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      “Folklorist Gerald Hausman takes us deep into the modern dreamtime of Jamaica’s backwaters, enthralled by the company of living prophets and conmen, killers and saints, obeah workers and ethereal half-real creatures of the sea. They are all, as his eloquent mythlike prose reveals, the voices of the cherubim and seraphim of old.”

      ROGER STEFFENS, FOUNDING EDITOR OF THE BEAT MAGAZINE AND COAUTHOR OF 
THE REGGAE SCRAPBOOK AND ONE LOVE: LIFE WITH BOB MARLEY AND THE WAILERS
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        INTRODUCTION
      

      Rastafarians in Jamaica

      The Children of Solomon

      I began collecting the material for this book in 1985 when we made our first trip to Jamaica. The year 1985 in Jamaica, was just like the 1970s because that is how it works in what is called a third world country, an island nation, a world unto itself. It lives, as some might say, in the past. And the past is always very much present in the West Indies as island nations still struggle with neocolonial government and the conditions that Bob Marley called “mental slavery.” But the book is not only about this.

      This book is about people. A particular group of people who are as much misunderstood now as they were in the 1930s when they appeared on the scene with surprising vehemence, urging social and spiritual change in an indifferent and antithetical world. Perhaps it began with the St. Ann revolutionary Marcus Garvey who stated clearly what the Bible had already said: “Look to Africa, when a black King shall be crowned for the day of deliverance is near.” He might very well have said that the king was Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia and that he was not only a king but a deity, descended from the House of David.

      Singularly, the most important thing was that this king would bring forth a new day on earth. That his ancestral lineage included Jesus of Nazareth was perhaps less important than his direct familial connection to King Solomon, author of Ecclesiastes and considered by Rastafarians to be the wisest man who ever lived.

      The children of Solomon are the children of Africans. And so it is said, as well, that “God come black.” Haile Selassie was, according to Rastafarians we know, a black man and they ask: “Was not Jesus also black? And all of the Biblical Fathers of the Old Testament?”

      These are the foundation of the conversations found in this book. The conversations themselves—spoken by country- and city-dwelling Rastafarians—revolve around issues that concern us today. How do I get bread to eat? How do I get money to live? Bob Marley, once again, turned this into a koan: “How do I work my more to get my less?”

      This is still the conundrum in Jamaica, and now in many of the “first world” countries of the world including America, which has fast turned into a stratified nightmare of rich and poor, with an indecisive government that, like Jamaica in the 1980s, teeters between the extremes.

      For more than ten summers, my wife and I ran a small Outward Bound type of school on the North Coast of Jamaica. During that time we traveled the parishes and visited every one, camped, bused, hiked, ran, swam, and climbed every accessible and inaccessible cranny of this beautiful, hardy, resilient island. In time, we would come to know Jamaica from the inside out, and time after time, we would reason with Rastafarians, listen to them talk about the birth of the world, their world, the world of Creation, the world of the moment we were in, the one just past, the one soon come, as they said.

      We met men who had known Marcus Garvey, and who had heard Haile Selassie I speak. We listened to a man who said he was once Jonah riding in the belly of a whale. We heard tale tellers, ital chefs, men of reason, women of wisdom, but always we were included, not excluded, and during these years our eyes opened wide to a resourceful, spiritual way of life that is, sad to say, mostly gone in the Jamaica of today.

      The conversations in this book seem a bit lost in time to us. They were recorded before some of the present-day Rastafarians, black and white, were born. Those who were alive were probably a little too young to listen to the scriptural poetry and storytelling of the past. Was it one minute ago that all this happened? It seems so to us. But at the same time, it also seems to have happened long ago.

      Jamaica is a timeless country, an undiscovered country in a way. We have met only a few people who have followed in the literal footsteps of the revolutionary leader, Nanny, when she trekked from Moore Town to Accompong to meet with the great rebel leader Cujo. We did it while the sluices of rain came down off the limestone jungle cliffs, and the stories of Rastafarian friends poured down with them.

      When you hear people speak in an ancient place, you will travel in time with them. Listen well to these elders, for who knows, while you hear their words you may be borne along with them and awaken, as we did, in another country, another time.
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      1

      Heart

      
        My son, if thou wilt receive my words, and hide my commandments with thee;
      

      
        So that thou incline thine ear unto wisdom, and apply thine heart to understanding;
      

      
        Yea, if thou criest after knowledge, and liftest up thy voice for understanding;
      

      
        If thou seekest her as silver, and searchest for her as hid treasures;
      

      
        Then shalt thou understand the fear of the Lord, and find the knowledge of God.
      

      
        For the Lord giveth wisdom: out of his mouth cometh knowledge and understanding.
      

      
        He layeth up sound wisdom for the righteous: he is a buckler to them that walk uprightly.
      

      
        He keepeth the paths of judgment and preserveth the way of his saints.
      

      
        Then shalt thou understand righteousness, and judgment, and equity; yea, every good path.
      

      PROVERBS 2:1–9

      The Jamaican brethren sit around a table late at night, drinking in the cool trade wind that was once known as the undertaker’s breeze, since it combed the island only after dark. It is a great relief from the hot sun and from the work of the day. The gathering of Rastas, casual and unplanned, people coming and going in the yard, is the way of most evenings here in the small fishing village of Port Maria on the north coast of Jamaica.

      People come and go, stopping for a short while to let go a few frustrations, tell a tale or two, laugh and smoke a spliff, sip a warm beer under the waning yellow moon. The voices, rhythmic as the rolling tide, speak about the day and their part in it. The people call this kind of easy conversation, this talking to one another with the heart: “reasoning.” And they feel that the use of heartfelt words raises common, simple human beings to a state of beatitude, of divine redemption.

      Tonight’s reasoning session begins when someone asks a rhetorical question about life; about the things that are important to do in this life. Then, as often happens in a Rastafarian community, people seem to fall out of the night, both men and women, to, as they put it, “Link up thoughts, come together through the gentle art of reasoning.” By and by, there is a large reasoning session, and the voices take on emotive hues. Some grow vexed and strident, others drop, low and wary. However, as the voices are raised and lowered, laughter spills out into the salty night sky, splashing at the feet of those who would argue to no purpose. Where there is laughter, there is no anger. The fire leaps up, finds no fuel, is put out with laughter.

      I am listening, not really participating, just sitting and wondering how long this session will continue; I know, for instance, that it might go on all night. For each person is, in a sense, sending forth a devotional message. Yes, the session has turned, in its own way, prayerful. “This is what Jah give me,” a man professes, “but this is what I need.” He makes a kind of categorical list of things with which his life might move forward without obstruction. He is a fisherman, he needs a new boat; he needs to catch more fish. He is traveling ninety miles out to sea, touching the coast of Cuba to catch fish and sell them back in Port Maria. He needs a good boat with a strong outboard engine to carry him.

      As I listen, I watch the moths, which are called “bats,” in Jamaica. They flutter about the open veranda. The small white owl, which people here still call “Patoo” after the gentle Arawak, alights in a Poinciana tree, then drops down without a sound to the bamboo fence that separates the enclosed yard from the road. Occasionally, a dog yelps, but the night noises are overruled by the dominant sounds of the sea.

      It seems to me that the reasoning might not end at all, that it might go on for days. Someone is reciting, at the moment, a vast archive of personal needs. Then a man is saying, “If I just had a car that would run, and not break down all the time.” And another says, “I have a car that runs, but no money for gas.” Another, “I have no money, no car, but plenty of gas.”

      A young Rasta says, “I have all that I need to finish my house: zinc, windows, so it is just a matter of time before I get a door.”

      Now a woman, whose name is Clover, pushes in among the men to have her say: “I need medicine for my children,” she says sharply. “None of this dibby-dibby stuff you all talk about. I need medicine for my mother, who is ailing. I need food for her two children. What is all this talk about material goods? I just want food and medicine.”

      A deep-voiced Rasta, Vincent, confides, “Darling, you don’t look well.”

      “True,” she says. “I have the jaundice, and need some medicine myself.”

      One man, sitting in the corner of the veranda, not saying anything, suddenly gets out of his wicker chair, and stretches his arms. He yawns. His name is Benji, and usually he has something to say, but apparently not this night. He begins to walk off, and Vincent calls to him. “You nuh seh nuttin’, Benji.” There is a soft questioning insistence in Vincent’s voice.

      Benji turns to face the group. He has what Jamaicans call “the permanent screw,” a deeply wrinkled brow. He stands with his back to the sea, lean and angry, hungry looking. Benji scowls, his mouth tightly pursed. Once again, he starts to leave. He is wearing a pair of pants and no shirt. His dark muscled arms and powerful chest gleam in the dark. His eyes flash fire. He glances furiously around the veranda and says, “All this talk a lot of foolishness.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      He seems reluctant to speak, as if something is tugging at him from the dark hill over the house; some secret magnetic attraction out there in the great-shouldered hillscape of night-darkened mango and pimento trees.

      Everyone waits on his words.

      “It a sin,” he sighs, at last, “to ask for what you already have. You see,” he adds softly, “Solomon was the wisest man, seen? But, if you check it out, you realize that even so great a man as Solomon, him beg for something he nuh have.”

      A silence has fallen over the group of brethren.

      “And what was that?” I ask Benji.

      “Him want a certain woman. Him want more children. Him nuh satisfy. No, mon. Not even Solomon, the wisest man on earth.”

      I add, “He had these things, but he still wanted them?”

      “Ahh!” Benji shouts. “No man ever satisfy. That is why I seh talk foolish. Me nuh want nuttin’ but what is given by Jah. And, for that, thanks and praises! For, what Jah give, no man tek way.”

      There is a murmuring of assent over the sea swell.

      “What has Jah given you, Benji?” I question.

      He laughs. His eyes gleam. He steps before me. “You don’t know?”

      I shake my head.

      “Life, mon,” Benji booms. “No thing more precious than life. Last winter me a go on a job, and me work a backhoe, and that machine flip over into a gully, and rip up me chest. Me almost die inna Kingston hospital. But me a go live. Me haffa live. Jah seh no, Benji, your time nuh come yet. So Benji live.”

      I look at his chest and in the pale light I can see the long scar that begins at the belt and ends just under his heart.

      Benji turns to go, I follow him out. Everyone on the veranda is agreeing that what Benji says is true. Talk is foolishness.

      At the gate, Benji says this to me: “The woman with the sick kids and the mother living with her, the one name Clover.”

      “Yes.”

      “She tough. Her a survivor.”

      “Yes,” I agree.

      “She gonna learn,” Benji says sternly. “Jah gonna teach Clover a good likkle lesson.”

      I say nothing. For a moment we hear the night crickets, the tree frogs, the sea.

      “Is the sufferers find God,” Benji continues, going out the gate into the night. Then he adds, walking swiftly away, “Is the sufferers find peace.”

      “Like Job?” I call after him.

      “Like Solomon,” he answers.

      I think about Solomon a lot. Was he the wisest man who ever lived, as all the local rootsmen say?

      We have no one wiser today.

      You might even say; we have no one wise today.

      Not like ancient times anyway.

      Solomon said to the Lord: “I am but a little child: I know not how to go out or come in” (1 Kings 3:7).

      Solomon asked for one thing—“an understanding heart.” This, God granted him. But, later, in his suffering over the love of an Egyptian woman who worshiped idols, God took away his understanding, and he was given instead his portion of suffering.

      At last he attained beatitude, knowing, like David his father before him, that his son would achieve what he himself was unable to do. It was then his suffering ended, and so, too, his life, but not his wisdom: “Wherefore I perceive that there is nothing better, than that a man should rejoice in his own works; for that is his portion: for who shall bring him to see what shall be after him” (Ecclesiastes 3:22)?

      It is Mackie, my closest friend, who tells me, “Heart is the wise one, not Solomon, and heart is in each one of us. To be Rasta you must have only this. Everyone talks about the colors red, gold, and green, but there is only red inside of you and me and without heart to run the red, we are not even alive.”
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      Bird

      
        For, lo, the winter is past, the rain is over and gone;
      

      
        The flowers appear on the earth; the time of the singing of birds is come, and the voice of the turtle dove is heard in our land;
      

      
        The fig tree putteth forth her green figs, and the vines with the tender grape give a good smell. Arise, my love, my fair one, and come away.
      

      
        O my dove, that art in the clefts of the rock, in the secret places of the stairs, let me see thy countenance, let me hear thy voice; for sweet is thy voice, and thy countenance is comely.
      

      SONG OF SOLOMON 2:11–14

      The Bible tells us in 1 Kings 4:32 that Solomon spoke 3,000 proverbs and 1,005 songs. Mythology informs that by means of a magic circlet—the legendary King Solomon’s Ring—the great king conversed in the language of animals. He spoke easily to birds, beasts, and fishes. His wisdom came from the earth and his heart, and the words he spoke were silver and gold, so that the worldly and the lowly gave ear to what he said and quoted him as if his words had sprung from their own lips. As the English writer Rudyard Kipling described in the poem “There Was Never a Queen Like Balkis,”

      
        There never was a king like Solomon
      

      
        Not since the world began
      

      
        Yet Solomon talked to a butterfly
      

      
        As a man would talk to a man.
      

      There is an Arabic myth wherein Solomon summons the Queen of Sheba by speaking to a little bird, and in this same story Solomon is said to travel upon the air on a magic carpet of green silk. Overhead, an armada of birds flew above him to shield him from the sun. One day, however, one of the birds told Solomon that she had been far to the south. There, she said, it was her pleasure to view a great queen, whose people worshipped the sun.

      Solomon learned from his advisors that the bird was right. And he soon learned that the queen whose kingdom he had heard about was none other than the Queen of Sheba.

      Therefore he summoned the little bird and gave her a letter perfumed with musk and sealed by himself with the royal seal.

      And the messenger flew off to deliver the letter. Upon reaching Queen Makeda’s (Queen of Sheba’s) courtyard, the bird dropped the letter on her lap, and returned to the king. (The theme of the little bird delivering “songs pure and true” is mentioned in the song “Three Little Birds” by Bob Marley.)

      When we first came to stay near Port Maria, Jamaica, there was a tuck shop that sold cassettes, and it was named “Three Little Birds.” Bob Marley’s wife, Rita, owned the shop. We used to pass the time of day in that little music store reasoning with a friend of Bob’s from the ’70s, a Rasta named Selvin Johnson.

      Selvin’s voice was whispery, and when he spoke softly and mysteriously he almost sounded like a little warbler. Selvin once told me about the Jamaican doctorbird, the largest swallow-tailed hummingbird in the world. Not long after he describes them I see one dipping around the blossoms of a flame heart tree.

      Selvin tells me that the Arawak Indians, the first inhabitants of Jamaica, believe that doctorbirds are messengers from the spirit world. If you could have seen their tails scissoring in the sun, their invisible wings blurring the air, you would not doubt Selvin’s love of this angelic bird.

      One day Selvin takes us up the hill to Bob Marley’s old house in St. Mary. We wander in the deep shade of the pimento trees while high above our heads lying on long gray limbs, tree-dwelling iguanas sprawl in the stillness, with only their gold eye moving in the green.

      Bob’s house seems abandoned, but inside there are the scattered school books of Ziggy and Steve Marley, journals they had kept in pencil; but I don’t look at them, and we walk out back with Selvin. He tells me Bob had a brand-new Mercedes here once and that it cost twice the price of the car to have it shipped to Jamaica. “Bob drove it only once around the driveway,” Selvin says sadly.

      “What happened after that?”

      “Him die of a cancer.”

      “Yes, I know about that.”

      “But him no die,” Selvin says.

      “You mean, in the physical sense,” I add.

      “The structure gone, but the foundation strong, and stay firm like Solomon. The words them. The words him say. One day them mek a Bible fe we.”

      The following day we journey to Kingston to visit Bob’s main residence, which is now the Bob Marley Museum, at 56 Hope Road. The bullet holes from the attempted assassination of Bob, Rita, and others are still there, reminding us of that awful night in November 1976, when unnamed gunmen forced their way into the house and began to blast away at all who were present. When they left, Bob Marley, Rita Marley, and Bob’s manager, Don Taylor, were all struck, but none killed. The murderous days of the Kingston ghetto wars and political uprisings still hang over the house.

      I put my finger in one of those holes, and sense something of a jolt, as if my index finger were being inserted into an orifice of history. How deep it is and how strange to feel the legend of that awful night come alive in this hole in the wall.

      The house where the poet of reggae once reasoned with brethren from around the world has a curious emptiness about it. Some say he was the incarnation of King Solomon in our own troubled time. He tried certainly to bring together the disparate nations of war and exile, the frustrated legions of black and white in their separate camps of futile enmity.

      Bob Marley once said, “Me no talk fe no white and me no talk fe no black. Me just talk fe the Creator and fe that vibration that we must all come together and live.” And whatever he said was heard. Much of it was written down. Indeed some of it does sound like it has sprung from the Bible, or from the world-weary mouth of wise Solomon, or from an all-knowing little bird, a doctorbird, perhaps.
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