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To Scratch, for the music, wisdom and direction, and to Claudia for the enduring bond
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‘I am the book, and I am the half – the half that’s never been told’


– Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry
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By Rainford Hugh Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry
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FOREWORD



The Upsetter


British reggae pioneer Dennis Bovell, one of the ‘Cricklewood 12’, once told me about the circumstances that led to him being arrested and charged with incitement to riot in 1974. He was playing Sufferer’s sound system in a sound clash against Lord Koos and Count Nick’s at a venue called Burtons. Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry was in attendance, supplying him with dub plates. The police entered the venue and tried to make an arrest just as one of the selectors began playing Junior Byles’ ‘Beat Down Babylon’, produced by Perry. Fighting broke out between the revellers and the police. According to Bovell, Perry declared, ‘I am the Upsetter’, turned up his collar and made a speedy exit.


I once described Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry, the Upsetter, as the Salvador Dalí of reggae. I wasn’t thinking so much about their art, but more about the audacity of their public image. In my youth I was a big fan of Perry’s music, especially his instrumental productions. Having met him on a few occasions over the years, beginning in 1977, hearing several anecdotes from people who had encountered him, and seeing him briefly in performance, I have been left with the impression that he was a man with an impish sense of humour and Anancy-like attributes. Eventually an octogenarian, the phenomenal Jamaican music maker and performer lived a roller-coaster life of epic proportions. Renowned for his creative wizardry in the world of reggae music, Perry had already become a legend by the age of fifty. What makes his story so extraordinary is the fact that he has never been proficient on any musical instrument, and yet the cream of his prolific output of recordings belong to the reggae canon. His innate gift for music, rooted in his Jamaican rural background where he was grounded in Afro-Jamaican folk culture, first found expression in his talent as a dancer. Musicians, vocalists and producers alike have all spoken about the magical power of Perry’s creativity and his sonic genius in the recording studio. He had a talented pool of session musicians to draw from. Moreover, he soon found access to the growing market for reggae music in Britain.


Perry served his apprenticeship under the tutelage of pioneering record producer Clement ‘Sir Coxsone’ Dodd, learning every aspect of the music business, and became his right-hand man before branching out on his own. One of his early songs, ‘People Funny Boy’, signalled the arrival of the reggae beat in the late 1960s and Perry’s rise to fame as a songwriter, arranger, producer, recording engineer and entrepreneur. Not blessed with a great singing voice, it was as a producer that Perry soon established a reputation as the man with the Midas touch. What set him apart from his competitors was his unique creativity, his idiosyncratic approach to music making and his peculiar sonic sensibility.


It was during the late 1960s and early ’70s that Perry established his reputation as a hit-maker, with tunes like Susan Cadogan’s ‘Hurt So Good’ and The Upsetters’ ‘Return of Django’; he also worked with Bob Marley on some of the Wailers’ classic tunes. He reached the apotheosis of his creativity during the Black Ark years when, with the convenience of his own studio, he was able to give free rein to his creative imagination, producing his own unique sound, enhancing his credentials as the undisputed master of the sonic art of dub with the classic album, Super Ape. With success came enormous pressures. The Black Ark Studio became a magnet, not only for singers and players of instruments, but also undesirables, leading to its eventual demise by fire. It was all too much for the Upsetter, who at the time appeared to have undergone some kind of nervous breakdown and assumed the new persona of Pipecock Jackxon. His utterances were sometimes outrageous, his behaviour bizarre.


Perry’s newly acquired reputation as a madman enhanced his notoriety, magnified his mystique. The last two decades of the twentieth century were a remarkably productive time for him in the studio and on the road. It was during this period that Perry realised his ambition as a solo artist and performer. With Britain as his new base, he was able to make forays into Europe and further afield. Moreover, he embraced opportunities for engagement with the new musical forms of the digital age. By the end of the last millennium, he had settled in Switzerland, continuing his musical journey.


People Funny Boy, David Katz’s critically acclaimed biography of Perry, a work of keen scholarship, is truly a labour of love. Meticulously researched, it maps Perry’s journey from his Jamaican peasant roots to his cult status as reggae guru on the global stage. In the telling of Perry’s story, Katz’s main focus is on his career in music, but we also learn something about his personal life. It is a book not just for fans of Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry, but also reggae scholars in general, as it illuminates the history of reggae and its impact on other popular musical genres. This new edition allows the author to deal with a few inaccuracies and omissions in the first edition whilst bringing us up to date with the first two decades of the twenty-first century. The Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry of his later years was the old warrior of yesterday who, having conquered his demons and slain the dragons, continued to chart his own course. May his sounds continue to vibrate on.


Linton Kwesi Johnson


8 September 2021







Introduction



I first met Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry in January 1987 at Dingwalls nightclub in Camden, a few weeks after I left the relative tranquillity of San Francisco to complete my studies in the grey chaos of London. Captivated by his music during my teens through the many reggae radio programmes broadcast on Bay Area community stations, I had already written an article about him for underground magazine Wiring Department and hoped to conduct an interview, but Perry had little inclination, spending most of the evening performing obscure rituals, blowing herb smoke through a wooden recorder placed in alternate nostrils while standing on one leg, grabbing illuminated lightbulbs with his bare hands and blowing a whistle at regular intervals. He did, however, take home the article I had written and a few days later summoned me to a southeast London studio, where he was filming himself with a tripod-mounted video camera, voicing a new version of Bob Marley’s ‘Exodus’. Perry asked me to bring him thirteen stones from the banks of the Thames, which he placed inside the video monitor, and when the engineer later told him the song was thirteen minutes and five seconds long, he found ‘the other five’ stones evidently missing from his video set.


Before the day was done, he presented me with a silver ring adorned with a winged death’s head, which I was to wear every time I put pen to paper; Lee Perry thus appointed me his ‘Ghost Writer’, bestowing the highest of honours and heaviest of burdens on a journalist decidedly green. Perry had apparently been seeking someone to help with a book about his life and was taken with my comments on his autobiographical ‘Introducing Myself’, in which he challenged Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, Queen Elizabeth II and the Pope. Though other journalists were bemoaning him as a lost cause whose career was over, Perry understood that his message was reaching me and took my arrival as a sign, and despite my ongoing protests that others were more suited to the task, he insisted that the choice had been made.


I then held – and continue to hold – Lee Perry’s music paramount as the most striking, inspirational, and original I have ever encountered, and it was long clear that his unique vision made him one of the major creative figures of the twentieth century, but it took many months for me to even consider attempting the task; meanwhile, through the perpetual contact he initiated, I found myself being drawn into what can only be described as another world – a whimsical and pre-ordained universe laden with spiritual significance and symbolic truths, where retribution awaits the unsuspecting and unseen forces are constantly at work, where there is no such thing as an accident and everything happens for a reason.


I spent the majority of the next two years in Perry’s company, spending time with him nearly every day. London then ceased to be his home base, though it has continued to be mine, so we have since inevitably spent less time together, but continued to meet regularly in diverse locations and frequently spoke by telephone.


Once Perry was no longer a London resident, I began an early longhand draft of this book, but grappled with major gaps in my knowledge. I thus concentrated on interviewing collaborators and associates, ceaselessly gathering data, and constructing other drafts over the years before finally bringing the first edition of the book into print at the dawning of the new millennium.


Then, during the next twenty years, I conducted dozens of other interviews with important figures, as well as longer formal interviews with Perry himself, and have spent much more time in Jamaica and other global locations where Perry has worked, furthering my understanding of his life and output, as well as the context of his lived environments. The intervening years have allowed me to correct many errors in the original text and to pose new questions to Perry and his associates, yielding a story that is more complete, accurate, nuanced, and up to date, and I have done my best to remove the worst instances of purple prose to yield a more satisfying and approachable read for a general audience.


Nevertheless, in many ways, this book remains something other than what either of us originally conceived. Perry once requested a comic book format, and at one point was more concerned with the number of pages than what was written on them, but the biggest obstacle was that Perry seemed to think the book would write itself, early on responding to questions with an endless series of riddles or blank replies. Thankfully, he opened up over time, especially during the years when he stopped drinking alcohol and smoking weed, though the abstinence was not to last, and in more recent times, as the halcyon days became more distant and the focus more esoteric, memories were harder to dredge up.


In any case, the only truly predictable thing about Perry was his unpredictability, and perpetual moodiness often rendered direct questioning out of the question. The Perry I came to know typically wove a constant, conflated stream of parables and enigmas, speaking in rapid, abstract sequences that are not easily translated, the verbal conflagration of a mind on fire.


Some life events have proven too traumatic for Perry and his family to confront; consider, for example, the following typical early exchange:


‘What about this book you’re writing,’ Perry would often glare at me.


‘But Scratch,’ I once protested, ‘there are still many things I need to know to make a proper start.’


‘Anything you want to know, just ask me,’ he insisted.


‘OK, tell me about your parents,’ I suggested, not knowing that he had been denounced by his mother and had not spoken to her for many years, his father having long abandoned him. ‘Were they farming people, or …’


‘Blood claat, David, you no see it? Me dead already, me is a ghost.’


End of story.


Additionally, different happenings from diverse eras became blurred in a mind that perpetually worked overtime, making a muddled and often misrepresented history all the more confused; for example, he once spoke of the destruction of some of his studio equipment in the early 1980s as being partially motivated by King Tubby’s murder, which occurred in 1989, problematising the chronology.


On the other hand, Perry was always perfectly frank when ready to describe a situation to me or when he had something specific to relate, even dictating exact passages for verbatim inclusion, and the shifting nature of our relationship over the years inevitably resulted in the texture of this book, which mixes the testimony of others along with Perry’s own, his connection to everyone of significance in Jamaican music and other major figures outside it precipitating the inclusion of other voices.


Those familiar with the vengeful punning of Perry’s proclamations may already be prepared for baffling and contradictory statements, and testimony from associates may add to the confusion rather than alleviate it. I was often presented with differing accounts of significant events, particularly regarding recording sessions, as well as personal relationships. I am aware of misleading information deliberately stated to justify unauthorised releases and dubious songwriting claims, or to further a longstanding grudge; more often, respondents simply had difficulty remembering the circumstances of sessions or events from decades ago. Human memory has its limitations and statements given in good faith are not necessarily accurate; habitual ganja smoking has been associated with short- and long-term memory loss (as well as possible psychosis). Furthermore, those who have delved into the murky waters of Jamaican vinyl releases will already know just how little data was available until relatively recently, the lack of precise dates yielding a chronology that may not seem entirely logical.


Despite my best efforts to improve this edition, as with other texts on Jamaican music, this book is bound to have errors and omissions that will later be brought to light, and I apologise for them in advance and claim full ownership, though certain lesser creations are purposefully omitted, due to the volume of Perry’s work.


Ultimately, the greatest source of fact-checking of the first edition came from Perry himself, whose stringent scrutiny of a draft in May 1999 resulted in significant alterations; Mr Perry has my supreme gratitude for his willingness to listen to and comment on the entire text, which I read to him over the course of a few days in Düsseldorf. Other substantial amendments were made before the publication of the second edition, particularly during a week spent with Perry in Switzerland in January 2006, as well as the formal interviews I have since conducted for this present expanded edition.


In seeking to chart the particular life journey of Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry, this book attempts to illuminate the endless creativity that has marked his incredibly complex body of work while exploring the mass of contradictions that lurk behind his legend. Perry was so far ahead of his time for so long that a broader recognition came late, and this book is partly concerned with making clear precisely why so many have attested to his genius – a word that is grossly overused in popular music, but entirely justified in Perry’s case.


Lee Perry was concretely involved with every significant phase of Jamaican music, from the pre-ska years of the early 1960s to the proto-dancehall of the 1980s and ’90s, and his creative innovations have found a broader resonance in a range of other genres, from rap and hip-hop to punk, jungle, ambient and trip-hop, from electronica to avant-garde, stretching across six continents. Though Perry is now a hip name for pop stars to drop, his individuality and unpredictability saw him reap fewer rewards than some of his students – most notably Bob Marley, Jamaica’s most famous son, whose career was largely shaped by creative interaction with Perry. It is through the exploration of such links that this book attempts to show the importance of Perry’s vision and trace its lasting impact on various music styles.


At the same time, I have tried to make sense of the complicated alternate space created for Perry’s curious spiritual vision whilst simultaneously detailing the particulars of an invariably unique lifestyle. If the mysteries of Rastafari are often confounding to outsiders, then Perry’s particular cosmology is doubly so; though often baffling and far from simple, I have done my best to explain its significance in his life and work.


To be relatively objective, I have consciously left key points open to the interpretation of the reader. Perry remains an enigmatic figure, partly of his own design, and many of his actions, as with his work, are debatable. Though several describe him as a genius, others degrade him as a madman, accuse him of being a ginal (crook) or dismiss him as a charlatan; the reader must ultimately make their own impression. Similarly, I offer no claim of gospel truths in my depiction of Perry’s music. Though I have tried to be as accurate as possible in my contextual explanations, readers will have to draw their own conclusions about the worthiness of the records themselves.


Accounts of Jamaican music have often tended towards the mythical, with depictions of Marley as a saint or deity particularly troubling. Though mysticism has played an important role in Perry’s life (as it has to some degree with the majority of the island’s musical figures), I have consciously avoided an overdramatised or eulogised portrait. Perry may have been one of the most original and inspired men to ever walk the face of this earth, but he was only a man, despite a creative vision that rendered him beyond the constraints of ordinary mortals. Similarly, Perry has been likened to free-form jazz pioneer Sun Ra, wacky funk star George Clinton and eccentric artist Salvador Dalí, but such comparisons are ultimately futile in the face of Perry’s singular trajectory.


I am also aware of the limitations I have brought to this text through my situation as an outsider, younger than many who appear in its pages; I have spent far less time on the blessed island of Jamaica than I would have liked, and a portion of the music described in this book was recorded before I was born. Perry has noted that he came before his time, and he certainly came before mine, which has influenced the narrative framing through the testimony of those who were present at the events described, aided by minimal contextual commentary. I feel that the best historical portions of this book lie in the words of the true experts of Jamaican music who are quoted throughout it: the musicians, singers, producers and engineers who have themselves created it, and Perry’s own words, of course, speak for themselves.


As with other writers, I have found that the printed word does not do justice to the essence of Jamaica’s spoken patois, but I have not attempted to Jamaicanise nor Anglicise quotations. Instead, I have tried to reproduce spoken statements as accurately as possible, in keeping with each speaker’s use of language.


This book is also the culmination of my own long and difficult journey in an adopted land, the quest for accurate information taking me to far-flung locations. My ultimate motivation in following through has been to help Perry achieve the greater glory he was due while he was still alive to benefit from it. Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry is one of the few who truly deserved the title of living legend; the foolhardy speculations on his sanity detract from the creativity that has resulted in some of the most inspiring and visionary sounds to yet grace the ears of the human race. Above all, I hope this biography has helped to clarify the importance of his creations.







CHAPTER ONE



Introducing Myself:
From Kendal to Kingston


‘I’m an artist, a musician, a magician, a writer, a singer. I’m everything. My name is Lee from the African jungle, originally from West Africa. I’m a man from somewhere else, but my origin is from Africa, straight to Jamaica through reincarnation, reborn in Jamaica. Superman comes to earth cos him sick and tired. I’m not sick and tired because I’m learning what goes on, so when we get frustrated, that is when the music come down by raindrops to support all here with a broken heart and don’t know what to do. I have been programmed. Many people who born again must come back to learn a lesson. Have you heard of E.T.? I am E.T., savvy? Savvy?’


Lee Perry has spoken of his origins in contradictory ways. He claimed to come from Jupiter, once said he was born in the sky, often named Africa as his true birthplace, and suggested that his empty body was commandeered by space aliens after an undocumented death. According to family members, his earthbound arrival came in the rural district of Kendal in northwest Jamaica, the third of four children born to Henry Perry and Lilian Davis during the 1930s. Like rural peasants the world over, he was raised in an environment marked by centuries of exploitation and neglect, the remoteness of the region contributing to the lack of information about his early life, perhaps fitting for a man who kept himself shrouded in mystery.


His first name was Rainford – sometimes spelt Reinford – his middle name Hugh, but in keeping with the customs of his West African ancestors, once an individual personality began to manifest, he was given the pet name Leeburn by his mother, shortened to Lee. Incorrect citations and Perry’s habit of adding a year to his age when speaking of it publicly have contributed to confusion about his date of birth, but official records indicate that Lee Perry was born on Friday, 20 March 1936, entering the world on a payday under the star sign of Pisces.


Hanover Parish lies at the northwest tip of Jamaica, about the farthest point from Kingston on the island, and Kendal is a cluster of rudimentary dwellings buried deep in its interior, the terrain marked by inhospitable land and the stifling humidity of the untamed bush. Most inhabitants descended from the slaves that toiled on the nearby Saxham sugarcane estate, which remained the focal point for local employment after emancipation, and bananas were later established as a second plantation crop, but before he was born, most had succumbed to a disease.


During the time of Perry’s great-grandparents, many locals could still remember when Busha Aide was the overseer. A sadistic brute who took perverse pleasure in publicly denigrating his workforce, Aide and his wife Mary ruled Kendal and the surrounding estates of Grange, Prospect and Cauldwell with an iron fist. The slaves he controlled cultivated and harvested cane that was exported from the nearby port of Lucea as part of an endemic system that was a primary driver of economic growth in Britain, and since Jamaica was the largest sugar exporter in the Empire, her plantations were lynchpins of British capitalism and imperialism.


Lilian Davis, known as Ina, was born in Kendal in 1915 from an informal liaison between Jane Ann Horton and Jonathan Davis; her parents never married, and each had children from previous relationships. Ina’s father died when she was young, so her mother raised her in the harshness of poverty with half-siblings Philippe, Mary, Celeste, Sammy and Gussie, and she also came to know some of her father’s children, including Essie, Sue, Amy, Man-Man, and a boy called Ira who died young. Ina’s mother farmed staple crops on a nearby ridge, struggling to grow enough to feed the family, so when Ina came of age, she took up sewing to contribute to the family’s welfare. In later years, she would be universally addressed as Miss Ina.


At age sixteen, she began a relationship with Henry Perry, an eighteen-year-old from the same village, sometimes referred to as Cornel Perry.


‘I did know him from school days when me is a small girl,’ said Miss Ina. ‘He come from the same place, Kendal.’


Henry was a roadwork contractor whose quarter-Indian blood made him stand out. Their first child, Beryl, was born in September 1932 and given the pet name Dulcie; Lesbert was born two years later, known as Sonny as the couple’s firstborn son, and a second daughter, Icelyn, was born in February 1938 and given the nickname Sitta.


Shortly thereafter, when Lee was only two years old, Henry Perry left the family home, taking up with a woman called Miss Tad in another part of Kendal. Although the rest of the children stayed with Miss Ina, young Lee was placed in his father’s care, but life with Henry Perry was unbearable, the regular beatings causing Lee to shelter at the home of a family friend, who brought him back to his mother.


‘Growing up, it was really a rough life,’ said Perry. ‘My mother have four of us and when she and my father part, she take three and leave me alone with my father because my father like me most and want to keep me, but it’s not much me father could do for me because he didn’t learn anything about how to have feelings for somebody. Maybe he just wanted me to be his slave. I didn’t stay with him much because I couldn’t take the treatment, because it wasn’t any love treatment or anything. He wasn’t the type that have feelings for children like me, so I decide to run away to me mother.’


Henry Perry maintained little contact with Lee and his siblings and later moved to England with his new wife. Miss Ina and the children were left to struggle on their own, the next few years particularly trying.


‘For my mother, things was always hard because she’s just like an ordinary woman, with no education or something like that – like a sufferer, a suffering woman. The house that we were sharing, I don’t think it was much bigger than this room. We had to sleep in one bed, and she was trying to send us to school, but couldn’t afford it much.’


Growing up in Kendal, Lee was just another barefoot country boy that would walk up the hill to Kendal School with empty pockets and a hungry belly. Two meals a day was standard and sometimes the children would have to make do with one, supplemented by whatever scraps they could find to share with friends.


‘When we go to school we was very, very poor,’ said Sonny. ‘Sometimes a penny a day we get to carry to school, so we have to take it easy, buy cool drink and patty and bread, and all ten of we eat the one.’


His mother remembered Lee as a lively little boy that was well liked by his peers, though prone to mischief-making when older. He and Sonny had a natural affinity in younger days, since they resembled each other physically, were closest in age and the only male children in the household.


‘When we were growing up, we used to love each other and never war,’ said Sonny. ‘In the early days, all ’bout, anywhere is me and him. Me never left him, me always be like a bodyguard for me smaller brother. We never bow, nor trouble no one, as we are very honest.’


Apart from school, the children were sometimes recruited to help their mother to make ends meet.


‘My mother used to be involved in farming, planting yams and everything,’ said Perry. ‘Certain times, when she’s not doing her own planting, she go to the estate and cut cane to make some money, and then some weekends, or Thursday or Friday, me might go and help my mother cut some cane, too, because my mother was living alone with four of us, and my father was living with another woman and wouldn’t pay us any mind.’


‘We mother did poor, and we daddy did poor, so we just help out,’ said Sonny.


They attended the Anglican church in nearby Rock Spring, though it was not a central focus; instead, Ettu was a cornerstone. Passed down to Ina by her mother, the express purpose of this ritualistic form of West African dance is to invoke ancestral spirits for atonement, especially after the death of a member of the community or if an ancestor appears in a dream. The word derives from the Yoruba etutu, meaning appeasement or reconciliation, connoting a rite that placates ancestral spirits through reverence.


Practitioners of Ettu are normally of Yoruba origin, a minority population that arrived in Jamaica by a circuitous route as indentured labourers in the period immediately following the abolition of the slave trade; many endured the Middle Passage twice, having first been deposited in Sierra Leone after being liberated from blockaded slave ships. Unique to a handful of communities established in western Jamaica, Ettu dancing is accompanied by a large kerosene pan that is beaten with both hands to provide a rattling sound, along with the beats of a smaller goatskin drum, with call-and-response chants utilising Yoruba language; the ritual is usually begun by the sacrifice of an animal, its blood used to mark the foreheads of participants with the sign of a cross, with grated kola nut distributed and white rum poured on the ground in libation. Though Jamaica’s colonial rulers were intent on wiping out all cultural practices Africans had brought from their homeland, a proliferation of underground activities saw certain customs retained and adapted. Ettu thus thrived in remote bush communities, allowing Miss Ina to retain a link with her ancestors, preserving traditions from before the forced migration of her forebears to a hostile land. Eventually, she would emerge as an Ettu Queen, the elder in her community that leads the dance.


‘It’s an ancient order from Africa,’ said Perry. ‘It has something to do with chanting spirits, keeping ancient spirits together. Even when our people are getting old, they still show respect and holler out for them. They drink rum, so you put rum on the earth, cook rice without salt, make porridge without sugar and throw it on the earth for the spirits to eat, then start playing drums and start to do the culture dance. My mother happens to be one of the Ettu Queens, and her mother before was an Ettu Queen, so it pass on along the family line, and when them dance, them barefoot and make connection with the earth, dancing to the drum and connecting the soul. Those people beat them foot on the earth, making sound and making communication, like telepathic sound to the earth. So she do the culture dance and talk to the spirits and the spirits tell them what goes on. The ancient spirit who was here before, those that are dead and gone, they talk to those people and those people talk to them.’


A related African custom with pervasive influence was belief in the broader spirit world, the existence of benign and malevolent spirits and their corresponding powers to assist or harm viewed with absolute gravity. Such beliefs continue to be the norm throughout much of Jamaica, despite a majority adherence to Christianity.


Around six years after the end of her relationship with Henry Perry, Miss Ina was courted by Granville Blythe, a kind soul that was ‘Head Man’ at the Saxham sugarcane estate, in charge of the employment of workers and transportation of the cane. When the couple married, the family moved into his home in the small settlement of Grange, about a mile and a half west of Kendal, where the children were embraced by their stepfather.


‘He did like them, he took them as him own,’ said Miss Ina. ‘They get on all right, no problem.’


Ina and Granville soon began to have children of their own, beginning with Veta Aneta, born in August 1949 and given the pet name Girlie. The family began attending the local Church of God, one of the African-influenced evangelical churches where hats were worn and the Lord was praised through song, accompanied by rhythmic clapping and the banging of tambourines, though religion still played a peripheral role in their lives. Sonny, Lee and Sitta were then attending Green Island School, a good three-mile walk away (where future prime minister P. J. Patterson was a fellow student), while Dulcie had gone in search of work to Negril, a fishing village some twenty miles west.


Though other family members refute it, Perry said he found school a pointless exercise, the archaic instruction forcing conformity to an alien European model; the language of his lessons was incomprehensible, and the experience marked by cruelty. His small size and quick mouth made him an easy target for the teacher’s cane and the bullying of older students, like his cousin, Sissy Davis, who used to torment one of his closest friends, until the wily Perry struck back with a razor blade.


‘We did have a good friend named Manzie, but one girl, big and coarse, she did fight the guy and the guy afraid,’ said Sonny. ‘One day when the gal start to fight Manzie, Lee come up and give around three slashes, and it’s under Saxham bridge he go hide. When him come out, him get flogged still – the old lady beat him.’


‘Manzie didn’t have much time with him own brother because you always have to find somebody who think like you when you’re growing up,’ said Perry. ‘So he find me, but he wasn’t a fighter. Sissy pick a fight with him and beat him to show off to her friends and I didn’t like it, so I take my razor blade and start to do the doctor job on the girl’s hand, cut her up and bite her. It was a surprise because they never expect that me could be so small and carry a weapon to school. Then me used to beat long nails like ten-penny nail, hot it with iron on the fire and beat it out, sharpen it and make our own knife.’


After the incident with his cousin, Lee began to carry a weapon with him everywhere, which he would sharpen with a stone kept in his pocket. The bullies stopped troubling him, but the oppressive and alien nature of school continued to be anathema. He dropped out, aged fifteen, at the start of the 1950s.


‘I had to leave school at Fourth Form, and I didn’t learn anything in school,’ said Perry. ‘It was like a joke, like wasting time. We didn’t learn to write, and we didn’t learn to add anything. It’s when me leave school me start to learn to write, without a teacher.’


Perry later insisted his knowledge came entirely from nature, and another kind of lesson came when he was in the hills, minding the family animals.


‘He used to tend the goats and one Sunday morning he go and buck him big toe and have to go to the hospital in Lucea – he never wear shoes in those days,’ chuckled Sonny. ‘The nurses them love him, doctor and everybody.’


‘I was loving animals, so I have to feed the goats early in the morning and feed the rabbits,’ said Perry. ‘I used to run the goats for energy and the next thing I know, I end up in Lucea Hospital for six months because the head of the toe come off.’


Not long after the toe healed, in October 1952, Miss Ina gave birth to Desmond, who was given the pet name Lloyd.


Coming of age, Perry felt increasingly constrained by his environment. There was little to keep him in Grange, and his only solace came through music, which inspired him to do the wild dance moves that yielded an early reputation.


‘The crossroads is where the dancehall used to be, and he couldn’t pass it,’ said Sonny. ‘He have a crowd of gal and boy around him, and every one of them are friends.’


But rousing his peers at the dancehall was not enough to keep him in the area, and as soon as an opportunity arose, he was gone.


Lee Perry spent much of his teens and early twenties ambling around the west and south of Jamaica, motivated by an unseen spiritual force. As he later explained, ‘People who deal with spiritual vibration like me, the spirit tell me exactly what to do.’


The youth he spent in Kendal and Grange was defined by impoverishment; slavery had been banished for over a century, but Jamaica’s Black majority continued to bear the brunt of colonial oppression. As the young Rainford contemplated the ceaseless drudgery, he questioned whether this was to be his lowly purpose. Older family members and most of his peers had endured back-breaking labour in the cane fields for a pittance, but even those jobs were in short supply in Kendal and the wages substandard. Instead, he took the first step towards a long and winding path of non-conformity by answering the call of the domino game.


As a domino champion, Perry learned more than just how to slap the tiles and which numbers to play first; he would study the faces of the other players while keeping his own expressionless, trying to use unseen senses to determine what move to make next, conveying subtle gestures to make silent communication with teammates. Mastering the art of unspoken communication and the sizing up of his opponents, he retained the skills for use in other contexts.


‘Dominoes, it’s like a mental thing,’ said Perry. ‘If you are playing with a partner, you might show him a hand code and him shake him head, then he don’t have to tell you anything more. So it’s a mental thing, a telepathic thing.’


A friend named Dougie, who everyone called Bogus, had gone to work in distant Clarendon Parish and come back with a bicycle, so Lee and Sonny followed Dougie’s lead and travelled 100 miles to the southeast by truck to reach the Race Course estate, near the town of Hayes, where they cultivated and harvested sugarcane for several months, lodging at basic shared digs the estate provided.


‘Dougie was going to Clarendon every year, so we decide to go with him one of the years,’ said Perry. ‘He know when the truck going, and we catch the truck.’


‘Him carry we down and we no have no money,’ said Sonny. ‘He take care of we until we start work.’


‘Dougie showed me what to do because me no know much about cultivating and cutting cane, so him was teaching me how to survive,’ Perry continued. ‘Me was young and have lots of energy, so me was enjoying it because me wasn’t doing anything in Hanover. He had a bicycle and me did want to buy a bicycle, but me couldn’t cut enough cane in Saxham to buy a bicycle, so I go to Clarendon.’


Back in Grange, the bicycle enabled him to reach dances in the surrounding area more easily. During the sugarcane cropping season, he attended many competitions held in the neighbouring parish of Westmoreland, where his reputation began to soar as a virtuoso of the latest moves during a time when he was known as the Neat Little Man.


‘They would have dance contests in Grange Hill, Little London, Savanna La Mar, and I was the champion all the time. I was the best boogie-woogie dancer, then it come into Yanking and I become the best Yanker, and then things change to the Mashed Potato and I was still winning.’


The dance contests were fuelled by the sound systems, mobile pieces of public address equipment that had huge sets of speaker boxes, powerful amplifiers and a turntable that could be set up to blast pre-recorded music anywhere. New Orleans artists always made a strong impression, with Louis Jordan a favourite for boogie-woogie and Fats Domino’s forlorn ‘Going To The River’ his preferred song for the Yank’s drastic disjointedness, Perry feinting his partner into a false backwards fall in time to the rhythm, then catching her at the last moment.


‘When him come ah Grange Hill and have dance round ah Mint Road and all them places, crowd come gather waiting to see him,’ said Perry’s cousin, Stainton Moore, known as Archie after the American boxer. ‘He used to dance with Amy, the daughter of a musician named Smith who used to have an orchestra band in Grange Hill, and when them dance, everybody just hold on and watch them.’


While Perry was dancing his way towards glory, his mother gave birth to Milton in October 1956, nicknamed Poppa Son, or P-Son for short.


Lee and his siblings spent their formative years during a fraught time in Jamaican history. The Great Depression had hit Jamaica hard, resulting in high unemployment, poor wages for the working and a dire lack of civil and political rights, leading to the widespread labour disputes that rocked the island in May 1938, first at the Kingston wharves, where United Fruit Company workers staged a strike, and then at Tate and Lyle’s sugarcane estate in Frome, about eight miles southeast of Kendal, where police shot three protestors dead, bayoneted a fourth and jailed 109; farmworkers also downed tools in St Mary. With thousands on strike across the country, a State of Emergency was declared, resulting in hundreds of arrests and forty-six deaths.


The bitter struggle for decent working conditions led to the emergence of two charismatic trade union leaders who lobbied Jamaica’s colonial rulers to implement a basic living wage: Norman Manley was a Rhodes scholar who became a leading criminal barrister, and his gregarious second cousin, Alexander Bustamante, a plantation overseer’s son who achieved little formal education. Born William Alexander Clarke, Bustamante was a moneylender with self-mythologising tendencies who adopted the surname after mysterious travels in Panama, Cuba and the USA, where he reportedly made a fortune on the stock market. These key figures of the independence movement had visions for Jamaica that were diametrically opposed, since Manley was a Fabian socialist and Bustamante a free-market champion. Manley was invited to lead the People’s National Party (PNP) when the accountant and independence campaigner Osmond Theodore Fairclough founded it in 1938 as a pro-independence vehicle, and the PNP maintained Bustamante’s trade union following his internment in 1940, but on his release in 1942, Bustamante quit the party to form the right-wing Jamaica Labour Party (JLP), which swept to power by a wide margin in the island’s first general elections in 1944, making Bustamante the leader of Jamaica’s first democratically elected Executive Council, though the election had been marred by stabbings and stone-throwing incidents amongst party supporters. The JLP narrowly clung to power in the 1949 election but lost to the PNP in 1955, establishing a pervasive pattern of two-term reigns.


The government then earmarked a new tourist development in Negril, eventually opening an isolated fishing village to international visitors. The project began in earnest in mid-1959 with the construction of a highway to Orange Bay in Hanover, ultimately allowing direct access from Montego Bay, where a new airport for international visitors was situated, and despite having no formal qualifications, Perry got a job bulldozing roads in the early stages of the project.


‘While I was in Kendal, I met a guy named Jenkins who drive a tractor,’ said Perry. ‘I stick with him and start to copy everything him do, buts he never know that I was learning what he was doing. Then I heard that there is construction in Negril and they’re looking for tractor drivers, so I go and get a job when the woods and all just start to cut, and I start to drive a TD9 tractor. I find out that everything I try to do, it just happens, so I don’t even have to try. I see that I’m lucky, and people who can’t get the job are wondering how me can get it.’


‘He even dynamite rocks with electric dynamite,’ said Sonny. ‘He like those things, but it’s dangerous!’


While concentrating on the task at hand, Perry tuned into the sounds generated by the construction, focusing on the energies of the machines as they clashed with nature from the seat of a yellow Caterpillar bulldozer. On the job, time passed with its own rhythm; back in Kendal, sister Lorna, later known as Miss Nell, was born in January 1960.


During the project, Perry rented a spartan room in a large tenement in the town of Little London, located between Negril and Savanna La Mar, where he became romantically involved with teenaged Ruby Williams, who used to visit her friend at the tenement. Affectionately known as Tootsie, she was an enchanting beauty of part-Indian descent with long, wavy hair that mesmerised him during their courtship: ‘I wanted to have kids with Indian hair, and that was it.’


Eventually, as things became more serious, the pair were jointly baptised at the local Church of God, where the pastor convinced them to marry; their wedding took place on 7 January 1961, when he was twenty-four and she sixteen, but was hastily arranged and sparsely attended, a portent that the marriage would soon falter.


‘We lived together for about eighteen months, then we wanted a change and the pastor suggested we get married, but after the marriage we only lived together for six months,’ said Perry. ‘It could not work because the girl was from a poor family and we were getting short of money because the programme in Negril was closing. The money wasn’t coming in to make it like you could run a married house, so she run away to Montego Bay. When you just met somebody, the vibration you get off a new love is nice, so it take a time until we find we weren’t living cooperatively because she never show what she is like at the beginning, that she only love silver and gold and money. She could do sewing but never wanted to work by it, so she go to Montego Bay to try to live off others. Then I went to Kingston because that was my destiny and where destiny call you, you have to go. I was in Negril heaping up stone and trench-stone with tractor, and after a while, me go up to Kingston and fling rock-stone after Goliath.’


He later explained that mysterious events, ‘miracle gifts’ and ‘blessings from God’ occurred during the time of his construction work, directing him to Kingston.


‘I get an overload from throwing stones down there. I started making positive connection with stones, by throwing stones to stones I start to hear sounds. When the stones clash I hear the thunder clash, and I hear lightning flash, and I hear words, and I don’t know where the words them coming from. These words send me to King’s Stone: to Kingston. Kingston means King’s Stone, the son of the King. That’s where the music’s coming from, so I go up to King’s Stone because the stone that I was throwing in Negril send me to King’s Stone for my graduation.’1


Perry’s independent spirit and impulsive nature ensured he would never remain stagnant for long, despite his impoverished beginnings and the little formal education he received. Possessed by creative urges in his teens and early twenties, the life of wandering he began was largely a search for the means to express himself; indeed, most of his life would constitute exploratory journeys to better interpret the world through song. With a strong desire to make it as a singer, he heeded the wisdom of his guiding spirit and made the journey to Kingston.


Perry arrived in the capital during a time of significant musical change, as leading sound system proprietors began releasing records by local performers. Heated rivalries spurred inventiveness, as Perry soon understood, and though no one took him seriously at first, important figures would come to recognise his talent after witnessing the creativity he was capable of harnessing, a peculiar ingenuity that was entirely beneficial to musical entrepreneurs. He may have been nothing more than a little man fresh from the country with some curious ideas, but the big sound men would soon learn that Perry’s ears heard things that theirs could not, and his very strangeness would see him become a key player in the creation of a distinctly Jamaican music.







CHAPTER TWO



Chicken Scratch:
The Studio One Years


Perry left Westmoreland as the Jamaican independence movement was gathering steam, though not in a unified fashion. There were significant developments in the island’s popular music too, as a local recording industry was established.


In 1958, Jamaica joined the twelve other English-speaking Caribbean islands to form the ill-fated Federation of the West Indies in what was meant to be a new multi-island nation, with joint independence scheduled for 1963 and central governance based in Trinidad. However, Bustamante began a vociferous campaign against the Federation in 1961, arguing that Jamaica should go it alone, and he thus became the first prime minister of independent Jamaica on 6 August 1962.


Perry arrived in Kingston in the midst of these independence struggles.1 His aunt Essie, a milliner, could not accommodate him at her home in overcrowded Jones Town, so he spent his nights at a tailor’s shop run by a man from Hanover named Lawrence at 45 Spanish Town Road, jostling with other fresh arrivals for floor space.


‘It reach a stage where him have one suit ’pon him back and him go and buy himself a T-shirt so that him could change him shirt,’ said Perry’s cousin Archie, a useful ally who knew his way around. ‘But when him go out, them thief the T-shirt and him have to put on back the same shirt that he did have on before.’


Spanish Town Road is the main artery that reaches downtown Kingston from the west, and Perry’s patch was an area known as Dog Park because of the many canine strays that congregated there. It bordered the massive, sprawling slum of Back-O-Wall, one of the largest shanty towns in the entire Caribbean region, where thousands of people shared three standpipes, disconnected from the grid and sanitation services, sheltering in makeshift dwellings patched from abandoned vehicles, discarded wood and whatever else could be scavenged from a nearby municipal garbage dump, known as the Dungle or dunghill.


As well as being political flashpoints that influenced the Jamaican music scene, Back-O-Wall, the Dungle and the adjoining community of Ackee Walk were Rastafari bastions. The movement emerged after the coronation of Prince Tafari Makonnen in 1930 as Haile Selassie, Emperor of Ethiopia, which seemed to validate the proclamation, ‘Look to Africa, when a black king shall be crowned, for the day of deliverance is at hand’, attributed to Jamaican activist Marcus Garvey, but possibly proclaimed first by his African American deputy, Reverend James Morris Webb.


Campaigning for Black self-determination through the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), Garvey sought to establish voluntary repatriation to Africa through the Black Star Line steamship corporation. Hounded out of Jamaica by the authorities in 1916, he moved to Harlem, New York City, but was imprisoned for fraud when the Black Star Line collapsed, dying in London in 1940 with few of his goals realised. Yet, his revolutionary ideals had wide-ranging effect, influencing the US civil rights movement and Kwame Nkrumah’s revolution in Ghana, as well as social struggles in Jamaica.


In a series of eloquent and fiery speeches, Garvey made frequent reference to the biblical Ethiopia as the ‘land of our fathers’ and expressed a belief in ‘the God of Ethiopia’. As Garvey enjoyed widespread support among the Jamaican poor, the downtrodden of the island took note when Selassie was crowned, the notion of his divinity boosted by Bible passages such as ‘Princes shall come out of Egypt, Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God’ in Psalm 68 and ‘Behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals’ in Revelation 5, validating Selassie’s royal title, the Conquering Lion of the Tribe of Judah, and his claim of Solomonic lineage. New Jamaican religious leaders such as Leonard Howell, Joseph Hibbert, Claudius Henry, Robert Hinds and Prince Emmanuel Edwards began to galvanise support for the faith by proclaiming that God was Black and Africa the rightful place for Black Jamaicans.


Different strands emerged in the ghettos of western Kingston, where a fertile intermingling took place amongst the Rastafari and the Burru, the latter a lowly community of criminal outcasts from rural Clarendon that were at the very bottom of Jamaican society. The Burru retained the drumming traditions of their Ashanti ancestors and had a long history of rebellion and criminality that stretched back to slavery days. Burru music revolves around a trio of hand drums: the large bass drum (pounded with a stick) and the funde hold the rhythm, while the smaller kette or repeater drum takes the melodic lead. The Burru used music as a powerful means to express defiance. Derived from a fertility ceremony that accompanied a masquerade dance, Burru drumming greeted prisoners returning home and was used to boost the morale of the incarcerated. Although the Burru played an important role in fomenting insurrection during slavery, their propagation of African traditions was seen as backward in the Eurocentric aftermath of emancipation. But the Burru held immense appeal for the Rastafari, the groups exchanging music and spiritual doctrine which would each eventually permeate Jamaican music, despite their strictly underground beginnings.


Rastafari drumming also has precedents in Kumina, a ritual practice involving spirit possession brought by indentured labourers from the Congo, and various forms of Revival Christianity, which incorporated similar practice within a Christian milieu. But the radical Rastafari subset known as the Youth Black Faith made a concerted effort to distance Rastafari from Revivalism, wearing dreadlocks in emulation of Mau Mau warriors to mark themselves apart, using symbolic reconfigured language to transcend potentially negative words or syllables and transforming Burru drumming into Nyabinghi from 1952, enacting rituals with drumming, dancing and fire to target oppressive forces. The Nyabinghi appellation was introduced by a dubious Jamaica Times article of 1935, reprinting an Austrian news report that sought to justify Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia by claiming that Selassie was the head of a secret society waging war against Europeans, whose name meant ‘Death to the Whites’, though the term actually referenced an East African queen of the 1500s whose spiritual reincarnation, Muhumusa, spearheaded anticolonial struggles in the early 1900s. Later, the Youth Black Faith became known as the Nyabinghi Theocracy, officially the Theocratic Government of Emperor Haile Selassie I, holding Nyabinghi ‘groundations’ as ceremonial gatherings where the drums are beaten, and spiritual and social matters debated and discussed.


Rastafari consciousness, Nyabinghi drumming, and the Nyabinghi Theocracy would all be embraced by Perry in time, but for now, as a long-standing devotee of dance music, he was fixated on the pervasive sound system culture in Kingston and the sheer power of the bigger sets. Yet, things were far more competitive here, with shifting allegiances and rivalries. Open confrontations took the form of the ‘sound clash’, where two systems would battle against each other in downtown civic venues such as Forester’s Hall and outdoor spaces like King’s Lawn and Chocomo Lawn, as well as the Pioneer Club in Jones Town. At such events, the dancers were egged on by over-the-top microphone commentary from deejays that revelled in comic exhortations of verbal wit, outrageously exaggerated imitations of the hepcat jive-talk employed by Black American radio disc jockeys, such as Jocko Henderson.


In the early days, operators relied on exclusive records brought back from America, with vintage obscurities often more popular than current hits. But as rock ’n’ roll supplanted rhythm and blues, the kind of music that Jamaican dance fans craved became harder to find, so the more enterprising sound system proprietors began recording a local variant of rhythm and blues, first cut on hard shellac acetates or demonstration discs for their own exclusive use (ironically called ‘soft wax’, and later known as dub plates), followed by general releases. Through this process, by the start of the 1960s, early innovators such as Tom the Great Sebastian, Sir Nick the Champ and Count Smith the Blues Blaster had given way to three towering entities that successfully branched into record production: Duke Reid the Trojan, King Edwards the Giant, and Sir Coxsone’s Downbeat.


The Duke, born Arthur Reid, was a flamboyant and intimidating figure who bludgeoned his way to the top of the sound system circuit. His decade in the police force yielded a fondness for firearms and close association with the streetwise underclass, often appearing with a rifle, a .45 magnum at his waist and a pistol in his vest for good measure. A hefty man who liked to throw his weight around, Reid had a legion of henchmen who were always willing to lend a heavy hand against the competition, like Whoppi King, a notorious criminal known as Public Enemy Number One for his ruthlessness. The occult rings worn on every finger, obtained from the De Laurence Company of Chicago, despite being contraband in Jamaica, added to the sense that Reid was untouchable.


King Edwards the Giant, run by PNP activist Vincent Edwards and his brother George from the liquor store and record shop they ran at 161 Spanish Town Road, controlled a sizeable area further west. Vincent was renowned for tracking down impossible finds in the States, while George oversaw their local record productions.


As a schoolboy, Clement Dodd was known as Coxsone after English cricketer, Alec Coxon. Dodd’s father was a successful masonry contractor who helped build the landmark Carib Theatre and other theatres in rural parishes; his mother, of Maroon heritage, ran the restaurant Nanny’s Corner, which later became a liquor store, at the intersection of Laws Street and Ladd Lane, about twelve blocks east of Reid’s headquarters. After working as a cabinetmaker and training as an automobile mechanic, Dodd undertook seasonal work picking crops in the American South, returning with a stack of records that he delivered to Reid, who was close to Dodd’s parents. Then, after making successful guest appearances on Reid’s sound system, Dodd was determined to give the Duke a run for his money by starting a sound of his own.


Dodd began visiting Rainbow Records in Harlem in 1954 to purchase jazz and rhythm and blues. Returning with an impressively powerful amplifier, he established the Downbeat sound system with the help of his mother at a newer branch of the family liquor store on the corner of Beeston Street and Love Lane, where he also sold imported records.


Although these innovators started from the ground up, some of the earliest record producers came from the mercantile class and a few were establishment figures, and the Jamaican recording industry really began with mento, the indigenous folk form that shared common ground with calypso through bawdy satire, but which used distinctive instrumentation, such as a banjo, bamboo saxophone and ‘rhumba box’ (an oversized thumb piano, used for bass notes). By December 1950, Jewish-Jamaican businessman Stanley Motta was already issuing mento 78s from his electrical goods store on Harbour Street, recording Lord Fly, Lord Power and Count Lasher in a tiny makeshift studio around the corner. Ken Khouri, whose father was a Lebanese immigrant and his mother of Cuban heritage, worked in furniture before releasing Lord Flea and Hubert Porter 78s by the summer of 1951, first using a portable disc recorder he acquired in Miami, and later a monophonic studio he built himself at 129 King Street, with rudimentary record pressing ability. Then, in October 1957, he opened a large, modern recording facility called Federal on the industrial Foreshore Road, about three miles west of downtown, which was to become the focal point of the local record industry, introducing large-scale record manufacturing there a few months later. Some early records were also cut clandestinely at Radio Jamaica Rediffusion (RJR), a cable subscription broadcaster that had sprung from the ashes of the government wartime station, ZQI.


The mento produced by Motta, Khouri and other pioneers was partly a reaction to imported calypso releases, and after Harry Belafonte broke records with his million-selling Calypso LP, their mento output was partly aimed at the overseas calypso craze. Nevertheless, airplay on RJR inspired sound system proprietors and other entrepreneurs to begin recording local performers, with rhythm and blues their preferred template.


In September 1959, the Jamaica Broadcasting Corporation (JBC) was established to counter RJR’s monopoly. As the sound system bosses increased the number of their official releases, both stations began upping Jamaican content. Weekly talent shows held at Kingston theatres were another part of the process, especially those staged by the journalist and actor Vere Johns, which were broadcast on RJR as Opportunity Knocks.


Laurel Aitken’s ‘Boogie Rock’, released in September 1959 by Dada Tewari, a prominent dry goods businessman of Indian extraction who owned the Tivoli Theatre, was the first locally recorded release to top the Jamaican radio charts. Aitken continued to rule with hits like ‘Boogie In My Bones’ and ‘Little Sheila’, both recorded for a young Chris Blackwell, then just getting his start in the music industry.


Blackwell spent his formative years in Jamaica and was educated at Harrow, an elite English public school, from which he was expelled for selling alcohol and cigarettes to fellow students. His mother, Blanche Lindo, descended from a high-flying mercantile, financier and planter family that had renounced their Judaism in the mid-nineteenth century, while his father, Joe Blackwell, was an officer in the Irish Guards and a distant relative of the family behind the hugely successful Crosse and Blackwell foods company.


Blackwell chose a non-conformist path at an early age. Sent to England to train as an accountant at Price Waterhouse, he abandoned the apprenticeship for a stab at professional gambling. Returning to Jamaica in 1955, Blackwell served briefly as aide-de-camp to the governor general, Sir Hugh Foot, but disliked Foot’s successor, Kenneth Blackman, so tried his hand at real estate, renting motor scooters to tourists in Ocho Rios, and operating the waterskiing concession at the Half Moon Hotel. Then, in the winter of 1958, a quartet led by blind Bermudan pianist Lance Hayward came to play at the hotel, leading Blackwell to issue the album At The Half Moon, recorded at Federal, with guitarist Ernest Ranglin featured on the B-side, officially inaugurating Island Records.


Edward Seaga also had important involvement in the island’s fledgling music industry, in tandem with his early political career. Of Lebanese, Scottish, Indian and African parentage, Seaga’s prominent family was bolstered by his father’s lucrative travel agency. After studying anthropology at Harvard, Seaga supervised the earliest known recordings of African-inspired religious folk music in Jamaica, embedding himself in a Revivalist community in Buxton Town, St Catherine, as well as Salt Lane and Denham Town in west Kingston, where African cultural practices involving spirit possession were retained, the recordings released by Ethnic Folkways as Folk Music Of Jamaica in 1956. Seaga started importing records from the USA shortly thereafter, and later began releasing popular Jamaican 45s through the West Indies Records Limited (WIRL) label. He scored a big hit with ‘Manny Oh’ by Trench Town duo Higgs and Wilson, which reached the Jamaican top ten in May 1960 (recorded at RJR prior to the construction of WIRL’s own studio on Bell Road, close to Federal), but Seaga had already been appointed to the Legislative Council by Bustamante, so he released music only sporadically. A cousin ran the studio after Seaga became more active in politics, until control passed to Guyanese businessman George Benson and his Jamaican associate Clifford Rae, and when Seaga began representing the volatile Kingston Western constituency in April 1962, he continued to hold district meetings at Chocomo Lawn as a means of maintaining core support, proof that music and politics were never far from each other in Kingston, as Perry would soon understand.


By the time Perry arrived in the capital, Duke Reid had already produced sizeable hits with the Jiving Juniors and the duo of Derrick Morgan and Patsy Todd, who modelled themselves after American sweetheart duo Shirley and Lee, as well as rhythm and blues instrumentals like ‘What Makes Honey’, ‘Joker’ and ‘Duke’s Cookies’. Since the sound system scene had always thrived on competition, Reid was also producing censorious songs where artists threw coded barbs at their rivals, as heard on Morgan’s ‘Leave Earth’, as well as the series of contentious hits he and Prince Buster later recorded, aiming boastful insults at each other on songs like ‘Black Head Chinaman’ and ‘Blazing Fire’, once Morgan began recording for Chinese-Jamaican producer Leslie Kong. Perry was captivated by this kind of vinyl jousting and was toying with the concept in lyrics he had formulated before travelling to Kingston, but when Perry offered something similar to the Duke, the response was not entirely positive.


‘Before me come to Kingston, me used to like those records where you call it “tracing”, passing on hot words,’ said Perry. ‘Like a sound want to prove which sound is the tougher and man want to prove which man is tougher, which man have more lyrics than the other. That is the type of thing that inspire me to come, and I want to be a part of that, but me never even want to talk about those days because it was ugly. Me go to Duke and him say him like me songs, but me is a country boy, me can’t sing.’


Perry said he was probably in Duke Reid’s camp for around six months, but Reid refused to record him. The rupture came one day at Federal after Reid relegated the lyrics of Perry’s rebuking ‘Rough And Tough’ to Stranger Cole, an upcoming hopeful whose brother Leroy was a selector on Reid’s sound system. Though Cole insists he wrote the song after being challenged by a romantic rival, the incident saw Perry aligning himself with Sir Coxsone’s camp, after a heated confrontation, in which Perry was walloped by the Duke.


‘Scratch came from country and was hearing all these local musics,’ said Dodd. ‘He wanted to get into the business, so he used to hang out by Duke’s session or my session. How we really get together that first time, Perry come by Federal and he and Duke in the focus. He explained to me that the song that going to record in there is a song that steal from him. He did sing it and rehearse fe him and Duke go record it over. So seeing he and Duke and some of the guys clash, I came in and pacify it, and realising he was outnumbered, I took him away from whatever was happening. I said, “In future, don’t sing your song to let people hear it, cos sometimes they will have a better voice and they’ll sing the song.” We had a good talk, then he went back to the country and when he came back, he stop visiting Duke and then started by me and in no time I created a little job for him.’


‘We join forces to drop a bigger guy who said he was the biggest guy in town, and we small guys, the little got big and make him feel it,’ said Perry. ‘The pressure with Duke, you couldn’t take it because Duke never have no sense about humanity, him just figure that him is a bully. You would be afraid of his gun. Though he’s not going to shoot you, he have his gun like a whip, and he can skin you. He thinks he’s the boss, but him have no feelings that you could go with him and enjoy yourself, and Mr Dodd, he’s always like a kid. So you can go to the people and share their thoughts and laugh, make your own entertainment. I think me was trailing the sound system too, that’s how I really reach to Coxsone. I come to reach Downbeat sound system and then me was with him all the while cause me like people who smart, and me was his sidekick. Me was driving with him everywhere, so when him have food, me have food. Me always have an angel who guide me, so my guardian angel always make sure that him find where me going to stay.’


After Dodd took ‘Little Lee’ under his wing, Perry found more acceptable digs in Vineyard Town, east Kingston, one of the middling working-class districts that formed a buffer zone between the cramped warrens of the downtown trouble spots and the exclusive residences uptown. In the distant shadow of Long Mountain, it was a considerable improvement on Dog Park, though still well below the uptown dividing line.


Although Perry began at the bottom in Dodd’s stable, running errands and fulfilling whatever odd jobs he was allocated, Dodd could see Perry’s potential in ways that Reid could not, and Perry liked the fact that Sir Coxsone’s Downbeat was the underdog.


‘Duke Reid was bigger than Coxsone in sound system. Coxsone was like a little chicken and Duke Reid was like a big dog, but me discover it was easier to deal with Coxsone than to deal with Duke, so me start up a thing with Coxsone, saying, “Make we beat him down like a David and Goliath affair”, and that’s what we do to Duke Reid: mash him up, hit him with an invisible rock.’


Dodd described Perry as a handyman, though Perry saw himself as a gopher, tasked with the delivery and collection of recorded material that was pressed at Federal, and other mundanities, but his contributions would soon become more important.


‘I was getting his records pressed and getting them delivered to the shop, going to the shop and take orders, go to the record factory, get the labels, and order the amount of records that me think can sell.’


Releasing music officially since 1959, Dodd began with the hard blues of Jackie Estick’s ‘My Baby’, the sentimental ‘I Love You’ by Bunny and Skitter, and a rousing shuffle take of Glenn Miller’s ‘Little Brown Jug’ (as ‘Shufflin Jug’), the latter by Clue J and the Blues Blasters, who provided backing on Dodd’s early sessions. Later, Theophilus Beckford’s ‘Easy Snappin’ prefaced a new direction by shifting emphasis to the afterbeat. With such material, after Dodd had spent years building up the Downbeat sound, now Perry furthered the process by delivering vinyl, fresh off the press, and observing which new tunes were popular when aired at sound system events. He was neither selector nor operator of the sound, as has been reported elsewhere, and was not involved in transporting or setting up the sound equipment.


‘I might go at certain times to see what was happening or bring new songs to give to the selector to play,’ said Perry. ‘I would check the direction of the people: if it’s this cut we want or that cut we want, or if you like this one, maybe we should make another cut of it.’


As part of Dodd’s entourage, Perry made many important musical and social connections, sparking a friendship with the singer and tailor Clancy Eccles, and the sound system ‘box boy’ George Phillips, who would help string up the set at Downbeat’s dances, later producing records under the alias Phil Pratt.


One day, Dodd acquainted Perry with Back-O-Wall, where he first smoked marijuana, the ‘wisdom weed’, known locally as ganja, which he would later use habitually, with dramatic effects.


‘When me first smoke herb is when me did come to Kingston when I was twenty-five and it make me feel like I wasn’t on this earth anymore, take me into a higher heights that me think me gone crazy. Me go with Coxsone to Back-O-Wall, there was a guy named Frankie round there, one of Coxsone’s friends, so we visit every Sunday, and it was there me smoke herb, the first time, as a spliff. I wasn’t here anymore for maybe half an hour until I come back on planet earth. I don’t know where I went, but if I would even try to walk, maybe I would be stepping high.’


A few weeks after bagging his newfound employment, Perry auditioned at the shop and rehearsal space Dodd ran near the Ward Theatre, performing a song called ‘Chicken Scratch’, inspired by a dance step that mimicked the movements of a chicken foraging for food, which was a popular move in Jamaica.


‘He auditioned with a song called “Chicken Scratch” and that’s how he got the name, but they didn’t take him because Coxsone said he wasn’t any good, and we were all laughing because we didn’t think he could sing,’ said future Gaylads leader B. B. Seaton, who would later become one of Dodd’s most trusted pair of ears as auditions supervisor. ‘We started calling him “Chicken Scratch” until it come down to “Scratch”, but he stayed with Coxsone and started to be like a handyman.’


Despite the rejection, Dodd tested Perry’s ability in the studio shortly thereafter, cutting ‘Chicken Scratch’ at a Federal session using the core musicians who would later form the Skatalites. Though not released on vinyl at the time, it was a popular sound system special.


Perry moved to 1¾ Water Street in Allman Town, another modest midtown neighbourhood a bit further west, where the streets were narrower and more immediately urban, renting a room that was conveniently located near Clement Dodd’s home; his estranged wife Tootsie briefly joined him there, but the relationship could not be rekindled.


‘I was expecting her to come back. I did love her, definitely, and I say, “I going to wait and see if she want to come back”, but when she come back, it could not work,’ said Perry. ‘We were waiting to get the truth, then we don’t have to wait anymore.’


Now Perry was firmly in the lines of Dodd’s defenders, men who were employed not only to protect the Downbeat sound from rival sabotage, but to ensure that it stayed at the forefront by learning which songs were popular on other sounds, just as Prince Buster had done for Dodd before setting up his rival Voice of the People outfit, and Perry quickly understood that observing the action undetected was a necessary skill.


‘You go to the dance where other people playing and listen to the songs, what the people like more, so you know exactly what goes down or what you’re supposed to throw. Like you had King Edwards’ big sound system, then you pass by and listen to what he’s playing that you don’t have, and if me know a song that the people like, me just tell Coxsone, “They like this one”, so that we can version it somehow.’


One night a Downbeat dance at Forester’s Hall had been infiltrated by Duke Reid’s heavies. A fight broke out that soon turned ugly, so Dodd fled the premises while Perry was given a knockout punch. Prince Buster, Dodd’s mutinous former ally, appeared just in time, dragging the unconscious Perry to safety after a considerable battle with his attackers.


‘Even now, them call me Friend of the Underdog,’ said Buster. ‘It was their dance, but I wasn’t with Coxsone anymore. I really helped Perry out there and I guess that must have brought me and him closer. People in Jamaica will tell you that most of the fights or problems I get into wasn’t from me. I’m always defending somebody.’


Born Cecil Bustamante Campbell, Buster was a downtown street tough from a staunch JLP-supporting family. Dodd made an initial approach after seeing him chase a notorious gangster called Mean Stick down Luke Lane with his knife drawn. As a follower of Tom the Great Sebastian, Buster held vengeful feelings against Duke Reid since Reid’s thugs had chased Tom out of the downtown area. Trained as a professional boxer, he helped fend off the saboteurs and was adept at spying, venturing into rival territory to identify what the competition was playing, but once he broke away from Dodd, Buster provided serious opposition himself.


Tired of taking repeated blows and knife wounds for a man that kept himself far from danger and was not always known for fair payment, Buster planned a record-buying trip to the US in 1959 but moved into record production after Dodd’s father-in-law, a trade union official, had him deselected from the work gang, recording ‘Little Honey’ and Rico Rodriguez’s trombone instrumental ‘Luke Lane Shuffle’ at JBC. Based at 36 Charles Street, below Orange Street, he would later give Reid a helping hand by producing songs for him like Rico’s ‘Let George Do It’.


Buster’s first hit, the Folkes Brothers’ ‘Oh Carolina’, was a truly monumental recording. With the lyrics of a love song and the music in shuffle mode, Buster’s masterstroke was the inclusion of Count Ossie’s drumming troupe, which really set the song apart, their Nyabinghi drumming carrying forgotten echoes of an African past.


When Buster first visited Ossie’s encampment in the Wareika Hills above east Kingston, the master drummer is said to have feared that Buster was trying to ridicule him, so deep was society’s prejudice against the Rastafari, or any Jamaican expressing awareness of an African identity, but Buster persisted and recorded the Count, despite Reid’s best efforts to sabotage the recording session by double-booking JBC. Through exposure at sound system dances, popular demand for the song grew so great that both RJR and JBC had to overturn their airtime bans.


After fulfilling Buster’s abandoned role as an infiltrator of rival sound systems, Perry began slowly rising in the ranks and was soon conducting auditions for Dodd himself every Sunday, though Perry said noteworthy talent could be spotted anytime.


‘If on a Monday we see a guy on the street, we go and arrest him on the street and bring him in.’


One of Perry’s greatest finds was the Maytals, the vocal trio that Toots Hibbert, Jerry Matthias and Raleigh Gordon formed after meeting in a Trench Town barbershop, where Toots worked. As a trio, they were distinguished by the emotional gospel underpinning of Toots’ lead, since both his parents were preachers back in his hometown of May Pen, Clarendon. The sound was so powerful and striking that when the group auditioned at Dodd’s shop on Orange Street one Sunday, Perry told Dodd to record them right away and they were soon belting out the hits.


‘Scratch always work for these people,’ said Toots. ‘He tell them, “Go listen what Toots have, go listen what the other guy have.” That’s what he have to do with it.’


Debut single ‘Hallelujah’ and follow-up ‘Fever’ were sizeable hits, as was the later ‘Six And Seven Books Of Moses’, a song referencing mysterious occult texts which Perry said he earmarked, but it turned out to be their last hit for Dodd, since they left his stable in 1964 to record for Prince Buster.


By then, Jamaican music was moving away from the pervasive influence of rhythm and blues. During the struggle for independence and its immediate aftermath, Jamaican musicians and record producers were striving to create a form of music they could truly claim as their own.


The wake-up call came in ska, an infectious new beat that was harder, faster and generally more Jamaican than the local variant of rhythm and blues that dominated in the late 1950s and early ’60s. Although most early ska vocal songs retained echoes of rhythm and blues beneath the quirky beat, ska gradually became more uptempo, characterised by wild drumming and full horn sections utilising adventurous jazz arrangements, and a number of important players came to the fore in the process. On upright bass, Clue J was superseded by Lloyd Brevett, a tall young man from Jones Town, taught to play by his father David, the bassist of a big jazz band. Drummer Arkland ‘Drumbago’ Parks gave way to Portland-born Lloyd Knibb, a hugely inspired player that punctuated his patterns with furious rimshots and even adapted Burru rhythms on his drum kit. The gifted guitarist Ernest Ranglin acted as Federal’s musical arranger, his expressive lead lines gracing many a tune, while his understudy Jerome Haynes, known as Jah Jerry, was more reliable on rhythm guitar. Keyboardists Cecil Lloyd and Aubrey Adams were part of the old guard that were being supplanted by Theophilus Beckford, Aubrey’s nephew Gladstone Anderson and the teenaged Jackie Mittoo, the latter an organ specialist who would prove a gifted arranger too. Saxophonists Tommy McCook and Roland Alphonso were both extremely talented, as was Carl ‘Cannonball’ Bryan and the young Lester Sterling. Trombonist Don Drummond was a major creative force whose minor-key melodies pointed to his troubled emotional state, and his protégé, Rico Rodriguez, built a solid reputation playing in the Rastafari community. Baba Brooks and Johnny Moore were the trumpeters most in demand, and Charles Cameron an expressive harmonica player, known as Charlie Organaire. Most of the horn players learned their craft at the Alpha Boys School, a Catholic reform institution for children whose parents could not care for them, located on South Camp Road, a strict training ground for the island’s leading jazz musicians under Sister Ignatius, a jazz fan who ran her own sound system.


In different configurations, these musicians recorded for all the leading producers, being variously credited as the Baba Brooks Band, the King Edwards All Stars, Drumbago’s Band, and so on, but their work for Clement Dodd was arguably the most important, and once he convinced Tommy McCook to lead an all-star group, officially christened the Skatalites in June 1964, they became the band that defined the genre. Centred on the nucleus of Knibb, Brevett, Jah Jerry, Mittoo, McCook, Alphonso and Drummond, other members drifted in and out of the group.


By the time Perry began working for Dodd, he had plenty of material of his own, some dating from before his arrival in Kingston. He was fond of grafting lyrics onto adapted folksongs and traditional melodies, but Dodd was still hesitant to record him, fearing Perry’s voice lacked training and sounded too provincial.


Instead, Dodd felt more confident in Perry’s songwriting ability, especially his combative work, and thus began using Perry’s lyrics for other upcoming artists, Perry occasionally playing the odd bit of percussion on Dodd’s productions too.


Delroy Wilson was Jamaica’s first child star, recording for Dodd in the high-pitched voice of adolescence when he was only thirteen years old. Perry wrote ‘Joe Lieges’, which Wilson recorded, as a direct reply to Prince Buster’s ‘They Got To Come’, which lamented bad-minded people who wanted to see him fail; as Buster was trying to steal Dodd’s lieges or glory from him, Perry came up with the scathing lyrics, which he later said were about ‘people who just want to take and don’t want to give’. Similarly, ‘I Shall Not Remove’, based on a spiritual, was also aimed at Buster, while ‘Spit In The Sky’, which B. B. Seaton said he co-wrote with Perry, reprimanded through the use of proverbs.


‘Buster was trying a little thing. At that time he was looking like a personal fight, so Mr Dodd have to use Delroy Wilson to trace him back,’ said Perry. ‘It was a little joke fight because when it comes to battling, Mr Dodd always have a thing to do with words. He sees words as funny and I see words funny as well, so we always want to add another word to it to make it match and rhyme, and we become a battle-axe. That is the way him is: when he say, “One,” I say, “Two,” and we build up on it.’


There was also ‘Lion Of Judah’, which Wilson recorded. Similar to Jimmy Cliff’s ‘King Of Kings’ and an unrelated Laurel Aitken song with the same title, ‘Lion Of Judah’ adapted a Christian hymn, making coded reference to the growing importance of Rastafari; Perry said he brought the concept to Dodd and wanted to record it himself, but Dodd gave the song to Wilson and failed to acknowledged Perry as the songwriter.


Shenley Duffus, an accomplished tenor with a broad vocal range, was heavily influenced by American blues and soul singers like Big Joe Turner, Louis Jordan and Ben E. King. Arriving at Dodd’s camp in late 1962, he and Perry began collaborating too, beginning a lasting friendship and musical association. Perry had a hand in Duffus’ debut success for Dodd, ‘What A Disaster’, which addressed the vinyl feud between Prince Buster and Derrick Morgan. ‘Fret Man Fret’ was another joint creation aimed at Buster, ‘Doreen’ took aim at a girlfriend and ‘Give To Get’ reminded that you reap what you sow.


‘Lee Perry was one of the best “banton” writers in Jamaica,’ said Duffus. ‘He give you all kinds of ideas: rhythmic, lyric. When Perry’s around, you can look for hit songs.’


Perry also wrote the broken-hearted ‘Leticia’, but Dodd changed the title to ‘Lolita’ and had popular singer Roy Panton voice it instead. The constant rejection was tiring, especially when Dodd’s name appeared in songwriting credits.


When Dodd finally allowed Perry to record some songs himself in 1963, his first efforts continued to attack the competition, especially Prince Buster. ‘Mad Head’ was a parody of Buster’s ‘Madness’; ‘Prince Is In The Back’ used proverbs to suggest that the Prince’s break with Dodd was hasty; ‘Don’t Copy’ accused him of plagiarism, labelled him a Judas Priest and derisively referenced the feud with Morgan; ‘Prince And The Duke’ said that he copied Duke Reid, and ‘Royalty’ claimed that Reid rescued Buster from the gutter. In contrast, ‘Old For New’, which Perry said was the first to be recorded, used proverbs to warn against hastily ending relationships, the lyrics broken by understated saxophone solos, and ‘Bad Minded People’ a general warning against maliciousness with a plaintive harmonica break. Similarly, the spirited ‘Never Get Weary’ was a ska hymn proclaiming determination, and the moralism of ‘Can’t Be Wrong’ was introduced by a horn pastiche of the ‘London Bridge’ nursery rhyme, while ‘Man And Wife’ was a half-sung tale of familial infidelity and ‘Chatty Chatty Woman’ dissed a blabbermouth.


Each of these early sorties was marked by the slow shuffle of Jamaican rhythm and blues as it edged closer to full-blown ska, typically backed by restrained drum patterns and loping acoustic basslines, with harmonica, saxophone or trumpet solos breaking things up. There was an innocence about the music and Perry’s vocals were decidedly rough-hewn, justifying Dodd’s wariness in places, but his wit made up for the occasional lapse during tense recording sessions where everything was captured live by one microphone. Most of the songs were issued abroad on the R&B and Ska Beat labels that Rita and Benny Izons ran from their record shop in London’s Stamford Hill, and a few surfaced on Island, which Chris Blackwell moved to London following Jamaica’s independence.


Then, in October 1963, the opening of the Jamaica Recording and Publishing Studio Limited, popularly known as Studio One, allowed Clement Dodd better control of his output and the ability to increase the production schedule. Located at 13 Brentford Road, near the Carib Theatre in the Cross Roads business district, at the site of a former nightclub called The End, it was very much a family operation, with Dodd’s father assisting with its creation and cousin Sid Bucknor installing the recording equipment, including Federal’s original monophonic machine.


The arrival of the Wailers soon increased Dodd’s fortunes and Perry was a significant part of the process. Mentored in vocal harmony by Joe Higgs of Higgs and Wilson, the Trench Town-based group came to Studio One as the unruly five-piece of Bob Marley, Peter Tosh, Neville Livingston, Junior Braithwaite and Cherry Green, who alternated with Beverley Kelso on early recordings. Perry was tasked with promoting singles of theirs, such as ‘It Hurts To Be Alone’, which he distributed to other sound systems as a blank label pre-release, stimulating serious demand. The group joined the growing roster of Studio One success stories, making a swift impact on the scene under Dodd’s tutelage, and Dodd acted as a surrogate father to Marley for a time, housing him in a small room adjoining the studio.


The years 1964 and ’65 constituted a period of refinement for both Perry and the Wailers at Studio One, which now had a two-track recorder. The group was strengthening their output, becoming more competent as songwriters, and clarifying their direction through an unbeatable series of hits. After Junior Braithwaite joined his family in Chicago in September 1964, Beverley Kelso and Cherry Green drifted away, leaving the robust core of Marley, Tosh and Livingston (the latter better known as Bunny Wailer).


As the ska pace picked up, Perry’s recorded output showed significant progression. Now recording and performing as King Perry or King Scratch, ‘Mother In Law’ was one of the first he tried to the faster ska beat, howling frenziedly as he implored his mother-in-law to mind her own business. The song became a highlight of his guest spots with the Skatalites at the popular Sunday afternoon sessions Dodd held at the Gold Coast Beach in Bull Bay, about eight miles east of Kingston, where Perry also played percussion with the group; he was also part of the revue they backed at the Success Club in July 1964, along with Delroy Wilson, Doreen Shaefer and Barbadian singer Jackie Opel, who was then in high demand.


Songs like ‘Help The Weak’ and ‘Wishes Of The Wicked’ attacked social injustice rather than Dodd’s rivals; other singles, featuring the vocal backing of female duo the Dynamites, showed an emerging individuality as Perry became more comfortable in the studio environment. For instance, ‘John Tom’ described a visit to a traditional healer to cure an aching back, ‘Trial And Crosses’ was another ska hymn, ‘Gumma’ used proverbs to warn of life’s hardships, and ‘By Saint Peter’ related Bible stories to a bouncing ska beat, using a call-and-response framework with the Dynamites, broken up by an energetic trumpet solo.


Perry also recorded with the Soulettes, a popular trio comprised of Bob Marley’s future wife, Rita Anderson, her cousin Constantine ‘Vision’ Walker, and their friend, Merlene ‘Precious’ Gifford. They are credited on the popular ‘Please Don’t Go’, where Perry refuted an errant lover’s pleas, and are present on ‘Roast Duck’, its title a slang term connoting rear-entry sex, from a glut of rude records he began voicing in late 1964.


On New Year’s Day 1965, the music world was rocked by the news that Don Drummond had murdered his girlfriend, the rhumba dancer Margarita Mahfood, and was incarcerated at Bellevue, Jamaica’s psychiatric hospital. The Skatalites tried to soldier on without him, backing the Wailers, the Soulettes, the Maytals, Joe Higgs, Delroy Wilson and other artists at an Ash Wednesday gala held at the Ward Theatre on 3 March, where King Scratch made a hapless guest appearance, performing a rendition of ‘Roast Duck’ with the Soulettes that totally bombed.


‘Scratch was just a right-hand [man] for Coxsone when he had auditions. One day he said he had a song to do and everybody was amused by it, so we sing the background on it,’ said Rita Marley. ‘We did a concert with him at the Ward Theatre, singing “Roast Duck”, but were stoned off stage because nobody knew Lee Perry as a singer. It was his first appearance and everyone said, “Get off the stage!”’


‘The audience never like it because Jamaican people never like my music until foreign people start to like it,’ said Perry. ‘I know these people wasn’t ready for me, but I still have to test them.’


Similarly suggestive work of the period includes ‘Hold Down’, the first of many to use food as a metaphor for sex – in this case, Perry sang of a woman who had eaten too much ‘honey’ – and ‘Open Up (Cook Book)’, which used more blatant innuendo. By the time Perry recorded the despicable ‘Rape Bait’, reconfiguring folk song ‘Jane Ann And The Pumpkin’ to nefarious ends, he was steadily gaining a reputation as one of the slackest singers on the island.


Thankfully, Perry was never one to be stuck in the same groove for too long, and not all the material he created in this period was slack. For instance, his version of Dee Clarke’s pop-tinged rhythm and blues hit ‘Just Keep It Up’ was a mournful tirade by a heartbroken lover. In contrast, ‘Deacon Johnson’ and ‘Tackoo’ evidenced Perry’s backwoods origins, his lead vocal and the Dynamites’ harmonies steeped in the expressions of countryfolk; the latter title was a patois term for fool, the song directed at an errant girlfriend. ‘Hand To Hand’, with the Wailers on harmony, again had a spiritual feel, another ode to the determination that would lead to the vanquishing of his enemies; infused with hidden meanings, it hinted at the dramatic potential of the musical connection between Perry and the group.


Following the break-up of the Skatalites in August 1965, Roland Alphonso formed the Soul Brothers with Jackie Mittoo at Studio One, and Tommy McCook defected to Duke Reid, forming the Supersonics with Lloyd Knibb as the house band for Reid’s newly opened Treasure Isle studio, heightening their rivalry.


At the end of September, Perry enjoyed top billing at the grand reopening of the Brown Jug club in Ocho Rios, backed by the Soul Brothers along with Marcia Griffiths and Delroy Wilson, but such on-stage elevation was not sustained. Although he would continue to make guest spots with the Soul Brothers at Dodd’s regular Sunday live events, Perry was having greater success behind the scenes, helping to shape Dodd’s recording sessions and continuing to audition artists with Jackie Mittoo, such as future Ethiopians lead singer Leonard Dillon, another artist Perry greenlighted after Peter Tosh brought him for an audition.


Other vinyl efforts that surfaced in late 1965 and early ’66 include a forgotten dance number called ‘Do The Push Push’, heavily laden with sensual imagery that lingered on every note, and ‘Sugar Bag’, alluding to the hidden sweetness of a woman. Yet, like so much of his work at Studio One, these songs made little impact.


Somewhere along the way, Pauline Morrison came into Perry’s life. He had often seen the enticing and secretive young woman from Trench Town loitering outside the Gold Coast, looking for a way to sneak in, her high cheekbones and mysterious air impossible to resist. On a particular Sunday in 1965, Perry thus enabled her entry, beginning their relationship at a time when she was a teenager and he was approaching 30, and she soon moved into his rented room at Water Street.


Pauline was an underprivileged girl from the ghetto, already hardened by Kingston life. Perry learned that her family came from a village on the Portland side of the Blue Mountains in eastern Jamaica, where her grandmother, Miss Hilda, was a domestic worker for wealthy white landowners. Pauline had a young son named Derrick, but the relationship with his father did not last and the boy was mostly cared for by her older sister; much later, Perry would understand that, even at this tender age, Pauline had been romantically involved with other singers before him.


When Pauline gave birth to a daughter named Michelle at Jubilee Public Hospital on 17 January 1966, Perry accepted the task of raising her as though she was his own, despite not knowing who the biological father was.


‘I don’t know if the child is for Toots or Lord Tanamo or for who. Later on I find out that she was Toots’ girlfriend in Trench Town and Lord Tanamo was Pauline’s boyfriend too.’


Perry sent for his younger sister Girlie to help care for the newborn, so she stayed at Water Street for about three months before returning to Hanover, and it was already obvious that Perry’s relationship with Pauline was as volatile as it was passionate. Though they quickly grew close to one another in the fiery confines of their love, they would also endure stormy periods of problematic unrest.


Perry continued working closely with the Wailers and the Soulettes at this time, strengthening a bond that would bear all manner of fruit in years to come. They performed together at the upscale Bournemouth Club at Bournemouth Beach in east Kingston on 30 January as the Wailers enjoyed the continued success of ‘I’m Gonna Put It On’, a rousing ska underpinned by raw spiritual energy, which was reportedly spun repeatedly at Bob and Rita’s wedding on 11 February. Since advances in multi-track technology allowed for rhythm tracks to be reused for different purposes, Perry manipulated the ‘Put It On’ rhythm for ‘Rub And Squeeze’, another risqué number backed by the Soulettes. His ‘Doctor Dick’ made Lord Kitchener’s innuendo-laden calypso ‘Doctor Kitch’ even more blatant in a ska arrangement, and the popular ‘Pussy Galore’ was similarly slack, a paean to the heroine of Goldfinger (the character reportedly inspired by Blanche Lindo); the latter featured the Wailers on backing vocals and made use of an alternate take of their ska medley, titled ‘Rude Boy’, another of the songs Perry helped arrange, its unusual structure placing an adapted line from the Impressions’ ‘I’ve Got To Keep On Moving’ in the middle of a string of Jamaican proverbs.


‘Rude Boy’ was named in reference to the growing problem of hoodlums perpetrating wanton violence in Kingston, though the track was more coded than overt. In contrast, Perry’s ‘Run Rudie Run’, with the Gaylads on backing vocals, was one of the first to directly comment on the phenomenon in song.


These disenfranchised citizens had crept forth from the ghettos since the late 1950s to form fearsome gangs that terrorised the city. Inspired by hyper-real displays of cinematic violence regularly screened at downtown cinemas like the Rialto and the Majestic, the rude boys sought to emulate their movie heroes by bashing, slashing and shooting their way to the glory of a short-lived retribution, taking what society had denied them by the most direct and brutal means. Some rudies were recruited by sound system proprietors as ‘dance crashers’; they would smash up a rival dance, destroy the equipment and beat, knife or rape audience members. Others began to commit random crimes just for the hell of it.


By the mid-1960s, larger gangs with an evident hierarchy had formed. Most began through the bonds of loose kinship in overcrowded communities with few employment opportunities and little state support, taking on territorialised dimensions through political patronage.


When Edward Seaga began bulldozing Back-O-Wall in February 1966 as Minister of Development and Welfare, he turned to the Phoenix gang of neighbouring Denham Town for support because Back-O-Wall was then a PNP stronghold with the Spanglers gang at the heart of it. Thousands of people were displaced to build Tivoli Gardens, Jamaica’s first government-backed housing scheme, which was subsequently populated by JLP supporters, kept loyal to the party by the ‘enforcers’ of the Phoenix gang (later known as the Shower Posse); the Spanglers moved half a dozen blocks east, to Mathews Lane, where they acted as PNP enforcers. The result was a steady escalation of violence, culminating in the declaration of a month-long State of Emergency in October, making life all the more challenging in the capital.


Shortly after his wedding to Rita, Bob Marley travelled to Delaware, where his mother had settled. He was thus absent when Haile Selassie made an official state visit to Jamaica on 21 April 1966, which had profound effects on the Rastafari faithful, as well as both Rita and Perry. Tens of thousands were present when the imperial plane landed at Kingston’s Palisadoes Airport, and although Perry only glimpsed Selassie when the imperial motorcade passed along Windward Road, he was greatly struck by the magnitude of the event.


‘I saw him when he came to Kingston in 1966. 12,000 Rastas were waiting for him at the airport. The prophecy said that one morning a single white dove would fly over the assembled Rastas, followed by a short shower of benediction. His plane came from the East, coming out of the dawn and it rained when the plane landed. The chalices were being passed around and people were smoking herb with our flags, our rockets, our spliffs and our music, and above all the Abeng horn that was the rallying instrument of the Maroons in the bush two centuries ago.’2


Rita Marley said that when Selassie’s motorcade passed, she saw the stigmata on his waving hand and converted on the spot. Although Perry had not yet embraced the faith outwardly, the Emperor’s visit made a deep impression, and he began to listen to Rastafari reasoning with greater interest. Inwardly, he recognised something in Selassie, whom he resembled physically.


‘When His Majesty come, I was living at Water Street and I just see it,’ said Perry. ‘Me stay in the back and see him pass and everything, but I know that it’s not the first time that I see this man. Me see this man long, long time and know who this man is from ever since, so me no have to worry. Me just look exactly like the man me think me should look like.’


Since his arrival in Kingston, Perry had undertaken much personal growth and his social status had slowly risen, but he resented the glory that Dodd reaped by the sweat of his brow. He thus took some time out to look into himself and understood that the state of affairs could not continue. A breeze of change was blowing in his direction, and as he pondered on that breeze, he realised that he needed to move on.







CHAPTER THREE



Give Me Justice:
The Upsetter Emerges


In the latter half of 1966, Lee Perry was increasingly frustrated by his situation at Studio One. He had been instrumental in facilitating Dodd’s rise from underrated challenger to virtual ruler and was a crucial force in shaping his recorded output, as well as helping Sir Coxsone’s Downbeat to maintain its dominance. Once Dodd began recording local artists in earnest, Perry’s ear for talent often brought the biggest-selling acts, and although Dodd managed groups like the Maytals and the Wailers, their growing popularity owed much to Perry’s largely unseen efforts.


Perry had voiced over thirty tunes for Dodd, but some were left in the can. Dodd thought nothing of giving Perry’s lyrics to younger singers and did not always credit him properly, the lack of proper financial reward irksome, the irregular acknowledgement a deeper sting.


‘He think me can’t sing neither,’ Perry lamented. ‘Me have a lot of songs that they take from me and not even my name was written as the writer. They just take them because me is a country boy and me can’t say anything, otherwise they would beat me up. They respect the words and respect the sounds, but not me.’


Another bone of contention was Dodd’s initial disapproval of music expressing Rastafari sentiment. Most of the musicians and a growing number of singers adhered to the faith, and although Dodd was not as anti-Rasta as Duke Reid, who retained a blanket policy against Rastafari music for the whole of his career, Dodd was also against songs openly expressing such beliefs because of a strong Christian orientation, and marijuana was taboo in the studio when Dodd was around, though he would later soften on both issues.


‘He don’t smoke ganja and don’t like people who smoke ganja,’ said Perry, ‘and those people that sing about Rastafari, he don’t want to have anything to do with them.’


Perry said that he and Jackie Mittoo were responsible for much of the music coming out of Studio One in this phase. They had become close friends and drinking buddies, but their input was not adequately acknowledged by the increasingly absent Dodd.


‘Jackie and me was friends and we was travelling together like pals. Him was addicted to white rum and me actually was addicted to it too, so we becomes partners: me not going to go home without him and he’s not going to go home without me. Most of the time, when Coxsone’s away, he don’t know that it’s mostly me and Mittoo making music.’


Already over thirty years of age, Perry felt worsening resentment at the lack of recognition and repayment. Thinking back over his meandering teen years, he remembered the joy of being in the limelight at the domino games and dance tournaments, where he received due recognition, but now there was a quietly seething bitterness. The unseen spirit that had guided Perry to Kingston was gently urging him to step away from Dodd, despite their friendship and close working relationship.


‘The payment that he was giving me wasn’t no great payment that could pay the rent or even support me, much less to have a girlfriend, so I wasn’t really getting any justice. Through we are friends, we go out together. Him wake me every morning and him not going to travel without me, and at night, sometimes we come back at four o’clock and him drop me, as we live at the same street. Him was just a friend, so I don’t think him think that the friend need any money, cos if me go to his home, me can have dinner and tea and everything there. The little pocket money was OK, but him didn’t think that me needed anything more than that, so that’s where him make a mistake and that’s why me leave him. He was a lovely person, but he was actually too mean. Then me decide that me going to upset him, so me tell him that me gone to visit my mother, but I didn’t go to my mother, I go to the studio to upset him.’


Recorded clandestinely at Studio One, ‘Give Me Justice’ was an impassioned plea for the fair dealing denied him, the first of several songs aimed directly at Dodd’s head. ‘Why take advantage of the innocent ones?’ Perry sang forcefully over the bouncing ska rhythm, ‘soon it will be a change of plan … Give me justice!’


The song marked his departure from Studio One, but Perry never forgot that Dodd agreed to record him before anyone else.


‘I don’t have a reason to hate Mr Dodd. What I do is upset him and teach him a lesson, and I did really even forgive him as well. Duke Reid didn’t give me no chance – he take all me tunes – but even if Coxsone only give me one pound a week, it doesn’t matter. I was just giving Mr Dodd my service and he was giving me some food because me didn’t have any at the time. Me get to that me not sleeping in the tailor shop anymore. I could afford to rent a place, whatsoever little money he give me and what little me can achieve for my side, me can make it and me live. If I was waiting on Duke Reid I would still be in the tailor shop, so though it was one little money Mr Dodd was giving me, my word was going out on record.’


‘Give Me Justice’ was relegated to the B-side of ‘Such A Good Wood Man’, Perry’s innuendo-laden tale about an unfaithful wife, notable for recurrent, out-of-tune piano chords. Credited to Lee King Perry, it was one of the first releases on the Sir JJ label, run by jukebox supplier Karl Johnson from his record shop on Orange Street. Johnson came from a prominent, if atypical, family: his father, Bromley, was a self-made man who worked his way up from humble beginnings as a butcher and shopkeeper to run the successful Magnet Bus Company; his brother Copley opened the popular Johnson’s Drive Inn restaurant and entertainment venue in Half Way Tree in the 1950s, where Teenage Dance Party was held; and another brother, Millard, attempted to revive Marcus Garvey’s radical People’s Political Party or PPP in 1960, but relocated to Africa following the party’s thorough defeat in 1962.


The Sir JJ single was licenced to Ska Beat in England (as ‘The Woodman’) but had little impact in either territory, and although Perry never worked with Johnson again, it indicated the kind of freedom that was being denied him under Dodd’s thumb, both in the musical experimentation of ‘Such A Good Wood Man’ and the frank admonishments of ‘Give Me Justice’.


Towards the end of 1966, a new style was ruling the Jamaican charts as the frantic pace of the ska era gave way to the slower, more spacious rock steady, with singers such as Hopeton Lewis, Alton Ellis and Roy Shirley backed by smaller, studio-based ensembles rather than the big-band jazz of ska. Rock steady increased emphasis on lead guitar and keyboards as horn sections were diminished or dismissed, rendering a less cluttered sound influenced by soul groups like the Impressions, as heard in the exquisite harmony of the Melodians, the Techniques, the Paragons, and the Jamaicans.


A small coterie of interrelated players maintained rock steady’s core: at Treasure Isle, Tommy McCook’s recruitment of the young Jackie Jackson helped define the new style, his melodic basslines drawing on the methods of James Jamerson at Motown; at Studio One, Roland Alphonso was working with understated bassist Brian Atkinson and drummer Joe Isaacs in the Soul Brothers. Other important groups included the Jets, led by Trinidadian guitarist Lynn Taitt, and the Caribbeats, led by guitarist Bobby Aitken, the younger brother of Laurel.


Taitt arrived in Jamaica to back Lord Melody and other calypso singers at Jamaica’s independence celebrations and remained on the island after the tour manager disappeared with the wages. Playing and recording with leading ska groups, Taitt formed the Comets, and later, the Jets, with Atkinson, Isaacs, Treasure Isle pianist Gladdy Anderson, and organ specialist Winston ‘Brubeck’ Wright. Contracted to Federal, they played on Hopeton Lewis’ ‘Take It Easy’, a huge hit that helped inaugurate the rock steady genre, marked out by Taitt’s intricate picking style, which was influenced by the steel pan melodies he played in Trinidad before picking up the guitar.


Guitarist Linford ‘Hux’ Brown passed through the Soul Brothers and the Supersonics before joining Taitt’s studio band as a rhythm guitarist. Adept at lead as well as rhythm guitar, his Hofner was ubiquitous, especially after Taitt taught him how to ska with all six strings, and how the use of heavier strings would give a deeper, more resonant tone for solos.


Drummer Winston Grennan was an important part of the Caribbeats, his patterns retaining dramatic tension despite rock steady’s slower pace, informed by religious and folkloric forms. He also played in the Supersonics and at Studio One, meeting Lee Perry at Dodd’s Muzik City premises.


Hugh Malcolm was a rival drummer with a unique style, active since the ska days. While Grennan’s idiosyncrasy was to place his cymbals behind his drum kit, Malcolm sometimes wound furious drumrolls to impart a sense of urgency.


With the rock steady beat creating new buoyancy, Perry was anxious to return to the studio, but did not have much money to hand, nor an outlet for his product, leading to new alliances and freelance projects throughout 1967 as he sought to find his feet away from Studio One. Financial considerations were becoming more concretely important too, as his domestic responsibilities were increasing. He had moved his family to a larger place on Johnson Terrace in Rollington Town, another midtown neighbourhood of modest homes in east Kingston, to make way for a new family member: Pauline gave birth to Marvin Hugh, Lee Perry’s first child, on 11 April 1967. Initially nicknamed Django after the antihero of Sergio Corbucci’s bloody spaghetti western, Pauline later gave Marvin the pet name Sean, after Sean Connery of James Bond fame.


Despite dissing him repeatedly on the early vinyl sorties for Dodd, Perry then began collaborating closely with Prince Buster, basing himself for a time at Buster’s Record Shack on Charles Street. Buster brought Perry to Federal to voice two languorous love songs, ‘Give It To Me’ and ‘Call On Me’, the latter featuring a driving horn fanfare and a wistful harmonica break, but both failed to hit, as did the Prince’s ‘Bitter With The Sweet’, a rollicking rock steady addressing life’s ups and downs, with Perry on backing vocals. However, a trio of collaborations addressing the ongoing ‘Rude Boy’ issue were more artistically and commercially successful, the most far-reaching being the epic courtroom drama, ‘Judge Dread’.


The Prince had already made an oblique reference to the problem on ‘Rude Rude Rudee’ (aka ‘Don’t Throw Stones’) and consigned the rudies to the slammer on ‘Shanty Town’, but escalating violence by politically aligned gangs had significantly worsened in western Kingston, resulting in October’s State of Emergency. In response, on ‘Judge Dread’ Buster appears as a saviour from Ethiopia that condemns the rude boys to 400 years in prison for their acts of senseless violence. Over an arresting rock steady rhythm with a prominent Jackie Jackson bassline and repeated horn fanfare, Buster reels off a list of terrible crimes and worse punishments. Perry, alongside Buster’s brother Fitzroy, appear as the defendants Adolphus James, George Grab-and-Flee and Emmanuel Zachariah Zackypon, and proffer a series of unconvincing denials, collapsing in tears as the sentences are pronounced. The song made veiled references to actual rudies, such as PNP supporter George Phillips and JLP supporter Rudolph Lewis, the latter known as Zacky the High Priest, who was shot dead by four members of the Vikings gang in October 1966 and so valued by Seaga that a street was named after him in Tivoli Gardens.


‘That time the gun had just come to Jamaica, and the police were so afraid they wouldn’t arrest certain people,’ said Buster. ‘The court was too lenient on wrongdoers through fear of repercussions, and it had gotten out of hand. So I went to Scratch and said, “I don’t like this!” and Scratch said, “But you can’t do this”. Him was a little bit nervy because if him name go ’pon it, he might even get killed out ah street. All them who turn gun men, we all went to school together, so we not exactly friends, but we know each other, but what cause “Judge Dread” fe make is when they shut down Denham Town School and rape kids in the school and the teacher have to run with her panty – that was enough for me. The whole west was under fire that time because the gun just panic the whole society. It wasn’t functioning as it should, so I decide to put back some teeth in the judicial system at the risk of my own life. If somebody was going to that studio and make that record, the first time it play, they would have to run and hide somewhere, cos it was going against people who are evil, gangsters. I tell Scratch, “Come”, and just give him the part and we go into it. Inspectors of police, about two judges and all decent respectful people come down ah me shop and shake me hand because they hear that play on the radio. Nobody dared to speak out, but I am entitled “Voice of the People”, so I must.’


According to engineer Sylvan Morris, ‘Judge Dread’ was partly shaped by Perry, who came up with spontaneous dialogue at WIRL.
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