I can pass on even a fraction of the spirit and determination that it took for them to become recognised, or the passion and sincerity they felt when outlining their feelings about society and their hopes for humanity, then I will have gone some way towards doing them justice.

That ten-year period we call the seventies is now considered to be a golden age for reggae music. It was a time when musical landmarks came thick and fast, and reggae artists like Bob Marley, Peter Tosh and Burning Spear earned legendary status. From the mid-seventies onwards there was an over-riding sense that something significant was happening, and those of us living outside of Jamaica could do no more than hang on to its coat-tails, there was no mistaking the heady scent of change in the air. The music told us this, and many of these artists and musicians were genuinely intent on raising people’s consciousness and igniting a social and cultural revolution that would finally sweep away the colonial construct they termed ‘Babylon’ – a form of mental and actual slavery upon which western society is based, and that Jamaica’s griots sought to replace with a ‘one love’ philosophy forged from sufferation and Biblical prophecy.

The story of these soul rebels wasn’t the sum total of the seventies’ reggae narrative, but it was easily the most compelling part – not just because of the larger-than-life characters, the way they looked and spoke, their cultural differences and the events they were caught up in, but also because of what their songs could teach us about human existence. Everywhere we looked, such artists were triumphing over adversity and turning their lives around while seeking to uplift their listeners. I still find that extraordinary, and marvel at the courage and perseverance needed to make that happen. That’s a large part of the story I wanted to write when working on this book, because a great deal of my thinking and understanding about life has been shaped by reggae music and its cultural framework. I was taken on the journey of a lifetime, because it was during the seventies that Jamaica introduced the world to toasting, dub, Rastafari and rockers, whereas Britain rallied by contributing punk, lovers rock and 2 Tone. I’ve included all of these different forms in the following chapters, along with political and societal factors that provided an essential backdrop to the music.

Some of the featured artists were deejays capable of talking a mile a minute about literally anything at all. They were part of an influx of entertainers providing thrills and amusement, while others aimed for crossover recognition or hoped to please ordinary folk wanting to hear something they could dance and sing along to. Certain singers, like Gregory Isaacs and Beres Hammond, used their voices and lyrics to tug at our heartstrings. Their songs could make us weep just as easily as making us feel like a million dollars. And we haven’t even mentioned dub magicians like King Tubby and Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry, mystical figures such as Augustus Pablo, or flamboyant characters like Bunny Lee and Niney The Observer, whose quick-witted antics brought humour and creativity to the genre. It’s to all of the above that I dedicate these pages, covering the decade in which their talents shone most brightly.










INTRODUCTION



Before embarking on the story of the seventies, let’s remind ourselves of what happened leading up to that period. The previous decade had been the most prolific in musical history, fuelled by the public’s hunger for new releases and the advent of transistor radio and home hi-fi equipment. Jamaicans had grown accustomed to jukeboxes blasting the latest hits in bars all across the island, while sound systems competed against one another to spin the most exclusive acetates and play them loudest. Mythical characters emerged from that world like Arthur ‘Duke’ Reid the Trojan, an ex-policeman who wore guns on both hips and a crown perched on his head. His competitors included Tom the Great Sebastian and King Edwards, but Reid’s greatest rival was Clement ‘Coxsone’ Dodd – a jazz and rhythm and blues fan who hung out with musicians and wasn’t averse to reasoning with the Rastafarians he met in Trench Town’s tenement yards.

Early soundmen like these were the bedrock of the Jamaican music industry, but to keep ahead of the competition they had to visit different parts of the US and search out the best records to play at dances back home. There was no local music to speak of that could rival American rhythm and blues for excitement, especially when hyped up by MCs like Count Machuki, Sir Lord Comic and King Stitt, whose jive talking would ring out in the night air even before the stylus bit into the shellac.

Prince Buster was one of Coxsone’s strongarm guys who helped ward off Duke Reid’s thugs when they tried to sabotage Coxsone’s equipment or frighten away his followers. The day he was born, his parents had been caught up in street battles between striking workers and police. They were on their way to the hospital when policemen opened fire on the strikers, witnessing trade union leader William Alexander Bustamante pushing his way to the front, shouting, ‘shoot me and save the innocent people of Jamaica!’ Buster’s parents were so impressed they named their newborn son Cecil Bustamante Campbell in his honour.

Like his namesake, who went on to become prime minister and oversee Jamaican independence, Buster was fiercely ambitious. He was a champion runner at school and used to practise boxing under the streetlight outside the Caribbean restaurant on Drummond Street in downtown Kingston. The owner named him ‘Prince Buster’, although he was also known as ‘Wild Bill’ for a time because of his daredevil behaviour. He claims to have been the catalyst for Jamaican soundmen like Dodd and Reid starting to record local talent rather than remain in hock to the Americans.

‘When I was growing up I used to listen to singers like Frank Sinatra, Billy Eckstine, Sarah Vaughan and Ella Fitzgerald,’ he told me. ‘Those were early days, but then the music changed and I started listening to artists like Fats Domino. I was in love with rhythm and blues but, at the same time, I had to fight it, because that was Coxsone and Duke Reid’s power. What you must understand is that I was within Coxsone’s camp, and the records he was playing were all bought from America. He’d just scratch off the label and not let anyone know what he was playing. For instance, Sir Coxsone had a number one tune he called ‘Coxsone’s Hop.’ He played that tune for seven years without Duke Reid finding a copy, but it was an American rhythm and blues song by Willis Jackson called ‘Gator’s Tail’ and there was nothing Jamaican about it! Well, I was there studying what was going on and whenever we were playing the sound system, I’d be listening to the records and watching how the crowds reacted. They wouldn’t know the artist who was singing. All they heard was somebody saying it’s an exclusive, y’know?

‘Well, Count Machuki wasn’t feeling too good about Coxsone by this time, so he come and complain to me about it. He say that him never see too much cash yet, and why don’t I start up a sound system of my own? I think about it and that’s when I decide to go and get a farm work ticket, so I can leave for America to buy some rhythm and blues and get the money to start up a sound system. Well, I pass every test, and then the morning I was supposed to leave there was a line extending down to the quay and a man come up to me and say, ‘open your hands.’ He said my hands were too soft to cut cane, and so I can’t go. It was like everything come down on me, and I later find out it was Coxsone’s father-in-law who say that to me, because they were afraid of me going there. After that now, I go and find a drummer named Arkland Parks – we call him ‘Drumbago’ – and he said I can’t turn back, so we rehearse every day for about three weeks straight before going into the studio and making some tracks. If I’d have got that farm work ticket, then I would have come back with rhythm and blues just like the rest of them. But because I didn’t get it, I went to Drumbago and there it was, the birth of ska!’

That first session yielded tracks like ‘Little Honey’ and an instrumental, ‘Buster’s Shack’, credited to Buster’s All-Stars. The latter was issued in the UK on a subsidiary of Melodisc called Starlite, owned by Emil Shalit, who’d been selling folk music from around the world, including calypso from Trinidad. Shalit would later become Buster’s mentor and business adviser.

‘I named my sound system Voice Of The People, and I overthrew them by playing the new sound, which was ska. But what I was really overthrowing was rhythm and blues. We had this song called ‘They Got To Go’ but I wasn’t just speaking about Coxsone, Duke Reid and King Edwards – I was referring to rhythm and blues as well. That song was a big hit in Jamaica, but then I change the lyrics around, saying they must come my way because ska was the biggest thing happening at that time, and the others had to adapt to it to stay alive in the business. It gave the people something that represented their own culture and it bring them joy, but it also cause problems because Coxsone and Duke Reid had been making a lot of money bootlegging rhythm and blues and when ska came, it killed it for them. That caused a lot of trouble, but it felt so good to know that Duke, Sir Coxsone and King Edwards had been vanquished. After I demolish them now the three of them became friends and that shocked Jamaica, because how could that happen? Except they do it to try and overthrow Prince Buster, and they all turned against me.’

Buster’s speaker boxes were even bigger than those of Duke Reid and Coxsone, and aptly named ‘Houses Of Joy.’ He also introduced the concept of having separate amplifiers for the bass, mid-range and treble, but it was the fervour created by his own recordings – released just prior to Jamaican Independence and dubbed ‘Jamaica’s first national sound’ – that stirred up the most excitement. Buster previewed his new sound system in Salt Lane and promptly challenged Duke Reid to a clash, although the latter failed to turn up. Shortly afterwards, both men held dances just a block apart. Reid hired Forrester’s Hall, and Prince Buster the Jubilee Tile Gardens on King Street.

That night Buster’s friend Pama Dice ran a length of speaker cable all the way down North Street and set up a treble horn in a tree right near where Reid was playing. Buster turned his sound up full blast, but then a man from Duke Reid’s camp called Tassie cut the wire. Buster raced to reconnect it, defeated Tassie in a knife fight and then leapt onto a nearby wall and urged the crowd to come to his dance instead. It was a defining moment in the history of Jamaican music, and Buster would explore every avenue open to him from thereon. He opened Prince Buster’s Record Shack on the corner of Luke Lane and Charles Street and also invested in jukeboxes prior to making his first-ever stage performance at the Glass Bucket. The Prince Buster phenomenon hadn’t yet extended beyond central Kingston, but his next move would have the most far-reaching repercussions of all: persuading Count Ossie and his Rastafarian drummers to record a couple of tracks with him at local radio station JBC in 1961.

‘I wasn’t a Rasta,’ says Buster. ‘I grew up in a Rastafarian street and there were Rastas where I stayed in the country for a while, but my family were Christians, and so I couldn’t go in front of them with locks in my hair. They were Garveyites as well, though, so they had nothing against Rastas, even though Rastafarians were under serious pressure at that time. No one would check for them, but I decided to take them into the studio so that I could stay one step ahead of Duke Reid, Coxsone and the rest. The only way I could do that was to keep coming different all the time, and leave no space for monotony, y’ understand?

‘Like I say, I grew up amongst Rastafarians. When I was a little boy, I used to climb up a tree on Salt Lane whenever Count Ossie would come down from Wareika Hill on his way to a Rasta gathering, or I’d be running alongside them as they played. Ossie and I later became friends, long before we did any recording together. When I was on top with ‘They Got To Go’, my mind went back to Count Ossie, so I decided to use him on a record. A friend said that couldn’t happen because of the way things were with Rastas back then but they hadn’t seen Ossie play as a child like I had, and so they couldn’t imagine what I had in mind for him to do, y’ understand? So I went up Wareika Hill one night and Ossie thought I wanted him to play as a member of my band. But I said, “no, that’s not what I want. I just want the band playing like you used to in Salt Lane.” He said he didn’t want to play with a bass or regular drummer, and I agreed but that delayed our arrival, and so Duke Reid took over my session. There was a big uproar about that when I arrived, but a man from the radio station calmed me down and said not to worry about it. He told me there was another room we could make into a studio, so we went upstairs, put a partition in there and it just so happen that it had exactly the right acoustics for the Rasta drumming. It was perfect. But then, after I released those songs, the radio stations wouldn’t play them! I couldn’t believe that, y’ know? My sound system push them for a while, and then I start to cut some copies onto soft wax for people like Lloyd the Matador so he can play them, until eventually things start to happen. I knew I was going to be challenged for using Count Ossie, but his band was full of great players and the night we do those recordings the man’s fingers were burning, I tell you! That was the night we did ‘Oh Carolina’, and it was a song that had only existed in my imagination before then.’

Buster recorded Bunny & Skitter’s ‘Chubby’ during that same session, but it was ‘Oh Carolina’, sung by the Folkes Brothers, that stood out with its chanted, folksy melodies and mesmerising hand drumming. Though Rastas were still vilified by the establishment, according to Buster, the radio stations didn’t necessarily ignore ‘Oh Carolina’ because it promoted Rastafari or sounded radically different from everything else, although such factors surely played a part.

‘It was because the DJs had private agreements with some of the manufacturers to push certain things,’ he said, with disdain. ‘They were getting payola, so it took them about three or four months before they played ‘Oh Carolina’, and then only because they were forced to play it due to public demand. People just loved it from the minute they heard it, and that in turn helped the Rasta movement to grow, because they had a song to represent them at last, and something to hold onto.’

After the release of ‘Oh Carolina’, Buster and Emil Shalit entered an exclusive agreement to issue Buster’s productions on the Blue Beat label, distributed by Melodisc. ‘Blue beat’ was the name given to the West Indian-style rhythm and blues as popularised by Laurel Aitken and Higgs & Wilson. With help from Siggy Jackson, Shalit had been quick to capitalise on blue beat’s popularity in England by releasing records, selling merchandise and booking weekly slots at London’s Marquee club.

‘Mr Shalit was a very intelligent man,’ says Buster. ‘He was my teacher, because before I met him Jamaica was my world and everything I had was there, but Mr Shalit turned me from someone with an island mentality into someone with a worldview. I learnt so much from that man. I was just an island guy, singing for my supper and green to the world, but he saw something else in me. He told me to park up the sound system, go into the studio and make records, and then he would distribute them for me, and I’m sure glad that I followed his advice.’

During this time with Blue Beat, Buster produced records by Owen Gray, the Mellow Larks, the Maytals, Eric ‘Monty’ Morris, Basil Gabbidon, Rupie Edwards, Hortense Ellis, Lord Creator and numerous other local artists. his was in addition to issuing a string of wonderfully diverse hits under his own name. Buster recorded songs about everything – love, sTex, outlaws and Rasta, you name it. All human life was there in his sixties’ recordings and he also voiced some of the first talking records ever committed to vinyl, well before King Stitt and U-Roy made their debuts and the Last Poets and Gil Scott-Heron laid the foundations of hip-hop in America. There’s also a strong case for crediting Prince Buster with having been the first-ever dancehall artist, since he had all the characteristics associated with that genre: he was boasty, had sharp dress sense and a vocal style that blurred the lines between singing and rapping. He also wrote ditties about explicit sex that predated ‘slackness’, and made some thrilling gangster records that bristled with bravado and outrageous theatricality. For proof, listen to ‘Al Capone’, which opened with the immortal phrase, ‘don’t call me scarface…’ The rhythm then started up and one of the all-time great dance records began hurtling down the grooves like a runaway train. It was only much later that most of us learnt it was King Sporty’s voice on that intro and not Buster’s, but no matter, because the flip side – ‘One Step Beyond’ – was pretty impressive, too.

In 1964, he accompanied Byron Lee, Jimmy Cliff and Monty Morris to the World’s Fair in New York. Buster was unstoppable, although his thunder would soon be stolen by 16-year-old Millie Small, who was still starry-eyed after being flown to London a year earlier by Island Records’ Chris Blackwell. The latter had started his record label back in 1959 after travelling back and forth to the US and buying records to sell to Jamaican sound system owners. One of his earliest productions, Laurel Aitken’s ‘Boogie In My Bones’, has been called Jamaica’s first indigenous pop record, but the urbane Blackwell nearly chose a career in film rather than music after working as location manager on the James Bond film, 1962’s Dr No. It was a visit to a fortune teller that persuaded him otherwise, after she advised him to carry on making records. In 1962 the 25-year-old Blackwell left for London where, always the entrepreneur, he began licensing records from Jamaican producers like Leslie Kong and selling them to independent shops out of the back of his Mini.

‘I thought that in view of my complexion I’d be better off in England than in Jamaica,’ Blackwell admitted, ‘Jamaica had just become independent and every problem it had was considered to be associated with white folk and colonial oppression. It was a changed situation. People who had no money and no influence were saying they’d been oppressed by the British and they wanted to get theirs now. Their time had come...’

When Blackwell first started licensing and selling records, his main customers were people from the Caribbean living in the UK. But that would soon change with the release of ‘My Boy Lollipop.’

‘The business expanded so quickly,’ Blackwell said. ‘There were so many producers in Jamaica, you see. Many of the guys who had sound systems were also producers, and they made some great records. Coxsone Dodd was a great example of that, and it was him who first produced this little girl called Millie. I heard her sing and thought she was incredible, so I brought her over to England and was looking for a song that would be a hit for her. I found this old song [by Barbie Gaye] called ‘My Boy Lollipop’ that I’d found ages ago during the days when I would go up to New York to buy records. That record changed my life, because up until that point I’d just been driving around the periphery of London, going into all the shops and selling them records… I absolutely loved it and ‘My Boy Lollipop’ was a hit everywhere. I didn’t put it out on Island though, because I’d seen what could happen when small independent labels had a hit. They’d generate a huge amount of revenue and then, when their next record came out, it wouldn’t hit and they’d crash back down again. So I licensed ‘My Boy Lollipop’ to Fontana.’

Millie Small’s family were from Clarendon, where her father worked as an overseer on a sugar plantation. She had twelve brothers and sisters and, after entering local talent competitions and winning first prize on Vere Johns’ popular radio show Opportunity Knocks, she auditioned for Coxsone, who thought that she sounded like Shirley Mae Goodman of Shirley & Lee. Small’s earliest recordings were duets with Owen Gray and Roy Panton, but the London pop scene – then dominated by the Beatles, the Dave Clark Five and Dusty Springfield – would provide a sterner test.

Once she’d arrived in the UK, Blackwell arranged for Small to have dancing lessons and enrolled her in speech-training classes. He then booked her to play West Indian social clubs throughout the country, where people from the Caribbean communities welcomed her with open arms. Millie’s voice had a shrill upper register, but it was her appealing personality and upbeat cheeriness that they liked – qualities that ‘My Boy Lollipop’ showcased in abundance. Astute as ever, Blackwell had asked Millie to voice the song in a cupboard so that her delivery would have additional resonance, and the resulting take was irresistible. Rarely had so much fun and vivacity been squeezed into a song lasting under two minutes, and once ‘My Boy Lollipop’ entered the UK national charts in March 1964 there would be no stopping it. It reached number two in Britain and the US and would ultimately sell over seven million copies worldwide. Despite Prince Buster’s best efforts, it was Millie who introduced Jamaican music to mainstream Britain and America. But her follow-up, ‘Sweet William’, flopped and she would never come up with another smash hit like ‘My Boy Lollipop’.

Like Buster, Millie had also performed at the World’s Fair in New York during August 1964, by which time ska had been hailed as the latest dance craze – even First Lady Jackie Kennedy was photographed doing it. Millie returned to Jamaica soon afterwards and thousands lined the streets as she was driven into the city in an open-top limousine. She headlined Independence anniversary shows at the Sheraton Hotel and National Stadium during that visit and also shared a bill with Otis Redding at May Pen’s Capri Theatre. What an amazing night that must have been, with Otis singing his hits ‘Respect’, ‘My Girl’, ‘Shake’ and ‘I’ve Been Loving You Too Long’ and Millie performing a comeback show in her home parish after conquering Britain and America!

A few months later, Ready Steady Go broadcast a television special called Millie In Jamaica featuring Jimmy Cliff, Count Ossie, Prince Buster, Roy Panton and Louise Bennett. That black and white film was a revelation for fans in the UK, some of whom fell under the spell of the music’s Caribbean roots and never recovered. Why Fontana then followed the show with the corny ‘See You Later Alligator’ was anyone’s guess, since it missed this important new demographic by a country mile. Meanwhile, billed as ‘the Pint-Sized Hurricane’, Millie breezed through Australia, New Zealand, Hong Kong, Singapore, Japan and the US before heading for Central and South America.

Small was Jamaica’s first musical jetsetter. Still riding on the crest of ‘My Boy Lollipop’, she and Jackie Edwards toured Africa, performing in countries like Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Ghana and Liberia long before any other Jamaican acts did. American film star Marlon Brando, whose girlfriend, Esther Anderson, was Millie’s chaperone, joined them briefly on that trip, although by 1966 and the release of her album Ska At The Jamaica Playboy Club – with a cover-photo of Millie wearing a swimsuit and Bunny Girl ears – the zest and vitality of her early time in the spotlight had largely dissipated. She wasn’t yet 20 years old and must have felt exhausted, although the music of her homeland had only just begun its own incredible journey.

Prince Buster was the second Jamaican artist to capture the imagination of British audiences when ‘Al Capone’ was reissued in February 1967 and raced up the UK national charts, peaking at number thirteen. The previous year, shortly after witnessing Emperor Haile Selassie I’s triumphant state visit to Jamaica, Prince Buster had travelled to London, where he met heavyweight boxer Muhammad Ali, who was about to fight Henry Cooper for a second time. Ali was going through major changes at the time and, like Buster, was unafraid to stand up for what he believed in. After embracing Islam and discarding the name Cassius Clay, he’d alienated a great deal of his popular support and would soon have his world titles taken from him after announcing that he wasn’t going to fight in Vietnam. Black men weren’t encouraged to assert their racial and cultural identity, as the Rastafarians had discovered in Jamaica, and Black Muslims and Civil Rights’ activists had found to their cost in America. Led by the firebrand Malcolm X, the Black Muslims preached self-empowerment and offered a sense of pride that wasn’t all that far removed from what Marcus Garvey had advocated back in the twenties. It’s therefore hardly surprising that Buster – who assumed the name Mohammed Yusef Ali and started a new label called Islam – felt drawn to them, although he remained a fighter at heart and wasted no opportunity to attack his rival producers, both on record and otherwise whenever things got heated. Coxsone was the target on ‘Thirty Pieces Of Silver’, and then Duke Reid came in for a mauling on ‘Big Fight’, as Buster brought all the excitement and drama of being ringside at a boxing match into the studio with him. According to legend, Buster had voiced ‘Madness’ after taking his revenge on one of Duke Reid’s thugs, and eye witnesses said the assault was so brutal they thought that he’d gone crazy. (Remember that name ‘Wild Bill’?) Another time his skull was fractured after someone hit him on the head with a paving slab, and he was also stabbed with an ice pick at some point during those early sound wars.

‘I was fighting against people who were prisoners, criminals and thugs, like you’d find out in the road,’ he said. ‘I had a broken skull thanks to them, so I had to be wild and vicious myself and that’s why I called one of my labels Wild Bells because it represented a dangerous part of my life, when I had to be wild to survive.’

Fellow singer Derrick Morgan, who’d previously recorded for Buster, hardly qualified as a serious opponent, but quitting Buster’s camp for Chinese-Jamaican businessman Leslie Kong’s brought a wealth of scathing invective down on his head. Morgan’s battle with Prince Buster quickly became the talk of Jamaica and provided welcome publicity for both of them. Buster’s opening retort to Morgan’s defection was ‘Black Head Chiney’, which was racism, laced with humour. Derrick countered with ‘Blazing Fire’, using the rhythm of ‘Madness’, but then Buster insinuated Derrick was working for nothing on ‘Praise Without Raise’ and, in a reference to Morgan’s blindness, accused him of being ‘too blind to understand.’ Buster then told Derrick to ‘rest in his nappy,’ on ‘Creation.’ Relations between the pair somehow remained cordial despite these skirmishes, but their supporters didn’t always realise this.

‘It was just a musical war,’ Derrick assured me. ‘I wrote ‘Blazing Fire’ off him, and then, when him come back with ‘Praise and No Raise’, I say that when I was recording with him I wasn’t even taking praise, much less raise… Ah, so it start, the rival thing, and it went on and on and on. When I come with ‘Tougher Than Tough’, he then came with those Judge Dread songs, but it get big and bad in Jamaica after a while. Gangs start to fight one another over Buster and I, and man and man would cut up one another in bars. That’s when the government step in and asked us to do something about it. I can’t remember whether it was Buster’s plan or not, but [Jamaican MP Edward] Seaga tell us to go to [Jamaican newspaper] the Gleaner so they can take pictures of us together and that’s how it all got calmed down…’

Several other acts, jealous of all the attention that Buster and Morgan were getting, tried to join in, but without success. Coxsone even talked Delroy Wilson into singing against Buster, but he refused to pay the youngster any mind. Meanwhile, groups of disaffected youths called ‘rudies’ were causing trouble in Kingston’s inner city communities, and also at the dances.

‘Rudies were young men aged between 14 and 30 who had joined the migration from country to Kingston,’ explained French filmmaker Stefan Paul. ‘With no skills and West Kingston’s chronic 30 per cent unemployment, the rudies redefined the street life, hanging out, suffering, flicking deadly ratchet knives, trolley-hopping, purse-snatching, occasional muggings… petty theft and insolence, singing and general hooliganism became lifetime careers, most of which ended very early. For the rudie, the only way out of West Kingston, Trench Town, Tivoli Gardens, Ghost Town, Jones Town or Denham Town was via a hit single or a police bullet.’

The island’s two main political parties were the JLP and PNP, and as they struggled for power, gangs had formed around them in different parts of the city. One such gang leader, Zackie The High Priest, was the inspiration for Buster’s brilliantly conceived ‘Judge Dread’, on which he acts as Judge Four Hundred Years and presides over a court involving such fabulous names as George Grab And Flee and Emmanuel Zechariah Zackeepom. It was an inspired piece of social commentary, but there was humour in it too, like when Buster turns to one of the prisoners and tells him to hush up, asking if he was going to shoot him as well. The follow-ups in this series included ‘Barrister Pardon’, aka ‘Judge Dread Dance’, voiced on the same rhythm as ‘Judge Dread’ and ‘The Appeal’ featuring a lawyer from Europe called Judge Dread Locks, who Buster sentences to life imprisonment for ‘racial injustice and slave trading.’

‘We knew a lot of good Rastamen who believed in what they were doing,’ he said, ‘but then it became a fad and everybody became a Rasta. After that, some of these people started to do criminal things, even whilst talking about Jah, and let me tell you, that upset me greatly – it bugged me so much that I make this song ‘Judge Dread’ and sentence them all to four hundred years! But if the Jamaican government had taken my advice they could have nailed the problem right there and then…’

Prime Minister Hugh Shearer needed to look no further than his own cabinet – and Edward Seaga, minister for welfare and development, in particular – for answers. In late 1966, Seaga invited an overseas circus to Jamaica for the Christmas holidays. During their stay in Kingston they were based at the George VI Memorial Park, where a large crowd came to see the lights, listen to carols and hear the band of the First Battalion of the Jamaica Regiment. The evening’s entertainments then ended with a fireworks display ‘which delighted children and grown-ups alike and sent a thrill of joy through all hearts for the season,’ according to a report in the Gleaner, which then complained that ‘the noise from the circus nearby made some of the singing almost inaudible.’ Legend has it that this circus was the catalyst for much of the gun violence that followed. It’s said that guns had been hidden in the large teddy bears given as prizes on many of the stalls, and this was why children carrying these bears were stopped as they left the park and had their prizes taken off them. We can only imagine the upsets this caused, but why else would anyone do that?

Most old-timers agree that 1967 was the year that the Kingston gang wars became more prevalent, and also more violent. The main gangs affiliated to the JLP in that era were the Skulls and Zackie The High Priest’s Phoenix gang. Their key rivals included the Vikings, led by Dillinger, and the Spanglers, who controlled the Regent Street area. Dudley Thompson marshalled the PNP troops, and Seaga did the same with gangs supporting the JLP. Apart from their usefulness in causing mayhem and division, these gangs’ primary purpose was to ensure that people in their neighbourhoods voted to keep certain politicians in office. This ultimately resulted in a network of no go areas spread across the city that neither party could row back from, since their hands were too bloody. Seaga then compounded the problem by giving the order to flatten a shanty town called Back O’ Wall so he could build apartments there instead, which were then let to JLP supporters. This new power base was called Tivoli Gardens, but hundreds of squatters, Rastafarians and impoverished people were made homeless by the destruction of Back O’ Wall; many of them watched on helplessly as their make-do shelters were razed to the ground. Those who didn’t and chose to protest instead were chased away and beaten by police. In the aftermath, large numbers of people dispersed into neighbouring ghetto areas or returned to the rural districts they’d originally come from, whilst some of the Rastafarians like Prince Emmanuel and his followers sought shelter in the hills overlooking Bull Bay.

Singer Desmond Dekker hadn’t witnessed any of this in person – he’d only seen it reported on local television – but the song that he wrote about it, ‘007 (Shanty Town),’ left people in no doubt about what had happened, or his own feelings towards it. Within weeks of Prince Buster breaking into the UK Top 20 with his reissue of ‘Al Capone’, Desmond went four places better with ‘007 (Shanty Town).’ This was no novelty hit tailored for commercial success, but a show of support for people who’d been cast aside by scheming politicians like Seaga, who’d been renamed ‘the minister for warfare and devilment’ by PNP followers. ‘007 (Shanty Town)’ was a record that reeked of authenticity, yet the majority of overseas fans who bought the single and sent into the UK charts during the Summer of Love knew nothing of this. They just found it catchy and different and loved the new, slowed down rocksteady beat behind it – a stylistic evolution that would inspire countless singers and vocal groups as the sixties drew to a close.

Desmond was born in Kingston but had spent most of his early years near Seaforth in St Thomas, where some of Jamaica’s bloodiest slave uprisings had taken place. By the age of 15 he was working as a welder in west Kingston and dreaming of becoming a singer like his idols Nat King Cole and Sam Cooke. Coxsone and Duke Reid both turned him down, and he had to audition for Beverley’s several times before getting the nod from Leslie Kong, whose faith was rewarded when Desmond’s debut, ‘Honour Your Mother And Father’, topped the local charts in 1962. Kong hadn’t cared much for Desmond’s actual surname of Dacres, rebranding him ‘Desmond Dekker.’ At Desmond’s prompting, he also auditioned a young Bob Marley, who worked at the same welding shop. Kong recorded a handful of tracks with him, including the country music covers ‘Judge Not’ and ‘One Cup Of Coffee.’ He even tried renaming him ‘Bobby Martell’, but nothing came of it.

Dekker’s career flourished, though. He and guitarist/arranger Lynn Taitt struck up a good partnership and the hits kept coming – especially after he’d teamed up with a vocal group called the Four Aces, who sealed their alliance with ‘Problems.’ The rude boy era was in full swing by then and Dekker and the Aces joined in with rocksteady classics such as ‘Rude Boy Train’, ‘Keep A Cool Head’ and ‘Rudie Got Soul.’ In common with other local singers, Desmond had also been inspired by Emperor Haile Selassie I’s state visit to Jamaica the previous year, as heard in a growing number of songs devoted to spiritual and cultural themes, including ‘Wise Man’, ‘Mount Zion’ and ‘Pretty Africa.’ Around the same time ‘007 (Shanty Town)’ was heading for the UK charts, Desmond and the Aces were voted runners-up in the Jamaican Song Festival with ‘Unity’, and won it the following year with ‘Music Like Dirt’, aka ‘Intensified ’68.’

The group’s next hit was a song written about Jamaica’s sufferers called ‘Israelites’ that opened with a description of having to rise every morning and slave for a living. It took a year for ‘Israelites’ to capitalise on its popularity in reggae dances and top the charts in West Germany, Sweden, Holland, Canada and South Africa as well as the UK, where it became the first-ever reggae song to reach number one – even Millie hadn’t managed that. But Desmond’s new-found celebrity came at a cost, requiring him to spend increasing amounts of time away from Jamaica. Somewhat surprisingly, the lure of fame and money didn’t turn his head and he remained loyal to Leslie Kong, rejecting the advances of every other producer who approached him.

Derrick Morgan’s career path worked out rather differently. He’d started out with Duke Reid, then voiced his breakthrough hit ‘Fat Man’ for Simeon Smith’s Hi Lite label before joining Prince Buster on Blue Beat. His defining hits, however, were all produced by Leslie Kong for the Beverley’s label. ‘Blazing Fire’ and ‘House Wife Choice’ the latter shared with Patsy, came out in 1961, and then ‘Forward March’ became a veritable anthem as Jamaica celebrated its independence. The following year, Beverley’s released a debut album, also called Forward March, that helped establish the dapper, pork pie hat-wearing 23-year-old as one of Jamaica’s biggest stars. After their musical clash, Prince Buster invited Derrick to sign with Emil Shalit and leave for London. Leslie Kong advised him against it and offered to pay him more money, but Derrick had dreams of making it big in the UK and signed anyway. As it turned out, Derrick only spent six months in London and then on his return he discovered that his partner Patsy had defected to Treasure Isle.

‘Patsy left and I say that I was gonna try and go back with Leslie Kong, but when I go to see him now, Leslie didn’t want to know. He said that I can’t work for him when I’m under contract with Shalit so I form a group called Derrick Morgan and the Blues Blenders and went to Coxsone…’

It was Edward Seaga who stepped in and got Morgan released from his contract with Shalit, and the first thing Derrick did after hearing the news was to go and see Beverley’s.

‘All I wanted was to go back to Leslie Kong, and that’s how he get ‘Tougher Than Tough’, because this rude guy come to me and said that he wanted me to make a song off him. His name was Busby and I was afraid he would come and cut me, so I tell Leslie that he was threatening me and I must make a song for him and bring it to the dance on Friday. Desmond Dekker did the harmony for me, and we recorded it on the Thursday. Then the following night Busby had a box of beer and when that record play and he hear me sing “strong like lion, we are like iron”, he get all excited, blow out the beer and crush it against the wall so that it wet up some girls who were there. They were wearing these red and white outfits because they were with a gang called Spanglers or something like that…’

Busby became yet another victim of Kingston’s gang wars soon afterwards, but ‘Tougher Than Tough’ did well for Beverley’s and that wasn’t the only thing that Leslie Kong had to thank Derrick Morgan for. Few people knew of Jimmy Cliff – then known as James Chambers – when he’d first visited Derrick back in 1962. The young singer from Somerton, near Montego Bay, had voiced a couple of songs for Count Boysie and Sir Cavalier that had gone nowhere, and was attending night classes in radio and television engineering at Kingston Technical College when he had the idea of approaching Derrick with a song he’d written with Leslie Kong in mind called ‘Dearest Beverley.’ Kong had agreed to give Jimmy a try, renamed him ‘Jimmy Cliff’ and then, at Derrick’s instigation, recruited Prince Buster’s backing band to play on the session. That’s what had sparked off the feud between him and Buster, but it ended up working wonders for Kong and Jimmy himself, who followed ‘Dearest Beverley’ with singles such as ‘Miss Jamaica’, ‘King Of Kings’ and ‘Trust No Man’, some of which appeared on Island Records in the UK. A cameo appearance in the film This Is Ska – shot in black and white at the Sombrero Club in Kingston, with backing by Byron Lee and the Dragonaires – then led to him being invited to perform at the World Fair in New York. Confident as ever, Jimmy seized the opportunity with both hands and got the best write ups when the Jamaican artists’ performances were reviewed in Cash Box, Billboard and Record World.

‘United Artists wanted to sign me but this guy Byron Lee wanted to jump on the bandwagon and I said, “no, no, no. I am Jimmy Cliff and I am here as the guest with your band. I’m not a part of your Dragonaires”, and he was fuming and bitter. He said some nasty, racist things but I didn’t care, and in the end I didn’t sign with United Artists.’

It was in New York that Jimmy met Island Records’ Chris Blackwell, who was there with Millie. ‘He approached me and said, “come to England” but I said no. I wanted to stay in America instead, but then he said something that made me change my mind. He said, “there are plenty of singers like you in America, but there is maybe just one like you in England.” I heard that and left for England about three months later, but when I first came over and looked out the window, I wanted to get back on the plane! I thought, “oh man, is this London? I want to go back home!” I didn’t like it one bit. But then I met up with some other Jamaicans and things got better. To be truthful, I had to adapt and I found that difficult at first because I was a star in Jamaica. I had three or four hit records in the charts and I’d toured every nook and crevice on the island, but then I thought, “I need to do something different now”, and that’s why I decided to take up Island Records on their offer. I came here with the intention of doing my own music, which was ska, but it didn’t work out that way. The audiences there weren’t ready, and so I had to sing R&B, soul and rock’n’roll and mix it all up, and by doing that it made my music even richer…’

Jimmy describes London as being ‘a Mecca for new creativity.’

‘There were some great bass players, drummers and horn players there, and I played with a lot of them,’ he said, during one of several conversations with me. ‘The way the music business was in Jamaica at that time, producers like Coxsone, Duke Reid and Beverley’s all had their own little families, where the members worked on each other’s music, just like at Motown. That was the same kind of set up that Island had in the early days as well, because Chris Blackwell had artists like the Spencer Davis Group and if you listen to their records, you can hear me singing in the background. You can hear this voice going, “hey, hey, hey” and that was me! When Island Records bought that church on Basing Street and turned it into a studio, it became like a blues party, y’ know? That’s where I recorded my album, Hard Road To Travel, and it’s where that picture on the cover was taken.’

You could hear the rock, pop and Motown influences coursing through that 1967 debut album. The title track, produced by Jimmy Miller, was straight soul, although Cliff would later rework it into a characteristically resilient reggae number.

‘I would say that my songwriting became extended rather than changed when I was in England, because I recorded a first cut of ‘Hard Road To Travel’ there before going back to Jamaica and doing that other version. I also wrote songs like ‘Sitting In Limbo’ in England, which was very much like a blues progression and if I’d have been in Jamaica, I don’t think that I would’ve written a song like that or ‘Keep Your Eyes On The Sparrow’, which was kind of rock-based. I was open to all different kinds of music at that time, because when I was in the UK, that’s when I started hearing music from different parts of Africa as well, and I loved that. It broadened my scope and my mind to a great extent. When I’m writing a song, it has to fit in any mode of music you want to put it in. It can’t just belong to one category and that’s it. That’s how it was it for me, and so I was considered a soul singer in the UK, even more than a ska or a reggae singer until I made a reggae song that was a hit.’

Someone once said that it’s not where a song comes from that counts, but where it takes you. Jimmy would base his career on writing songs that were universal and defied all attempts to be categorised, although the inspiration behind them was often more clear-cut. Brazil had a profound impact on him when Jimmy first went there in the late sixties, and he ended up staying there far longer than he’d expected.

‘Brazil was a very interesting place. The military ruled the country at that time, but I got the invitation to go there to sing in a song festival, and I went with this song ‘Waterfall’ by a group called Nirvana that was signed to Island Records. They were the original Nirvana and it was like a little pop song, y’ know? I didn’t like it, to tell you the truth, but it gave me a chance to leave Britain, because I really wanted to get out by then. This was in 1968 and I went and sang this song and it turned the stadium upside down! There were all these great people on the show, like Paul Anka, and there I was representing Jamaica, but my life changed after that. I won the Festival and I was only supposed to be there for just a short time – maybe for like a month – but I stayed in Brazil for about half a year! That’s where I discovered that different places had a particular energy that can have a profound effect upon us as individuals. Brazil had that for me, and that’s where I started writing a number of songs, including ‘Wonderful World, Beautiful People.’ But it was a love and hate situation, because I loved the country and I loved the people, but I really couldn’t take the system they had there. It was too hypocritical for me. But overall, that was a very good experience, and Brazil has always been a very special place for me. After I left there I went to Argentina, Chile, Uruguay, Panama and Puerto Rico, and when I finally arrived in Miami I had all of these songs half-written, including ‘Many Rivers To Cross’ and ‘Vietnam’, so I checked into a hotel room and finished them before I left for Jamaica. I was ready!’

Island followed his Hard Road To Travel album with Jimmy Cliff In Brazil, which featured some of the same tracks. But it was Trojan’s 1969 set, Jimmy Cliff, that made him a star. This was the album, co-produced with Leslie Kong in Jamaica, that contained the revamped ‘Hard Road To Travel’, ‘Many Rivers To Cross’, ‘Vietnam’ and ‘Wonderful World, Beautiful People’, which peaked at number six in the UK national charts during late October and gave Jimmy his first international hit. Thanks to his willingness to search out fresh experiences and sources of inspiration he’d been reborn as a singer with purpose—one with lyrics and melodies to die for, who pulled no punches in getting his message across. ‘Many Rivers To Cross’ is surely one of the greatest songs ever written by a Jamaican artist – Bob Marley included – but everything about Jimmy Cliff had changed since he’d left Jamaica, even his appearance. For instance, the tie-dyed, collarless shirt and fringed jacket he wore on the sleeve of Jimmy Cliff wasn’t typically Jamaican but was more like something a rock star would wear. Also, he was looking directly into the camera on the front cover, with no hint of showbiz whatsoever. It was the gaze of someone who knows what they’re about and is determined to fulfil their destiny come what may. Witness, too, the artwork on the back cover, because that slogan painted in red on the wall behind him, whilst incomplete, spelt FIGHT, and made a statement that couldn’t be ignored.










CHAPTER ONE





1970: SHOCKS OF MIGHTY!



‘A year ago they were a minority, a violent curiosity in an age of hippie benevolence,’ began a British article from early 1970, reprinted in the Gleaner and retitled The Skinheads, Greasers And Rudys – England’s New, Violent Teen Style. ‘Since then, however, they’ve been breeding like fleas, spreading and taking root throughout the country until their numbers are now estimated at anything up to a million.’ It told of youths from working class backgrounds wearing trousers above their ankles, T-shirts, braces and ‘bovver’ boots,” their hair shorn to within a fraction of an inch and who feel antipathy towards hippies and gay and Asian people. The author goes on to describe them as being ‘dumb, ugly and boorish,’ yet their appreciation of Jamaican music and artists like Desmond Dekker was beyond question.

Desmond Dekker’s role in introducing ska and rocksteady to audiences overseas cannot be underestimated, and he reinforced his record-breaking chart success with dynamic stage performances. A little after the New Year he, Jimmy Cliff and Jackie Edwards played in north London, where he received ‘tumultuous support from the many skinheads present,’ according to one reviewer, who wrote that ‘the English youths have taken him to their hearts. Desmond has that rare gift of direct communication with his audience and he teased, taunted, titillated and courted their attention.’

He’d been quick to adopt the same dress code as the skinheads, and regularly wore Ben Sherman shirts and trousers hitched several inches above his ankles, although his songs remained resolutely Jamaican in character. The follow-up to ‘Israelites’ was ‘It Mek’, which again raced into the UK Top 10. Dekker and the Aces toured non-stop thereafter as his popularity continued to soar, although the pressures of being on the road so much took their toll and a different line-up of Aces had backed Desmond on his latest single, ‘Pickney Gal.’ The level of success he’d experienced to date was unbelievable, especially when you consider the extent to which reggae was being derided by the UK music establishment. The BBC had initially refused to play ‘Israelites’, whilst Radio 1 DJ Tony Blackburn denounced reggae records live on air in front of millions of listeners – a situation that compelled representatives from Trojan and Pama to seek urgent peace talks with BBC officials.

Unusually, Desmond Dekker had stayed with just the one producer – Leslie Kong – throughout his rise to fame, and he continued to make music that was free of artifice or pretension. He wrote about what he saw around him, and his lyrics were invariably rooted in traditional values.

‘I never looked to complicate my music,’ he admitted. ‘That’s not how it goes in reggae. You’re supposed to keep it straightforward, so that all manner of people can relate to it, and you can sing about anything within that same basic structure. It’s a simple music, and it has a message everyone can relate to. Admittedly, my style of writing and pronunciation would make it a little bit unusual at times, but that’s how it was. Everyone would try and come up with something different, and that’s one of the things that made the music of that period so interesting.

‘Ultimately I tried to be myself and just talk the way I do normally, using my own accent. I didn’t try to put on anything, but just sing the way I felt. The idea was to give you food for your feet as well as your brains, and that same combination is always there in my music.’

Beverley’s was by now the most successful record label in the island’s history, despite having released fewer tracks than more established competitors such as Studio One and Treasure Isle. The Kong family owned a real estate business as well as a pharmacy, an ice cream parlour and Beverley’s Record Den ‘for the latest in local and foreign hits.’ The latter aside, there was little in Leslie’s background to suggest that he was going to have a career in music, since he couldn’t sing or play an instrument, write a song, engineer a session or even dance too well. He didn’t have a sound system like his rivals, or an entourage of heavies to intimidate the opposition. All he had going for him was an uncanny ability to recognise a hit when he heard one, astute business sense and a determination to treat the people who worked for him with a measure of respect.

Both his parents were born in mainland China before traveling to Jamaica and starting a family. They had four boys – Cecil, Lloyd (who was also known as ‘Fats’), Leslie and Kenneth – and two girls, Gladys and Mavis. These weren’t typical Chinese names, and such choices speak volumes about their parents’ desire to integrate. Leslie attended Wolmer’s High School for Boys in Kingston, and clearly took the school motto, ‘Age Quod Agis’ – ‘whatever you do, do it well’ – to heart. But then, the entire family were driven in making something of their lives.

Kong’s Real Estate had opened in 1961 and quickly gained a share of the market for selling and renting commercial and residential properties. Their offices were at 135a Orange Street in downtown Kingston, just round the corner from Drummond Street. Kenneth was an ordained Roman Catholic priest, Cecil ran the business with his father and Lloyd managed the label and record store with Leslie.

Beverley’s stable of artists certainly punched well above their weight. By the end of the sixties Toots and the Maytals had joined them, although they’d failed to impress Derrick Morgan when auditioning for Beverley’s back in 1963, and so had gone to Studio One instead. They’d also recorded for Prince Buster and Byron Lee before Kong took them in the studio for ‘Do The Reggay’, now widely regarded as being the first song to mention the word ‘reggae’ in its title. It was a hit, naturally, although Byron Lee hated the fact they’d left him for one of his competitors. Toots claimed that the Maytals were deliberately sabotaged because of this, and that some police were bribed to have him arrested for something he didn’t do. He described how he and the Maytals were Jamaica Song Festival winners but still couldn’t afford a car, and so would travel up and down the island for shows on two motorbikes, with Toots riding one and his backing vocalists – Henry ‘Raleigh’ Gordon and Nathaniel ‘Jerry’ Mathias – sharing the other.

‘I was riding my bike and Jerry was riding his going to Ocho Rios to do a show and that’s where the grudge came in, because this policeman stopped Jerry, saying he wasn’t licensed to carry Raleigh on his pillion,’ said Toots. ‘The policeman tell us to go to the police station, so I leave my overnight bag with the police and ride back to Kingston to get our manager. They wait until I come back, then this policeman open my bag and say he find ganja in it. It was like a joke because I never even smoked weed at that time!’

Marijuana – also known as ‘herb’ and ‘ganja’ – was illegal in Jamaica, and the government had recently announced that anyone found with it in their possession should be jailed. Toots was declared guilty and spent the next eight months on a prison farm, although in truth it sounded more like house arrest...

‘They just hold me there for no good reason, and they know it. They give me my guitar and my own clothes, and I had a nice room to sit in and play my guitar. I had my own meals as well that my wife bring me. That’s where I write this song, ‘54-46 Was My Number’, but that wasn’t really my prison number, because I didn’t have one. I just added that later, but I come out of jail and get to number one again right away, just like that – boom!’

Toots decided to stay with Beverley’s because, unlike Byron Lee, Leslie Kong had taken the trouble to visit him in prison. On the same day he was freed, he heard that a Beverley’s session was happening at Dynamic and went straight there. Half an hour later, ‘54-46 Was My Number’ was ready to rival Elvis Presley’s ‘Jailhouse Rock’ as the greatest prison song of all time. A flurry of other hits quickly followed, including ‘Monkey Man’ (written about Leslie’s brother Lloyd), ‘Sweet And Dandy’ (another Song Festival-winning entry, this time inspired by his niece Etta’s wedding) and ‘Pressure Drop’, which Toots penned in disgust after being told that Byron Lee wasn’t going to pay him money the group was owed now that they’d gone over to Beverley’s.

On 12 February, Prince Buster was shot at four times by a number of men in the vicinity of Princess Street. Buster told the police that he’d been continuously threatened since December, although they already knew this because another man – who’d since been arrested – had fired a shot at him in front of his shop on Orange Street three weeks earlier. The reasons for this are unknown, although Buster had gained a reputation as a troublemaker. Not only was he a Black Muslim, but he’d led protests against Ian Smith’s separatist regime in Rhodesia and also against the government’s treatment of Guyanese lecturer and Black Power activist Dr Walter Rodney, who’d been refused re-entry into Jamaica just eighteen months before, despite being employed by the university in Kingston and his wife and children living on the island with him.

The anger and resentment at Dr Rodney’s treatment by Shearer’s government led to riots breaking out in parts of Kingston, yet the administration’s overly authoritarian stance showed no sign of abating. One JLP politician even called on Shearer to ban hippies, especially those from the US and Canada, as he claimed their presence ‘affected other aspects of the tourist industry’ and that they spent their time ‘smoking ganja with Rastas in the hills.’

When the JLP issued a list of twenty ‘undesirables’ barred from entering the country, Walter Rodney’s name was on it, alongside other radicals like Stokeley Carmichael, Roosevelt Brown, Clive Nunez and Bobby Clarke. Rodney responded with a largely derisory open letter accusing the rulers of Jamaica, who were predominately black, of being ‘white-hearted’ and more concerned with serving the interests of foreign capitalists than members of their own constituencies, many of whom remain culturally and economically oppressed. He pointed out that it was fear which motivated them to take ‘such stupid and panic-stricken measures’, and that the question of colour is something that terrified them. In that same letter, Rodney laid bare to the myth of Jamaica being a harmonious, multi-racial country as promised by the national motto of ‘out of many one people.’ He noted how Shearer’s government had banned a programme that Rodney made for the JBC on Black Power, and prevented several other leading black activists from entering the country, including Stokeley Carmichael, Elijah Muhammad and Malcolm X.

Rodney went on to discuss how he used to take his Black Power message directly to the people, even if it meant venturing into the most deprived areas of the city.

‘It wasn’t just the talking that was important,’ he said. ‘I was trying to contribute my analysis, my experiences in travelling and reading, and I was also gaining from them.’

The Rastafarians were slowly gaining acceptance in certain areas, because it was the participation of Rasta artists at the Institute of Jamaica’s annual National Exhibition of Paintings that caught the eye of one reviewer who declared that they added ‘exciting colour and a new dimension to this most important group exhibition of the island’s artists. Not only do they liven the walls of the Institute with their bright imagination, but the artists themselves, by their colourful garb and easy manner, have been bringing a special excitement to the Institute Gallery and especially on opening day.’

Ras Everald was one of the exhibitors. His first work was a religious painting for the Ethiopian church where he was a minister, and a year before he’d had his first exhibition at UWI’s Creative Arts Centre.

‘The true Rasta is a man of peace,’ Everald said. ‘Many of the brethren have a gift to do artistic things, and there are many more artists besides me who put pictures in the Institute. I find it is mostly foreigners who appreciate what we do. They know it is something new and they appreciate it. Some people might tell you that Rastas should have nothing to do with foreigners, white people, but that is not so. Rastafari knows that good people can be white, black, pink, brown or any colour.’

Cedric Brooks, ‘a young tenor player, fresh from the musical pastures of America’, would surely agree. In February, he appeared at Jazz On A Sunday Afternoon, held in the lounge of the Hotel Kingston, as a guest of pianist Cecil Lloyd. Dermot Hussey reviewed the show in The Daily Gleaner under the heading ‘A Sunday Miracle’ and, after dismissing Carol McLaughlin’s set as ‘potted plant music hustled as content’, credited Cedric with having taken charge of the session ‘in a quite hypnotic way. He is attempting, as Sonny Rollins did earlier, a synthesis of West Indian rhythms with jazz.’

Hussey went on to describe Brooks’ sound as having ‘the muscularity of Rollins, with overtones of Archie Shepp in his avant-garde moments. It was pure poetry. Each time he would indicate a certain rhythmic pattern to the drummer, he would then lead the horns through improvisatory passages. His musicality and spontaneous energy spurred each man on to play above himself. It was an unbelievable Sunday.’

Brooks was from Denham Town and had learnt music theory and piano at the Alpha School, where his fellow students included Don Drummond and Johnny ‘Dizzy’ Moore. He’d then played clarinet in the Jamaica Military band whilst learning to play tenor sax and flute. After leaving Alpha, he played with the Vagabonds, Sonny Bradshaw, Kes Chin’s Souvenirs and the Granville Williams’ Orchestra, spent a year in the house band at Club 35 in Montego Bay and then left for the Bahamas, where he joined Carlos Malcolm’s group. He wasn’t there long before migrating to the US in 1968 and enrolling at Combs College of Music in Philadelphia, where he met (and was influenced by) Rollins, Leon Thomas and members of Sun Ra’s Arkestra.

His arrival back in Jamaica in 1970 caused considerable excitement among Jamaica’s jazz fraternity, but in the aftermath of his homecoming, Brooks also forged a musical rapport with Count Ossie and became a session musician for Coxsone Dodd, who was a keen jazz fan himself. Brooks’ own reggae sides still had jazz overtones, but most of the tracks he played on at Studio One were for artists like Burning Spear, whose debut single ‘Door Peep Shall Not Enter’ was released in March.

Coxsone sponsored two weekly radio shows to promote his own releases. Sounds Of Jamaica was broadcast on JBC at half past midnight on Saturday nights, whilst Muzik City Presents went on air every Saturday afternoon on RJR. The Heptones’ ‘Message From A Black Man’, the Ethiopians’ ‘You’ll Want To Come Back’ and the Freedom Singers’ cover of John Lennon’s ‘Give Peace A Chance’ jostled for position in the Muzik City Top 20, but it was Burning Spear’s ‘We Are Free’, featuring Winston Rodney’s earthy, chanted lead vocals, that stood out. He’d appropriated the name ‘Burning Spear’ from Kenyan president Jomo Kenyatta, and been recommended to go and audition for Coxsone by Bob Marley after they’d met by accident in the St Ann hills one day while Marley, who had been doing some planting, was out walking with his donkey.

‘You see Bob Marley?’ asked Rodney. ‘He and I were messengers together, and he was singing songs with a message long before I was. That’s why I ask him for advice. He start out in his own way and sing in such a way where people could reasonably understand what he was saying. He was looking to express divine will in his music, and then I and I came after as another singer who was intent on delivering a message through their music.’

Spear, together with his backing singers Rupert Wellington and Delroy Hines, duly journeyed to Kingston one Sunday afternoon for an audition and cut the aforesaid ‘Door Peep Shall Not Enter’, a sombre invocation that was quite unlike anything else in the charts at that time. It’s very much to Coxsone Dodd’s credit that he took a chance on them, given that their songs had little obvious commercial appeal. It’s highly doubtful, for instance, that Spear would have been welcomed over at Treasure Isle, and that an act so raw and unpolished would have stirred Leslie Kong into recording them. Also, lead vocalist Winston Rodney wasn’t exactly a great singer, at least not in the technical sense. His music worked because of its depth of feeling, and the righteous sincerity that poured from every note. If there were comparisons to be made with any other Jamaican group of that era it was with the Abyssinians, whose hymn-like ‘Satta Massagana’ was attracting attention among musicians and the Rasta faithful, but had yet to circulate any further.

Drummer Leroy ‘Horsemouth’ Wallace and bassist Leroy Sibbles, lead singer with the Heptones, were the rhythm section on those early Burning Spear records, although they hardly saw Spear outside of the actual sessions as he continued to live in St Ann, only coming into town when needed. The Heptones themselves were in unbelievable form. Apart from ‘Message From A Black Man’, they’d been busy working on songs like ‘Be A Man’, ‘Young Generation’ and ‘Choice Of Colour.’ They also had another album ready, called Black Is Black, that included more songs reflecting Sibbles’ growing interest in Black Nationalism. He and the other members, Earl Morgan and Barry Llewellyn, all came from Trench Town, and the latter two had a group called the Mighty Squirrels before joining up with Leroy in the Hep Ones, as they were first known. Former Skatalites’ road manager Ken Lack got them off the mark with their debut single ‘Gunmen Coming To Town’, but it was Coxsone who produced their breakthrough hit ‘Fatty Fatty’, which was banned on its release in 1967 because the lyrics were said to be too suggestive. News travels fast, and ‘Fatty Fatty’ was soon blaring out of every jukebox and sound system on the island, together with Jackie Mittoo’s instrumental cut ‘Ram Jam.’

Jackie was Coxsone’s resident arranger and keyboard player, who’d begun playing with bands like the Rivals and Sheiks whilst still at school. When Coxsone opened his new studio on Brentford Road in 1963, he’d asked Jackie to run the sessions. In addition to playing piano with the Skatalites, he’s thought to have come up with chords and basslines for other musicians, as well as his own piano and organ parts.

‘A lot of our hit records from that period were done with Jackie Mittoo,’ says Marcia Griffiths, who joined Studio One in 1964. ‘Jackie was everything. Everything! Jackie Mittoo was Studio One, and the place would never be the same without him. He was a genius, and once you walked into that studio then everything was in his hands because he not only arranged everything, but would come up with all the ideas as well.’

Marcia was from Hannah Town in central Kingston and first sang with her two sisters in church. She’d met Keith Anderson – later known as Bob Andy – at a Paragons’ rehearsal and, after they became romantically involved, became his muse. Andy had been partially raised in Maxfield Park children’s home, where he learnt the piano. After leaving the Paragons – and inspired by Marcia – he wrote the majority of her biggest hits at Studio One, including ‘Feel Like Jumping’, ‘Truly’, ‘Tell Me Now’ and ‘Mark My Word.’ Their parting shot for Coxsone was the duet ‘Really Together’, by which time they’d left Studio One and had begun recording for Harry J, aka former insurance salesman Harry Johnson, who asked Bob Andy to cover Nina Simone’s ‘Young, Gifted And Black.’ Andy thought it might work better as a duet with Marcia, so they recorded it and then returned to their own solo projects. Marcia had recently travelled to Germany with the Cooper brothers’ group the Fabulous Five, where they’d done shows and recorded an album as The Reggaes.

Marcia had also recorded two solo tracks in German backed by a thirty-piece orchestra and signed a contract to return there in early 1970, but all this was forgotten when ‘Young, Gifted And Black’ – with added orchestration – entered the UK charts in March, peaking at number five during its three-month residency in the charts. Bob and Marcia had immediately left for London and embarked on a hectic schedule of shows and media engagements both in the UK and Europe. It was during a trip to Amsterdam that the German agent who’d signed Marcia for the tour with the Reggaes appeared in their dressing room, demanding that Marcia leave with him for Munich and honour their contract. Bob Andy’s mood veered between anger and bewilderment at hearing this and Marcia was so embarrassed she longed for the ground to swallow her up. In the end a compromise was reached after she and Bob agreed to squeeze a few German shows into their already busy itinerary.

On 26 April they headlined the Caribbean Music Festival at London’s Wembley Stadium which also starred the Pioneers, Maytals, John Holt, Desmond Dekker and Millie Small, among others. Pioneering black filmmaker Horace Ove’s footage of these artists (along with the concertgoers) later appeared in his 1971 film Reggae. The MC at the festival was Count Prince Miller – a big man with an outsize personality, best-known for his novelty hit ‘Mule Train.’ He’d left Jamaica in 1964 after touring with Byron Lee and the Dragonaires and his own band, the Vagabonds. He used to perform ‘Mule Train’ on stage, but it had become his signature tune ever since he’d returned to Jamaica two years previously, the musicians at Federal Recording Studio launching into the song by way of a greeting as he entered the room. He’d joined in and, unbeknown to all of them, the session was taped. Producer Bunny Lee turned up later, liked what he heard and pressed it on a 7-inch. The first thing Miller knew about all this was when Derrick Harriott phoned him to say that ‘Mule Train’ was the No. 1 hit in Jamaica. Surprise!

The backing band at Wembley was London-based group the Pyramids. Originally called the Bees, they’d played rhythm and blues but later switched to blue beat after being admonished by front man Roy Ellis, who told them, ‘what are you guys doing singing ‘(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction’? You’re all black men, and you’re not supposed to be doing that. You should start playing Jamaican music instead!’

Various changes of personnel took place before they met ska legend Laurel Aitken, who produced their debut single ‘Jesse James’ and got them dates backing Prince Buster, the Maytals and Ethiopians. That was in 1967, the same year that Guyanese singer/musician/producer Eddy Grant renamed them the Pyramids, and wrote and produced most of the songs on their debut album for President Records.

‘Eddy played a lot of instruments on it, too, like guitar, bass and drums, because the musicians in the Bees still weren’t very good at that time,’ admitted Kingston-born Roy. ‘He was very talented. When we met him, he was still with the Equals, y ‘know? He said he wanted to do a reggae session, so we went along with it and we became the first Jamaican band living in England to have a Top 40 hit on the national charts.’

That was ‘Train Tour To Rainbow City’, released in November 1967. They’d been in danger of becoming one-hit wonders thereafter, but the Pyramids went on to play lots of shows off the back of that song, both in the UK and Europe.

‘We’d been touring in Europe,’ Roy told me, ‘and when we came back we met producer Graeme Goodall who said, “you guys have so many Mod friends. Why don’t you write some skinhead songs?” They weren’t really skinheads. They were like Mods, dressed up in suits and with short hair, but he said that Derrick Morgan had this song named ‘Moon Hop’ and we should use the rhythm and come up with some lyrics about skinheads. It was a good idea and so that’s what we did. We licked over the rhythm, I did some rapping on it and we called it ‘Skinhead Moonstomp’, but those opening lines came from Sam & Dave, because they had this song called ‘I Thank You.’ That’s where it came from, but I changed it to fit the story we had – one take and that was it!’

The title track remains an all-time early reggae classic and has an intro – created impromptu by Roy – that grabs you within seconds. Whilst it was an immediate club hit, the original ‘Skinhead Moonstomp’ – released as a 7-inch single on Goodall’s label – failed to chart as the BBC refused to play it. But, luckily, the pirate stations knew a hit song when they heard one, despite skinheads having a bad reputation. Unfortunately for the Pyramids, any hopes they’d had of capitalising on their latest hit were soon dashed after Eddy Grant’s manager reminded them that the band was still signed to Pyramid Records and they couldn’t use the name ‘Pyramids.’ So they spelt it backwards instead – Symarip. Then Goodall had the idea of putting a photo of some white skinheads on the album cover and the real band members were relegated to the back, without being credited at all.

‘That’s why people bought it, because it was all white guys on the cover!’ Roy exclaimed. ‘Some people knew it was us because they recognised my voice, but the majority of them didn’t, even though no white guy could sound like that. It was a black voice they were hearing, but we took the ska, the reggae and rocksteady and combined them so that white kids could dance to it. We did it so that everybody could shake a leg – even those people in the pubs who weren’t part of the Jamaican scene. Like I said, it was a novelty, and it really took off.’

Goodall soon ran into financial difficulties and sold his company to Trojan Records, who carried on using the same cover, thereby compounding the problem. That left the band struggling to capitalise on their chart success on two counts – firstly, because everyone thought they were white, and secondly, because skinheads had a reputation for violence, which meant promoters were reluctant to risk having to pay out money for damages caused at their shows.

‘We had to leave England because of ‘Skinhead Moonstomp’,’ said Roy. ‘We couldn’t get any gigs because we had such a big skinhead following and everywhere we played, they’d come and smash the place up! All the promoters said, “we can’t use you guys because the money we get, we have to double it since we have to pay for the damage!” They had to replace chairs and windows, and if anyone with long hair came to our gigs, then the skinheads would beat them up. We went to Germany after that, because nobody in England wanted to book us…’

Dave Barker’s ‘Shocks Of Mighty’ came out in March 1970 and was another skinhead favourite. Again, it wasn’t so much a vocal record as a rap – something to get a crowd of people on their feet and dancing. It very nearly didn’t happen. One evening Barker and Glen Adams were walking along North Parade when Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry pulled up outside Randy’s [record store] in the green Jaguar he’d bought in London a few months earlier. Scratch was living the life, cruising round Kingston with an entourage and wearing green velvet trousers with black, high heeled boots. He and his friends had hired Randy’s Studio 17 for a session and Dave and Glen followed them up the stairs and watched as Perry played the ‘Slip Away’ rhythm and told Busty Brown to sing on it. Try as he might, Busty, who was soon to replace Scotty in the group the Chosen Few, couldn’t manage it and Scratch became increasingly frustrated. It was Glen Adams who advised him to try Dave instead, which he did. By his own admission Dave was very nervous but when the rhythm filled his headphones, words and phrases came tumbling out of him and Scratch, whom he’d never met before, was ecstatic.

‘Scratch then said he needed something for the flipside like a deejay thing, a rap thing,’ Barker remembered. ‘He asked me if I could do a talking thing on there. I say, “Scratch, just run the track, man,” and I came up with ‘Shocks Of Mighty.’ He said, “wonderful, but before that, I want you to say ‘This is upsetting’.” I say okay and so before the rhythm starts I say, “Shocks of mighty. Hit me back”, and Scratch the Upsetter takes off his hat and throws it up in the air with joy. That night we jump in his car and go to a few clubs, because that’s how they would do it back then. They’d give it to the DJs in the clubs to play and then watch the crowd’s response. And believe me, the people got up from their seats and danced!

‘We did an album after that called Prisoner Of Love and every time I went into the recording studio I wasn’t thinking of money. I just wanted to sing for the whole world to hear, and I genuinely trusted these people. As a child growing up, my childhood wasn’t too nice. My grandmother used to do night work at the Alpha Boys School and when she came home early the next morning I used to get some beatings... I used to get some blows, and some punches and kicks... I grew up in a tenement yard where people were always moving in and out, and sometimes when I got a beating I used to cry so hard… I’d find some empty house and just go in there and sing, because I found that the more I sang, the more the pain would ease. So every time I went in the recording studio I felt joy, because there were times when I wouldn’t have anywhere to sleep. I remember sleeping one night outside this store on King Street, on the pavement amongst the homeless people, and the next morning all I could feel was this policeman’s boots kicking me as he told me to move and get up. Even when I did Prisoner Of Love and those songs, I used to sleep in old cars and trucks, so every time I go in the studio it was a relief. A joy would come over me because can you believe that this same child is still with me—that same innocent child who trusted people? As a child I thought the world was a beautiful place. It is a beautiful place! But as I got older, I met people who were just dark and terrible and that broke my heart.’

Desmond Dekker returned to Jamaica on 12 April and he too found that placing your trust in people can prove expensive. It was during this visit back home he discovered that Leslie Kong was credited with the authorship of a number of compositions that Desmond claimed he alone had written, including ‘Israelites.’ On the plus side, he was informed that later in the year he would be awarded a bronze Musgrave medal, issued by the Institute of Jamaica in recognition of his ‘outstanding achievement in pop music’, and that the ceremony was to be televised for the first time.

The same day Dekker arrived, Clancy Eccles was headed the other way. He was looking to arrange a promotional tour for King Stitt and Cynthia Richards, and also license an album he’d produced featuring both artists as well as the Coolers, Barry and the Affections and himself. Trojan duly obliged – they called it Herbsman Reggae – and it did well for them, but then the musicians who played on it were the cream of Jamaican session men. Eccles named them the Dynamites, since they’d played on virtually every hit to come out of Dynamic Sound, including all those Beverley’s UK chart-busters. With faultless taste in sidemen and material, Clancy was a veteran in the business already, despite not yet reaching 30. After leaving his native St Mary for Kingston as a teenager he’d voiced songs like ‘Freedom’ and ‘River Jordan’, backed by the Skatalites. A stint with Lindon Pottinger’s SEP label proved less than satisfactory; he became a tailor for a while, but the lure of music proved too strong, and by 1968 he’d launched his own New Beat label and made a comeback with songs such as ‘Africa’, ‘Black Power’ and ‘Credit Squeeze.’ By then he was taking note of what Michael Manley, the newly elected leader of the People’s National Party, was saying, in addition to producing early deejay records with King Stitt such as ‘Fire Corner’, ‘Lee Van Cleef’ and ‘Vigorton 2.’

Carl Dawkins also recorded for Clancy Eccles. He was from Spanish Town, but had grown up in Allman Town and been introduced to the music business when he was young, as his father was the drummer with Sonny Bradshaw’s group. Carl started out with J. J. Records in 1966 and his two biggest hits to date, ‘Get Together’ and ‘Satisfaction’, were both recorded for that label. He’d written ‘Satisfaction’ after being released from prison. Like Toots, he’d been jailed on a ganja charge – indeed, they’d worked together in the same prison bakery. Two of his songs were banned from the airwaves because of their Black Power-related content: ‘Walter Rodney’, which he’d voiced for Eccles, and ‘This Land.’

Despite their initial spurt of success at Studio One, by 1970 The Wailers still hadn’t tasted commercial success. It couldn’t have helped their self-esteem to go cap in hand to Beverley’s, searching for hits, especially as releases on their own Wail ’N Soul ’M label had largely failed to make an impression. They weren’t opposed to singing love songs, but they had fire in their bellies after soaking up influences from America where James Brown, Aretha Franklin, the Temptations and Curtis Mayfield were in the vanguard of Black Power-inspired soul and funk. Indeed, the Wailers had recently adapted James Brown’s ‘Say It Loud – I’m Black And I’m Proud’, which Randy’s had retitled ‘Black Progress.’

Hux Brown played on their Beverley’s album and said the Wailers didn’t arrange any of the material that came from those sessions, nor did they assist with the production in any way, but he admired their harmonies and appreciated how they were so well-rehearsed. This made the recording process so much easier, and the songs were good too, even if none of them charted locally – not even ‘Soul Shakedown Party’, which was the most obvious candidate. The three Wailers – Bob Marley, Peter Tosh and Bunny Livingston – had delivered an accomplished set of songs, but there wasn’t anything there that would make people spring to their feet with joy nor greatly admire. There was no soul-baring, no dazzling display of invention or a song so edgy that listeners would return to it again and again, searching for hidden meanings. The closest they came to any of this was on ‘Caution’, thanks to Marley’s warning that black people need to do better than that.’ Peter, who’d penned the group’s first-ever Rasta song (1966’s ‘Rasta Shook Them Up’), was in a hootenanny mood on ‘Go Tell It On The Mountain’ and ‘Stop That Train’, whilst ‘Soon Come’ was written by the Coasters’ Jimmy Norman, who’d visited Jamaica with Johnny Nash and his manager Danny Sims a couple of years back. Marley and Tosh had been hired to write material for Nash in the wake of his success with ‘Hold Me Tight’, but nothing of note had come from this arrangement as yet. Bob’s wife Rita was doing okay, though. Her group the Soulettes had recently appeared at the House Of Chen in New Kingston where, according to a local advertisement, they were ‘thrilling from the word go. Fantastic versatility and dynamic entertainment.’

In the meantime, another of the Wailers’ former Studio One stablemates, Ken Boothe, was sitting pretty at number one on the island’s album charts with an LP for Beverley’s. The title track, Freedom Street, had all the ingredients that the Wailers’ songs lacked – the emotionally charged vocals leapt out at you, as did the message. The harmonies were punchy and Ken sang as if he was addressing the listener personally, whether singing of love, Biblical themes (‘In The Beginning’) or everyday struggle, as on ‘Drums Of Freedom.’ Like the Wailers, Boothe was from Trench Town, although he’d also spent time in Denham Town as a schoolboy. In those days he would dive for pennies in Kingston harbour and sell newspapers by the roadside to raise a little extra money. He and one of his sisters then performed dance routines before Boothe entered local talent shows and accompanied Stranger Cole on a string of ska hits, including ‘Artibella’ and ‘World Fair.’ Soon after embarking on a solo career with Coxsone he toured the UK with Alton Ellis and the Soul Vendors, then returned to Brentford Road for hits like ‘When I Fall In Love’, ‘Puppet On A String’ and the Bob Andy-penned ‘I Don’t Want To See You Cry.’ It was disappointments over money that drove him into the clutches of rival producers such as Phil Pratt and Sonia Pottinger, and compelled him to join the artists’ collective Links, together with the Melodians, Gaylads, ‘Bumps’ Oakley and Delroy Wilson. Their ambition was to free themselves from unscrupulous middlemen and take control of their own affairs, but distributors were warned against handling their releases and radio DJs paid not to play their records, leaving these artists feeling even more dispirited. Recording for Beverley’s was the least painful compromise both for Boothe and the Gaylads’ B. B. Seaton, who wrote several of the songs on his friend’s album, including ‘Freedom Street’ itself.

Though the old guard became disenchanted with Coxsone and left Studio One, his premises on Brentford Road continued to act as a magnet for talented unknowns and especially Rasta artists, who knew they wouldn’t be discriminated against, because Burning Spear was there. One such hopeful was the 20-year-old Lincoln Thompson, who lived in Jones Town before moving to Cockburn Pen. Inspired by Alton Ellis, he started out as a member of rocksteady vocal group the Tartans, sharing harmonies and occasional lead with Devon Russell, Cedric Myton and Lindberg ‘Preps’ Lewis.

‘We call ’im “Red Socks” at that time,’ recalls Devon ‘cause ’im wear the wickedest socks in the world, believe me!’ A year later, the Tartans made their debut for Merritone with smash hit ‘Dance All Night’, recorded at Federal. After notching up further hits for Ken Lack and Duke Reid, the group disbanded in 1969. Prince Lincoln left Cockburn Pen at this point and went to live in a Rasta community in Hunts Bay just outside Kingston, where he began writing songs and meditating upon Rastafari. Hitching his guitar on his shoulder, he walked miles under the burning sun on his frequent visits to Studio One, where he sought to establish himself as a solo act. Most of the well-known names had left by then, but Carlton Manning was still there and Thompson befriended Freddie McGregor, who could play drums as well as sing. Lincoln talked of being in the company of ‘hopefuls, up-and-coming stars and wannabe stars’, but the first track he recorded for Coxsone, ‘Daughters Of Zion’, placed him firmly in the middle category. He then followed it with two other songs of haunting beauty and integrity, ‘Live Up To His Name’ and ‘True Experience.’

By the middle of August 1970, U-Roy had the top three records on both Jamaican charts. This was something that had never been done before, and definitely not with a deejay or ‘toaster’ as the featured artist. The canny Duke had seen which way the wind was blowing and, acting on John Holt’s recommendation, had got King Tubby’s mic man to deejay over some rocksteady hits he already had on tape, all of them by the Paragons, and with snatches of the original vocals left in the mix. That’s how ‘Wear You To The Ball’, ‘Rule The Nation’ and ‘Wake The Town’ were made, and nothing would ever be the same again.

U-Roy wasn’t quite the originator – Sir Lord Comic, King Stitt and Count Machuki all preceded him. But these earlier artists’ main function had been to keep the crowd entertained in-between records and, lyrically, they had little to offer beyond stringing together simple rhymes and exhorting people to dance and have a good time. They were cheerleaders, essentially, but U-Roy had assimilated what they were doing and turned their rhyming jive talk into an artform – one that took on a life of its own as he skipped effortlessly from line to line, keeping his delivery steady but always remembering to make it entertaining as well. By 1970, his performances on King Tubby’s sound system had already made him the talk of Jamaica and, once immortalised on vinyl, his catchy, uplifting rhymes could be heard on radios and jukeboxes throughout the island. ‘Wake the town’ became a clarion call and the floodgates opened as producers rushed to record other deejays such as Dennis Alcapone, Lizzy and I-Roy.

Real name Ewart Beckford, U-Roy was born to deejay. From an early age he’d sneak out of the family home near Olympic Way to attend local dances, although he didn’t get behind the decks until the age of 19, when he began spinning records for Doctor Dickie’s, or Dickie’s Dynamic as it was also known. Dickie’s was owned by the same Dickie Wong who ran the Tit For Tat nightclub on Red Hills Road. A spell with Sir George The Atomic followed, and then U-Roy joined Coxsone’s sound system, where he came under the influence of Count Machuki, who U-Roy credited with having been ‘the baddest deejay who ever talked on sound system.’

Those aforementioned hits for Treasure Isle weren’t U-Roy’s first recordings – Keith Hudson, Lloyd Daley and Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry had all taken him in the studio at least a year earlier. The latter had teamed him with Peter Tosh for ‘Earth’s Rightful Ruler’, whilst ‘Dynamic Fashioned Way’ was a version of Ken Boothe’s ‘Old Fashioned Way’, produced by Hudson.

‘They were powerful songs, but they didn’t get nowhere really,’ U-Roy told me. ‘There were lots of people who really didn’t like the Rastafari faith at that time, and we were talking about Jah and stuff like that in ‘Earth’s Rightful Ruler’, so these people didn’t appreciate that. But for me, we were doing the work that the Most High wanted us to do, so some day or other, they were going to have to come around to it, y’ know?’

U-Roy was man of the hour at Independence shows held in August at the Carib and State Theatres, which were jam-packed. One reviewer called him ‘Mr Sensation’ and reported that he ‘almost literally tore down the houses of both theatres’ – this despite fierce competition from Festival Song winner Hopeton Lewis, Derrick Harriott and the Chosen Few, who were praised for their ‘exceptionally good harmonising, clowning and dancing.’ Harriott also hosted nights at the VIP Club by Half Way Tree – a venue once called the Glass Bucket, and known for its ‘casual elegance.’ His show featured singers like himself, popular radio DJs, a sound system (the Musical Chariot Disco) and Ramon The Mexican, of ‘Golden Chickens’ fame.

Tinga Stewart and Ramon grew up in the same neighbourhood. The pair were at Dynamic one day, fooling around and imitating Clint Eastwood, when Derrick said, ‘hey, let’s record this!’ ‘Spaghetti westerns’ were very popular at the time, as Harriott remembers.

‘Oh, Jamaicans loved those movies! They’d go crazy over them! That was a real inspiration to us – when the western thing come around, Lee Perry had ‘Return Of Django’, I had ‘A Fistful Of Dollars’ and ‘The Undertaker’, and Clancy Eccles was slipping in with one or two as well. I used to close my store early on a Wednesday and head straight for the Carib Theatre for the matinee at five and everybody would be there watching these westerns – it was a real knockout! They inspired us a lot, and look what came out of it, eh? Ramon happened because there were always Mexicans in those films, whilst ‘The Undertaker’ was actually taken from A Fistful Of Dollars, where someone says “what can I do for you Mister? I’m the undertaker.” That’s when Clint Eastwood said, “build me three coffins”, and then comes back and says, “my mistake, make that four”.’

The Upsetters’ ‘Return Of Django’ had charted in the UK late the previous year, around the same time as Harry J All Stars’ ‘Liquidator.’ The success of these tracks was just the tip of the iceberg – gimmicky instrumentals were all the rage, especially when allied to a theme like spaghetti westerns, doctors or horror movies. Derrick Harriott’s ‘Undertaker’ was his biggest-selling single in that style, although being a consummate singer himself, he was still a keen fan of vocals and had been championing the Chosen Few since the group’s formation. Several of the members had previously sung with the Federals, whose biggest hit was ‘Penny For Your Song.’ David Scott sang with both groups, but Derrick renamed him Scotty, turned him into a deejay and produced his breakthrough hits ‘Riddle I This’ and ‘Sesame Street.’ Noel Brown’s brother Busty, of the Messengers, took his place in the Chosen Few, whilst another of the Brown brothers, Errol, replaced Richie McDonald. The group’s fanbase grew rapidly from that point onwards. ‘Psychedelic Train’ was a number one hit in Jamaica and was followed by ‘Time Is Getting Harder’, a sufferers’ lament featuring a moving lead falsetto in the style of Slim Smith. Their manager Derrick Harriott – who was voted Swing Magazine’s Producer Of The Year – had his finger on the pulse for sure, and promoted the Chosen Few as Jamaica’s answer to the Chi-Lites or Stylistics – smooth American soul groups with a polished sound and taste for garish, matching outfits. Honeyed, harmony vocals were their stock-in-trade and they added some of those to 1970’s Jamaica Song Festival winning entry, Hopeton Lewis’ ‘Boom Shack A Lack.’ Lewis was 23, and had learnt to sing at the Burnt Savannah Wesleyan Holiness Church in Westmoreland.

‘My mother died when I was very young,’ he said. ‘I was about 2 months old, so they took me to the country where my aunt raised me and then after a certain age I went back to Kingston and attended school in Trench Town for a few months, before my grandparents took me in and I moved to Mountain View Avenue. From there I went to Camperdown High School, but the whole transition wasn’t that bad because I’m very adjustable to life, really.’

He needed to be, because both his grandparents died when he was 15, and from there he was on his own. A sense of ambition, his zest for life and love for music inspired him to form his first group, The Regals, who recorded their debut for Coxsone in 1965.

‘That didn’t work out too well to be honest. Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry auditioned us, but a lot of people were there at that time. Ken Boothe was there, the Heptones, John Holt and Delroy Wilson… Freddie McGregor was there with the Clarendonians. That was the place to be if you were a singer or a musician. You’d see all these people in the yard, singing and making up songs, and then someone would call your name and you’d go in and do your thing. I went on to Federal after that, which was owned by Ken Kouri, but the two guys who worked at the pressing plant, Sam Mitchell and Keith Scott, were in charge of the sessions.’

Hopeton had difficulty with his timing when voicing ‘Music Got Soul’ and so asked the musicians to slow down the beat on his next recording. That was the session that resulted in ‘Take It Easy’, which Hopeton and many others insist was the first rocksteady tune. It got called that because when they’d finished recording the song, pianist Gladdy Anderson said, ‘boy, that one a rocksteady man!’ ‘Take It Easy’ was released in late 1966 and became the title track of Hopeton’s debut album two years later, but the young singer wasn’t exactly enamoured with the financial arrangements at Federal.

‘The Khouris, they were business people, but to me they were very selfish people, too. Yeah, they weren’t all that warm and I never felt too close to them. I was supposed to get royalties and this is why we had a falling out, because when I questioned what I was getting, they said I had to find an accountant and if they were right, I had to pay for it, but if they were wrong, they’d pay. It got too complicated and so I went to Duke Reid to speak to him about my situation. He got me a lawyer and found out that I was under age when I’d signed my contract with them.’

He wrote songs for other artists at Treasure Isle at first. They included the Techniques’ ‘There Comes A Time’, ‘I Can’t Stand It’ by Alton Ellis and ‘Right Track’ for Phyllis Dillon. He also wrote ‘Tom Drunk’, which he recorded with U-Roy, whose name is spelt ‘Hugh Roy’ on the actual record.

‘At Treasure Isle, I was working there from nine in the morning until nine in the evening, right? And if there was no session happening, then I was there with Mr Smith as he was mixing songs. I’d sit with the artists as they were trying to write songs. That studio was beautiful, man, trust me. It was a beautiful place to work. It had a relaxed atmosphere... well, at least until Duke got tight and bust a shot or two! Everything was nice apart from that. He had a speaker downstairs so he could listen to what was happening up there and if the music wasn’t coming through right he’d come up there, let off two shots and everything start happening proper after that! Duke was alright, though. He was a fun guy and, to be honest with you, he’d make sure that your rent was paid and you have food on the table. He brought this young lady out of America called Joya Landis and we did quite a bit of work with her. Phyllis Dillon, too, because I wrote that song she did called ‘Take My Heart’ as well.’

While all this was happening, the Wailers ended their brief partnership with Leslie Kong and had been turned down by Bunny Lee. He already had quite a large stable of artists at the time and so he recommended they hook up with Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry instead. The Wailers knew Scratch already from their time at Studio One and had dismissed him as being a bit of a clown. The Hippy Boys/Upsetters weren’t keen on Scratch either after they’d toured the UK with him as the Upsetters late the previous year and he’d left them stranded in London with no money. Keyboard player Glen Adams, writing in his as-yet-unpublished autobiography, confirms that Lee Perry had treated them badly and kept the receipts from that tour for himself.

‘Scratch would come and get me at nights and we would go to almost every bar or club that had a one-arm bandit. People played those games with the intention of winning money, but Scratch already had some and was just throwing it away instead of paying us what we were supposed to get. It wasn’t easy working with a man who thinks he was above the rules, because he’d break them at his leisure, and not paying his musicians was one such example. The only way that you could get any money was to take some records and sell them to shops, except most people had already bought them by then. This kind of behaviour became so obnoxious that I wanted to leave the group and also the country. Scratch felt my vibes so he came to me and said, “Bob, Peter and Bunny want to start a project with the Upsetters.” He touched my weak spot, knowing that if we had a vocal group on tour with us it would be great. So I thought about it and decided to change my plans because there was new blood in the stable, and I had respect for that trio. I thought that things would be handled differently and more business-like – that the vibes would be stronger once the Wailers became our personal focus. They’d returned to the scene with new life and it was a ray of hope, imagining them being backed by our group the Upsetters, who also worked under different names and were leading hitmakers. Suddenly there was magic in the air, but things started to go wrong after Lee Perry began losing money in slot machines and making cash gifts to bartenders and barmaids. He also tried going around us by using another group called the Soul Syndicate, that I was the musical instructor for, because he was hoping to use them as our replacements.

‘He called a session recording a track that was supposed to be for ‘Duppy Conqueror’ but Bob and the other two Wailers weren’t pleased with it, so Lee Perry came back asking us to re-record it and that was fun, knowing that we were about to show off our skills! The Wailers were tense, especially Bob, knowing that he’d gone against the band. We therefore had something to prove, because if ‘Duppy Conqueror’ wasn’t a hit we would be out in the cold. So we did what we were asked to do – make a number one hit with Bob Marley and the Wailers! That’s how I came up with a style called ‘the Creep’ and with Family Man [bassist Aston Barrett] locked in with his brother Carly [drummer Carlton Barrett].’

‘Duppy Conqueror’ fulfilled all expectations when released on 45 in Jamaica. It entered the local charts in late August and less than a month later was at number one, having edged out Dave and Ansel Collins’s ‘Double Barrel’ and Alton Ellis’s latest single, ‘You Make Me So Very Happy.’ It was a triumph for both Lee Perry and the Wailers, who sounded rejuvenated after a spell when little had gone in their favour. ‘Duppy’ is the name given to ghosts or bad spirits, and so for a Jamaican to claim they’re a ‘duppy conqueror’ in a country where fear of the supernatural is rife took courage. Bob Marley certainly had that, yet the melody line was joyous, and the harmonies just right. The Wailers were still clearly influenced by what was happening in American soul music – and by James Brown in particular – but throughout those five months spent with Perry they forged a completely new sound for Jamaica – one that was rooted in something far greater than just melodies and chords. There was a spiritual dimension to what they were doing, and that was evident on songs like ‘Put It On’, ‘Fussing And Fighting’, the Biblically inspired ‘Corner Stone’, Peter Tosh’s ‘No Sympathy’ and ‘400 Years’, and the Wailers’ first-ever herb song, ‘Kaya.’ These tracks were very different from the ones they’d recorded for Beverley’s. They were more organic and sounded as if they were part of a long-term journey, rather than anything more contrived. Leslie Kong specialised in making crossover hits, whereas the songs the Wailers had recorded with Perry seemed to resonate with people on a deeper level. Marley spoke of how the Wailers had found themselves musically and finally got the sound they’d wanted. When asked about this, Glen Adams remembers Bob calling the Upsetters ‘the most bumbaclaat creative musicians in the world!’

Randy’s had upgraded their studio to four tracks by the time those Wailers sessions took place. The same night they cut ‘Dreamland’ – a song the Wailers had first voiced for Coxsone, and that Bunny Wailer had adapted from the El Tempos’ doo wop classic ‘My Dream Island’ – Little Roy had recorded ‘Don’t Cross The Nation’ featuring Bunny on kette drum and Peter Tosh on guitar. The latter wasn’t seen hanging out so much as the other two Wailers. He’d just turn up at the Green Door or Randy’s when needed, but otherwise kept a low profile—difficult to achieve when you’re six foot four and wearing a Black Power pendant round your neck! Although still living in Trench Town, Peter would go back to Westmoreland to visit his mother and old friends quite regularly but the rebel streak in him was always there, and made him fearless when it came to dealing with authority.

Joel Gibson, aka ‘Joe Gibbs’, would discover this to his cost. The 25-year-old producer hailed from Montego Bay and had trained as an electronics engineer in the US before opening a television repair shop at 32 Beeston Street in Kingston. He sold records from there too, and experimented with a two-track tape recorder in a back room. Lee Perry produced Roy Shirley’s ‘Hold Them’ for him, and Gibbs learnt fast, because he was soon licensing tracks to Trojan Records for the UK market. After Perry left, he took aim at Gibbs on ‘People Funny Boy’; Gibbs countered with the equally scathing ‘People Grudgeful’, under the name Sir Gibbs. By then, Gibbs had moved his retail operation to 11 South Parade and set up a small studio at his home in Duhaney Park, where he prepared to welcome a new era of reggae music, the laidback, soulful strains of rocksteady having run its course. Peter Tosh and the Pioneers recorded for him, and so too Nicky Thomas, whose nickname was ‘Nigel’. In-between pursuing a singing career, Thomas scraped a living doing construction and gardening work, and so it surprised a lot of people when ‘Love Of The Common People’ became a UK Top 10 hit in June 1970. Neither he nor Joe Gibbs had even placed a Top 10 record on the local charts before, let alone overseas. It didn’t seem all that long ago that Nicky was singing at school dances back in Portland. He’d been encouraged to keep singing by Derrick Harriott, but his delivery was so over-the-top and his expression so tortured, few imagined that he would make it.

Over in the UK, Johnny Beering, producer of the BBC’s Radio 1 Club, had just pronounced reggae music as ‘a fad’, whilst DJ Tony Blackburn suggested they split reggae into two categories – good and bad.

‘The good reggae we will play, meaning properly produced songs that we believe the public will like,’ he said. ‘‘Young, Gifted And Black’ is just great, and if Jamaican producers continue producing songs like this one, I think reggae will last.’ Record sales in Britain overwhelmingly depended on national airplay, as only a fraction of white record buyers were likely to hear Jamaican music played on sound systems or in shebeens. Exposure on BBC radio and television was therefore vital, as Horace Faith discovered when scaling the UK pop charts with a cover of Sonny Charles’ ‘Black Pearl.’ When that song was played on Top Of The Pops, it was introduced by a smug-looking Tony Blackburn, arbiter of reggae taste, who, however implausibly, would soon be welcoming Nicky Thomas to British shores.

Joe Gibbs hosted a farewell show for his surprise hitmaker at the Sombrero at which U-Roy, the Wailers, Ken Boothe, John Holt and the Fabulous Five all performed. The Wailers played songs from their new album Soul Rebels and that was ‘the talk of the town’, according to the Gleaner. Despite the poor sound quality, they got ‘an encore and a great show of appreciation from the very together audience’ whilst U-Roy, ‘resplendent in a red, gold and green pullover’, had the five hundred-strong crowd singing along to his three current hits. When Derrick Harriott then ended the show with ‘Psychedelic Train’ and ‘Close To Me’ ‘he was received with ecstatic screams from many of the young women who were present, reminiscent of the passionate Beatles’ concerts.’

A month later, Derrick Harriott hosted another unforgettable evening at the VIP Club in the company of Alton Ellis, Rastafarian drummers Bongo Herman and Bongo Les and the Wailers, who were introduced by RJR radio presenter Don Topping ‘amidst screaming, hopping and stomping of feet.’

‘From the first note of the first song ‘Soul Rebel’ everyone went into a sing-along,’ reported the Gleaner. ‘Even some known radio and entertainment personalities climbed on to chairs to get a good look at Jamaica’s number one singing group. ‘Sun Is Shining’ – a rooted, moaning sound which featured Peter Tosh on the recorder – followed ‘Soul Rebel’ and the crowd kept up their sing-along right into the number one song in Jamaica today, ‘Duppy Conqueror.’ Again the Wailers, like Alton Ellis, have not yet displayed the fulness of their talent on stage but I suspect that day is near and Jamaicans are going to have a lot to talk about.’

In late August, Bob & Marcia returned to Jamaica after a successful tour of the UK and Europe. Their first appearance since coming back was at the House Of Chen on Knutsford Boulevard, where they performed their latest single, ‘We’ve Got To Get Ourselves Together.’ The rest of their set included ‘If I Had A Hammer’, ‘You’re All I Need To Get By’ and ‘Michael Row The Boat Ashore’, which suggests that it was a cabaret-style affair. Their debut album Young, Gifted And Black, produced by Harry J, had recently been released by Trojan, who chose to fill it with cover versions. In fact ‘Peace Of Mind’, which Bob wrote and sang on his own, was the only original song on it. It seems strange that one of Jamaica’s most highly rated songwriters should be underused in this way, but he gave the tracks a distinctly Jamaican sound – even the Bob Dylan ones, which is something.

Fellow Trojan artist Desmond Dekker wasn’t known for singing other people’s songs either, although his new single, a cover of Jimmy Cliff’s ‘You Can Get It If You Really Want It’, had just roared to number two in the UK charts, so he wasn’t complaining.

‘It was Leslie Kong’s choice to do it,’ he said. ‘I love that song, but I had this reputation for never having recorded a cover version. All of my songs I’d written myself and all of my hits were my own compositions, and that was quite an achievement, because the competition in Jamaica was very strong. Everyone was writing very good songs and recording good music, so if you weren’t in the race then you would be left behind…’

As September dawned, Bobby Bloom had a Top 10 hit in both the UK and America with ‘Montego Bay.’ He was a white guy from Brooklyn whose claim to fame before ‘Montego Bay’ was recording jingles for Pepsi, and writing songs for the Monkees and fictitious pop band the Archies.

‘It’s the kind of place that makes you write about it,’ he explained, when asked about Montego Bay. The song itself isn’t half bad for a pop tribute, and the Jamaica Tourist Board no doubt loved it, even though the girls shown in the video are all white. Bloom will quickly fade from view, but if you were searching for a potential Jamaican superstar, there was a 13-year-old known as ‘the Boy Wonder’, heading for the local charts with his debut hit ‘No Man Is An Island’, who fitted the bill perfectly.

Dennis Brown had been making public appearances for several years already, either at school concerts or shows promoted by Byron Lee. His father was Jamaican scriptwriter and journalist Arthur Brown, but his mother had died when he was nine and he went to live with an aunt in a large tenement block at the corner of Orange Street and North Street, known locally as ‘Big Yard.’ As a child he was often seen outside J. J. Johnson’s record store on Orange Street, singing popular songs for pennies. When he was 11, his older brother Basil, a comedian, called him up on stage at the Tit For Tat, where he was backed by the Fabulous Falcons. Dennis regularly appeared on stage with them after that, and would share lead vocals with a revolving cast of singers, including Cynthia Richards, Pat Satchmo and the Chosen Few’s Noel Brown. He then made his first recording for Derrick Harriott, who took his time releasing ‘Lips Of Wine’, so Dennis went to see Coxsone instead. ‘No Man Is An Island’ wasn’t his first recording for Studio One, but was easily his best to date. Everyone agreed that he was a precocious talent, and other producers were already licking their lips like hungry wolves.

‘I never had no family behind me at all,’ Dennis told Rich Lowe. ‘It was just me. I grew up literally on my own, like from about 15. While I was recording at the studio, I went along with the other guys who were recording there at the same time. After school, you then go down to the studio and meet up with these guys. My family didn’t have any knowledge about the business, so I had to “man up.” I had to do things for myself. You might be thinking I must’ve been robbed then because I was very young. Everyone goes through various changes working with Downbeat, but I wouldn’t see it as being robbed because that was my first opportunity to be exposed to the outside world. I just wanted to record…’

During the first week of October, Jimmy Cliff returned to Jamaica to start work on a locally produced full-length film, tentatively entitled A Hard Road To Travel, scripted by Perry Henzell and Trevor Rhone. The crew were using Super 16 cameras, which was a first for the Caribbean, and whilst cameraman David McDonald was English, the cast was made up entirely of Jamaicans. Filming had started in mid-September in Confidence View Lane near Standpipe, and was expected to last until the end of December. Prince Buster wasn’t happy about any of this and claimed that he, not Jimmy Cliff, was the first to be offered the lead role.

‘I took my things to Perry Henzell and auditioned, spent time rehearsing this and that, but I still didn’t get to star in no film,’ he lamented. ‘Perry Henzell came in my shop one day, saying I can’t star in this film. I asked him why not, and he say the man who was supposed to put up the money had decided he wasn’t going to finance it, because he thought it wouldn’t appeal to regular society. That left Perry Henzell having to search for help in getting the film made. I was disappointed but tried not to show it because he seemed determined to find the money, and then somebody told him to speak with Chris Blackwell, to see if he could get the money from him. I heard that he went there and Chris decided he would put up the money on condition that Perry use Jimmy Cliff, because Jimmy was Chris’ artist. At the same time, Perry was saying the film can’t go nowhere because he didn’t have enough money, and so I agreed that he can let Jimmy make the film and in return he’ll save a part for me in his next film. I like Jimmy you understand, but I never saw him as Rhygin…’

By Rhygin, Buster means the Jamaican cop killer on whom the lead role is based. Whilst it’s true that Jimmy Cliff isn’t the gangster type, it would be unwise to underestimate his drive, talent and determination to make a success of anything he was involved with. His latest hit was a cover of Cat Stevens’ ‘Wild World’ and Chris Blackwell – who was also a director of the film’s backers, International Film – was indeed his manager, and a good one too, as it happened. Jimmy had recently spent time in the US, where he’d recorded an album that was ‘quite different’ from what he’d done to date. He wasn’t lying, either, because he’d voiced it at Muscle Shoals studio in Alabama, where Aretha Franklin and Wilson Pickett recorded some of their classic hits.

By 28 October, U-Roy’s ‘You’ll Never Get Away’ had replaced the Wailers’ ‘Duppy Conqueror’ at number one on the local charts. Other entries included two songs by Alton Ellis – ‘Sunday Coming’ and ‘You Make Me So Very Happy’ – and the Melodians’ ‘Rivers Of Babylon’, but something very strange occurred that day, with the Gleaner reporting how ‘hundreds of curious persons chased through the streets of downtown Kingston.’

‘For the majority the object of their chase was both elusive and invisible,’ the paper wrote. ‘With pedal cyclists setting a hot pace, higglers, office clerks and schoolchildren rampaged along King Street, Orange Street and Beckford Street, invaded Tivoli Gardens and then doubled back on the route, all the while searching for a glimpse of the object. The chase was provided with additional fuel by a spate of fanciful and weird rumours. A policeman shot at it in Spanish Town, a rumour stated. He was immediately stricken and taken to the Spanish Town hospital in an unconscious condition. The Spanish Town police denied that any member of the force was so incapacitated, however several persons claim they had seen the object. They described it as a coffin with three wheels – two at the back and the other at the front, and with a John Crow perched on top. The witnesses professed seeing the unguided coffin at various points in the corporate area. Some claim that it only appeared to the eye at infrequent intervals.’

The reports varied in truth. One of the witnesses said there were three John Crows perched on top of the coffin – two big sized ones and a little one – and she described the John Crows as being dressed in clothes. ‘The little one in the middle had on a red coat and the two big ones at either end had on black coats.’ She said the little red-coated John Crow asked one of the teachers at St Peter Claver Primary school if she knew John Brown. The teacher fainted and then when one of the coffin’s wheels ran over a little boy’s foot, he too fainted. This witness also claimed that the apparition ‘appeared and disappeared.’ There were reports that Spanish Town Road in the vicinity of the May Pen cemetery was blocked by thousands of people. Large numbers of people also turned up at Maxfield Park Primary School whilst chasing the phantom-like coffin with its three vultures, which was said to have travelled from Mandeville through Porus, May Pen Old Harbour and Spanish Town before appearing in the Corporate area.’

There was no evidence to suggest it had been anything else but a hoax or case of mass hypnosis. Bunny Livingston claimed that it was a publicity stunt dreamt up by Brown’s Funeral Parlour, but Scratch lost no time in reaching for the Soul Syndicate’s discarded cut of ‘Duppy Conqueror’ and getting Bob Marley to revoice it as ‘Mr Brown.’ Niney the Observer rushed to cash in on the story as well, but his ‘Mr Brown’s Coffin’ arrived too late, and sold badly.

December was always a busy time for artists and concertgoers in Jamaica, and two days after a Skateland fundraiser, the annual Nuggets Gala Show took place at the Carib Theatre under the patronage of Prime Minister Hugh Shearer and the Governor General. Billed as ‘The Biggest Show Of Them All’, it was an occasion designed to raise aid for the poor, hence the slogan ‘Nuggets For The Needy.’ 1970’s edition starred American female vocal group the Three Degrees (led by Sheila Ferguson), U-Roy (‘Jamaica’s New Sensation’), the Blues Busters, Melodians, Inner Circle, comedians Bim & Bam and Byron Lee and the Dragonaires. Both of these shows were broadcast live on JBC radio and television.

On 11 December, The Biggest Show Of Them All was superseded by The Greatest Show Ever To Hit Jamaica, when Stevie Wonder, backed by the fifteen-piece Motown Show Band, played three shows at the Carib Theatre. Alton Ellis opened for the newly married 20-year-old, described as being ‘Blind, Black and Beyond Soul!’ That same weekend, Alton performed at the Island Inn Hotel in St Mary as did Hopeton Lewis, Winston Francis, the Soulettes, the Heptones and Clancy Eccles. This three-day event was advertised as ‘The Million Dollar Weekend’, but the entertainers merely served as window dressing for a Record Industry Exhibition and its attendant seminars, stalls and networking opportunities. The advertising men and copywriters had been in overdrive, and then another big show was held on 12 December at the National Arena. This was the ‘Grand Christmas Charity Ball’, headlined by ‘the world famous’ Desmond Dekker (who’d been presented with his Musgrave Medal the day before) and Calypso Queen, backed by the ubiquitous Byron Lee and the Dragonaires. This event was held annually to raise funds and treats for the children of West Kingston and the patron of the 1970 show was Edward Seaga, minister of finance and planning. Prime Minister Hugh Shearer also attended.

In contrast to such extravagant productions, fewer than twenty people attended the Sombrero Club, where Count Ossie, the Mystics and saxophonist Kenny Terroade performed in late December.

‘The truth is that this new sound demands keen listening to be fully appreciated,’ wrote Julian Jingles. ‘What I’m afraid of is that this sound will be allowed to bounce around without proper administration until we hear something similar coming from America, then it will be praised as being a very original and authentic sound and the true source will be forgotten. I would very much like to see Count Ossie’s group, the Mystics and Kenny Terroade combine and begin administering their own affairs. Real jazz has long been assassinated in Jamaica.’

The sound to which he’s referring was a fusion of jazz, reggae and Rastafarian drumming that was unique to the group of musicians assembled at the Sombrero that night. The Mystics were formed by Cedric Brooks and trumpeter Dave Madden, whilst Terroade had only recently returned to Jamaica after playing with Archie Shepp and travelling to Algiers for the Pan-African Festival with Sunny Murray’s band. The synthesis between revolutionary jazz and Jamaican music wasn’t so unusual when you consider that these musicians were searching for roots both ancestral and musical, and how that journey had directed their thoughts towards Africa.

Count ‘Ossie’ Williams was the elder of this group as he was in his early forties. He had practised on upturned paint cans before playing drums and fife in the Boy’s Brigade and joining Saint Saviour Call Troop’s marching band. He then witnessed nyahbinghi drumming evolve through the intermingling of Rastafarians and the Burru people, many of whom lived in the Kingston shanty towns. Salt Lane especially was considered a dangerous area when Ossie was young, but he was a regular visitor to the Rasta camp there and would sit under a tree and reason with brethren like Brother Job, who schooled him in the art of Rasta drumming. Three kinds of drums are used to play nyahbinghi (the bass or ‘thunder’ drum), the mid-pitched funde (which Ossie started with) and the higher pitched repeater or kette drum that Brother Job played. It was Brother Job’s teacher Watto King, then living in Trench Town, who made Ossie’s first proper drum. In those days Ossie and his mother lived in Rennock Lodge, although he’d spent his childhood in the village of Bito, above Bull Bay. The Wareika hills weren’t too far away and Brother Issie Boat’s Rasta camp became another of his favourite hangouts. The first-ever Rasta convention had been held there in December 1949, and ten years later Rasta preacher Brother Love would read from the Bible as the drums and chanting carried over the hills and visiting musicians like Rico Rodriguez, Don Drummond and the Gaynair brothers jammed along with them.

Some of the dreadlocks who hid out in the hills were criminals and gave law-abiding Rastafarians a bad name. As a result, many innocent Rasta people were persecuted by the police: beaten, their locks cut off (often with broken bottles or rusty knives) and forced to look on helplessly as their huts were set alight. Many were locked up for days without food or water, despite having broken no law. Prince Buster wasn’t the only one to take Count Ossie’s drummers into the studio – Harry Mudie, the producer from Spanish Town, did the same thing back in 1961. But it was Coxsone who continued with that tradition as the seventies began.

Count Ossie was scheduled to perform with the Wailers and other local groups at the Balle d’Harambee at Curphey Place on Christmas night.
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