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For all those who traveled with me in my life: those who are still here and those who are no longer here










–PROLOGUE– NEARLY THE END…



I was eighteen years old when a Rastaman saved my life.


I have sometimes embroidered the first part of this story to make me look a little less stupid and give the narrative a dramatic boost. I’ve said that I was out to sea in a tiny sailboat, all by myself. That I got caught in a violent storm. That I thought I wasn’t going to make it. That the mast was struck by lightning and the boat had split, and I was holding on to a charred piece of the splintered hull and eventually was thrown up against some rocks along a barren stretch of isolated coast, whereupon I was knocked unconscious.


The truth is a little more prosaic. I wasn’t on my own. It wasn’t a sailboat. I was out in a motorboat with a male friend from England who was in the Jamaican Regiment whose name I cannot recall, and a female companion who I do remember, Lorraine. It was 1955. I was a directionless Anglo-Irish-Jamaican boarding-school flameout who, for kicks, decided to take a boat ride on the Caribbean with his mates. We set off from Kingston Harbor, passing the sleepy fishing village of Port Royal, a remnant of the colonial city of the same name that provided the setting for Captain Blood, the lavish, jolly 1935 swashbuckler that made a film star of Errol Flynn.


Three hundred years before our little voyage, the English navy had invaded Jamaica and claimed it from the island’s previous colonizer, Spain. Under British rule, Port Royal became the largest English-speaking city in the New World outside of Boston: a privateer’s paradise, home to pirates, beggars, prostitutes, and sundry other gold-chasing chancers of loose morals. But its infamy was brief: in 1692, as if by divine retribution, Port Royal was finished off by a tsunami, exacerbating a demise already begun by fires, earthquakes, and hurricanes.


I am ashamed to say I hadn’t filled up my boat’s tank with enough petrol, and we soon ran out of fuel. We pulled up on an unfamiliar stretch of shore then, a long way past Hellshire Beach, just southwest of Port Royal. This didn’t initially strike me as a problem. It was about five in the afternoon, not yet dark, and civilization was surely only a matter of minutes away. After all, this very area had once been the commercial center of the world, even if we were now a fair way from Kingston or Montego Bay.


I directed my English friend to head inland on foot, assuming he would soon come across a road. I stayed behind with Lorraine. For an hour or two, we bided our time blithely, thinking it wouldn’t be long before he found help. But then events took a turn that requires no exaggeration to make dramatic.


My friend suddenly reappeared, his face pained, his body covered in scratches and streaks of blood. He hadn’t found anything but dense jungle. “There’s no way out,” he said. The tide was coming in and we were huddled upon a small, shrinking sliver of beach. It was now past seven. I made an executive decision: we would lie down on the driest area of sand, and in the morning I would walk along the coast to find help.


We slept under the stars as best we could. We didn’t have much fresh water to drink, and we were hemmed in between the sea and what turned out to be not a proper coastline but a treacherous mangrove swamp. In the right light and conditions, the mangroves are beautiful, a dense tangle of flora providing shelter for hundreds of animal species. But to us, they were more menacing than anything else. The bird and insect sounds that normally seemed a gentle, dreamy part of the coastal ambience now seemed to be warnings of impending doom.


In the morning, I set out. At low tide, when the ground was cracked and dry, it was easy to walk amongst the roots. But soon the crusty surface gave way to thick mud. The mangroves became a combination of labyrinth and quicksand, exceedingly difficult for me to navigate.


I somehow managed to walk for hours, looking for any kind of clearing, shouting for help. I had foolishly set off without taking any of the water we had—a cocksure white boy who, to this point, had never thought of Jamaica as anything but a delightful Eden. The sea was always a liberation, never a trap. Even during this walk, the water was a lovely teal color under the green canopy of the mangroves. But there was no safe harbor to swim to.


A deep thirst started to kick in. At one point I reached a small section of beach that seemed to be moving. I thought I was delirious, hallucinating under the hot midday sun. Eventually I realized the moving beach was actually thousands of crabs, a writhing mass of them crammed together between the sea and the mangrove forest. As I moved closer, they got excited, darting around my feet as swiftly as lizards. I had no defenses; if they chose to come after me as hungry predators, I was a definite goner. What an exit: death by crab.


By late in the afternoon I was still walking, still searching, losing hope. My thirst had advanced from serious to desperate, and I was scarily weak. But then: in a small clearing, I spied a tiny, lopsided wooden hut held together with bits of string. It was the first sign of life I had seen for hours. We might be saved after all! Adrenalized, I walked towards the hut and looked through a little window, really just a crude cut-out hole.


To my terror, I laid eyes on the first Rastafari I had ever seen in my life.


He was a bearded and inscrutable man. His hair was long, stiff, and matted, as if made of bark. He looked as though he was somewhere between being as old as time and as young as me. He was wearing the kind of basic shirt and trousers that didn’t seem to have ever been bought in a shop. Maybe he’d made them himself, or found them at the side of the road. Badly dehydrated, utterly lost, and near collapse, I now stood face-to-face with one of the “black heart men” that white Anglo-Jamaican parents warned their kids about.


I had heard a little about the so-called cult of Rastafari. The Rastas were eccentrics who swore allegiance to the emperor of Ethiopia, Haile Selassie, whom they believed to be the messiah incarnate. They traced their origins to the 1930s, when a Black Jamaican preacher named Leonard Howell became the first person to call himself a Rastafari. Howell grew out his beard after seeing a photograph of Haile Selassie on the cover of Time, bearded and handsome in a brocaded uniform and sash. Haile Selassie’s civilian name was Tafari Makonnen. Ras was a noble honorific. Ras + Tafari = Rastafari.


If you grew up in white Jamaican society in the 1940s and ’50s, as I did, you were conditioned to regard these men more as a violent gang than as a new religious order or social movement. The colonial government viewed the Rastas as a threat, and there were folkloric horror stories of them capturing, burning, and sacrificing children. They spoke in a mangled, cryptic dialect that signaled a headstrong disregard for English rule. They wore their hair in matted plaits called dreadlocks, which made them look intimidating.


I never quite bought into this propaganda, as no Rastafari had ever caused harm to me or anyone I knew. The Rastas deliberately kept their distance, absenting themselves from a white society that held them in ill regard. They populated the working-class areas of Montego Bay known as Railway Lane and Barnett Lane, roamed the black-sand beaches of Jamaica’s south coast, and set up communities in the bush up in the hills, far from my stomping grounds in upper-class Kingston.


But because I had never so much as laid eyes upon a Rasta, they still existed in my head as bogeymen. In my confused, parched state, on the verge of passing out, I looked at the man before me and thought, This might be the end.


Instead, he beckoned me towards him, motioning me into his rickety beach hut. Defaulting to my ingrained English-style politeness, I absurdly asked the man, “Do you, by any chance, have some water?” Immediately I noted an ethereal gentleness about him. Moving with a dancer’s grace, he brought me a little gourd filled with water. Whatever fear I had felt moments earlier instantly dissipated. Still wobbly and faint, I asked the man if I could lie down. He carefully cleared a spot for me in the corner of the hut. Within seconds, I was asleep.


Two or three hours later, I awoke to find five more Rastas in the hut along with my host; the six of them sat around softly reading to each other from the Bible. For a split second, my fear returned—Oh God, there’s more of them!—but the first thing they did upon seeing that I was awake was offer me some ital food: ital being the Rasta term, derived from vital, for their plant-based diet, which, per their philosophy, imbued people with energy and good health while not bringing death to God’s creatures.


Once again, I was overcome by the incredible, almost mystic gentleness that surrounded me. These were good men of faith. They were not burning children or plotting a violent revolution. Without hesitation, they had taken in and looked after a frail, helpless white boy who had stumbled across them and collapsed in their midst.


As I ate, they carried on reading to each other from the Bible, discussing amongst themselves what they were reading. Thoughtful debate and exchange seemed an important part of their lives. Once I had regained my strength, they took me by boat back to Port Royal. While I was sleeping, they had found my boat and my friends. When I got to the port, my friends were there, having also been rescued by these kind, enigmatic outsiders who exuded mysterious, uplifting warmth, and generosity.


It had been an incredible, life-changing experience. It would be another seventeen years before I began working with Rastafari’s most celebrated advocate and ambassador, Bob Marley. Reggae didn’t yet exist. Nor, for that matter, did its precursor, ska. But a seed was planted that day. I had begun to understand the important contribution that Rastafarians were making to the culture and future of Jamaica as the nation moved towards independence from British rule. But never would I have imagined at that point that, in a matter of decades, these peaceful men with dreads would form a central part of Jamaica’s international identity.










–CHAPTER ONE– SCHOOL VERSUS ERROL FLYNN



There’s no two ways about it: I am a member of the Lucky Sperm Club. I was born into wealth and position, albeit of a particularly mixed sort endemic to Jamaica. I am Jamaican, but I am also English, Irish, Portuguese, Spanish, Jewish, and Catholic. The island was and remains a nexus for trade, pleasure-seeking, and cultural collisions. There is no such thing as a “pure” Jamaican unless you are describing the island’s original inhabitants, the Taínos, the descendants of the indigenous Arawak peoples of South America who migrated northward and named their new home Xamayca, land of wood and water.


The Taínos were largely wiped out by the Spanish in the decades that followed Christopher Columbus’s “discovery” of Jamaica in 1494. “The land seems to touch the sky,” Columbus marveled as he took in the paradisiacal view, conveniently paying no heed to the people who had lived there peacefully for hundreds of years until the arrival of the Spanish. The Taínos loved games, music, and dancing for the sheer joy of it, and an island chief greeting Columbus was accompanied by a ceremonial band of musicians playing trumpets made from leaves, flutes carved out of wild cane, and manatee-skin drums fashioned out of the trunks of trumpet trees. They used drums for worship and wars; and for entertainment the flutes, trumpets, and a form of harp; and their music was a natural way for them to communicate with people landing amongst them out of nowhere speaking a different language.


My mother was born Blanche Adelaide Lindo. The Lindos were Sephardic Jews who rose to prominence as merchants in medieval Spain. When the Spanish Inquisition began, the Lindos fled, making and losing fortunes in Portugal, the Canary Islands, Venice, Amsterdam, London, Barbados, Costa Rica, and, finally and most prominently, Jamaica. By the time my mother was born, her father and his seven brothers were the banana kings of Costa Rica, where Blanche was born on December 9, 1912. They owned 25,000 acres of land and exported five million stems per year of their “green gold.”


When my mother was two, her father relocated the family to Jamaica, where the Lindo brothers developed 8,000 acres of land into sugarcane fields. This inspired them to buy the rum manufacturers Appleton Estate and J. Wray & Nephew, making the Lindos the world’s first family of rum. Wray & Nephew was run by my maternal grandfather, Percy Lindo, the youngest of the eight brothers. Percy is my middle name.


My father was born Joseph Middleton Blackwell in Windsor, England, on August 13, 1913. His father, born in County Mayo, Ireland, was a descendant of the founders of the Crosse & Blackwell food company, though too distant from them to reap the benefits of great wealth. Like the Lindos, the Blackwells reproduced in biblical abundance. My father was one of ten children, which goes some way towards explaining why the family fortune eluded him.


There’s no doubt, Dad had a formidable education. He attended Beaumont College, a Jesuit public school, and from there continued at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, the latter-day alma mater of princes William and Harry. After his training, he served as a major in the Irish Guards, the British Army regiment perhaps best known for the red tunics and tall bearskin hats they wear to the annual Trooping the Colour ceremony, in which various household regiments escort the king or queen in a procession down the Mall from Buckingham Palace.


Though he was addressed for the remainder of his life as “Major Blackwell,” my father was perhaps less-than-ideal officer material. In 1935, the year of King George V’s seventieth birthday, he slept in and missed the entire Trooping the Colour. Another time, after a heavy drinking session, he drove his car into the gates of Buckingham Palace, which, needless to say, did not go down well.


I think the reason I have never been much of a drinker is that, when I was eleven, my father grandly announced that I was now old enough to drink. He airily waved his hand at the bottles of spirits before us and asked me what I wanted. Since my father drank whiskey and soda, I asked for one of those. It was vile; drinking it actually caused me physical pain. He had successfully warned me off the temptation of drink, whether that was his intention or not.


My parents met at a fashionable members-only club in the West End of London in the early 1930s. Dad, known as Blackie, was a cunning rascal. Mum was stunning and athletic, at ease both flitting through high society and snorkeling amongst Jamaica’s coral reefs. She was a friend of Ian Fleming’s and an inspiration for two of his most memorable female foils to James Bond: the independent, provocative nature girl Honeychile Rider, who, as played by Ursula Andress in Dr. No, emerges from the sea clad only in a bikini and knife scabbard; and the acrobat-turned-burglar Pussy Galore, who, as played by Honor Blackman in Goldfinger, literally took a roll in the hay with Sean Connery.


By marrying outside the Jewish faith, my mother scandalously deviated from centuries of family tradition. The Irish on my father’s side were equally alarmed at him breaking away from Catholicism to marry a “Jamaican Jew.” Both were displaying their independence, their willful determination to do things their own way. Their union doubled up a considerable free-spiritedness that they passed on to me, their only child.


My parents moved from London to Jamaica in 1938, not much more than six months after my birth on June 22, 1937. That was a thing that was done in the colonial era—women from prominent families delivered their babies in the mother country and then returned to Jamaica. We set up house in a Lindo family estate in Kingston known as Terra Nova, a European-style mansion set imposingly on Waterloo Road, between the Blue Mountains and the harbor. It has since been converted into a hotel.


This was where I spent the first several years of my life, a sickly child suffering from bronchial asthma so extreme I spent days on end in bed and barely attended school. At eight I was still struggling to learn how to read and write. I seldom mixed with other children, more often conversing with elderly relatives. I don’t remember having birthday parties or attending them.


My father joined the Jamaican regiment of the Irish Guards, and my mother worked in the family firm. Theirs was a genteel colonial existence. Dad stood six foot four and seemed to stretch all the way to the sky. I walked alongside him to the barracks where he was stationed. He commuted home by horse and buggy. Dad loved horses and, with Mum, owned several. The English had introduced polo to the island, and I took pride in leading one of my father’s horses, Brown Bomber, into the paddock after a win.


The people I tended to spend the most time with were the Black staff who looked after Terra Nova. There were about fifteen members of staff attending to the estate’s house, stables, and gardens. There are no photos of me from that time with other children, but there are lots of pictures I took of the staff, arranged in rows, like in a school photo.


I was obviously in a vastly different position to them, the only child of the house, a right Little Lord Fauntleroy, really. I didn’t understand that they looked upon me as the young gentleman of the house and that it was their job to be nice to me. But I do believe I got to know them and even become friends with them. Our conversations were friendly and free of awkwardness. I learned a lot from them about life, and Jamaica.


Most of Jamaica’s Black people are the descendants of people from Africa who were enslaved by Spanish and English colonizers. After the English vanquished the island’s Spanish occupiers in the seventeenth century, the Spanish released whatever enslaved people of theirs hadn’t already run away. These Black freedmen found safe harbor in Jamaica’s mountainous interior, some of them partnering with the island’s last remaining Taínos. This population of ex-slaves and their progeny became known as Maroons, a name derived from the Spanish word cimarrón, meaning wild and undomesticated. When English rule brought with it a new wave of enslaved Africans, the Maroons took in their runaways too. On unforgivingly hilly land, they established their own farming systems, religious customs, and language. One of the more notable Maroon settlements, which still exists as a village in St. Elizabeth Parish, is called Me-no-Sen-You-no-Come, a sort of patois version of the phrase “out of sight, out of mind.”


The Maroons established one of Jamaica’s earliest indigenous genres, a heavy rhythmic drumming—a composite of West African influences—that reverberated through the hills at night, audible even to the white folks in the posher precincts of Kingston.


In 1838, all Black people in Jamaica had been emancipated from slavery. This, however, did not do much to improve their lot under British rule, where they lived as politically disenfranchised second-class citizens. One day, I witnessed something that shattered the illusion of the English as kind, genteel employers. My mother had been asked by her brothers Roy and Cecil to help manage the Lindo family’s banana plantation. I was sometimes taken out by horse and buggy to visit them. On this particular occasion, I saw a dead Black field worker casually slung over the shoulder of a foreman. The worker had been caught trying to steal some bananas for himself and then tried to make a getaway. He was shot as he ran—killed for the sake of a few bananas.


It was a terrible sight, an abrupt whip-crack of reality. To the Lindos, this seemed a normal form of punishment, a routine way of maintaining order. But I knew, even in my youthfulness, that this simply wasn’t right. The memory of that dead man never left me. My constant revisiting and processing of the image of his slumped body made me realize that I was not spiritually aligned with the people who controlled the island. There was a big chasm between the nineteenth-century world of the Lindos and the modern world that I was racing towards. My mind was changed by this awful incident, glimpsed through a crack in the otherwise carefully maintained façade of the colonial world.





MEANWHILE, LIFE CARRIED on as though nothing had happened. My mother threw glittery parties for the cream of Anglo-Jamaican society. I grew accustomed to mixing amongst the guests, and Ian Fleming, Noël Coward, and Errol Flynn became unofficial mentors to me.


The Tasmanian-born Flynn was a criminally good-looking man and a flamboyant hedonist with a roving eye for both women and men. One of his favorite targets was my mother, and he was even more turned on when she resisted his considerable wooing charms and infamous, merry swagger. She had her ways of deflecting Flynn’s attention, including telling him that she had boils on her backside. That put him off for a short while, but inevitably he would try again. His avid pursuit of my mother may have explained why Fleming, with his own tender feelings for my mother, so disliked Flynn. (Coward was surprised to discover that he liked Flynn, having read his “bloodcurdling autobiography, with its unnecessary vulgarity.” Upon meeting Flynn, Coward wrote, “I found him to be most gracious and pleasant, one of the most charming individuals I’ve ever met. So it worked out fine.”)


Because Errol fancied my mother, he treated me generously and allowed me aboard his two-masted schooner, Zaca, a prized invitation for Jamaica’s elite. He even allowed me on the net at the front of the boat.


Errol happened upon Jamaica by accident after the war. His beloved Zaca was blown off course during a hurricane after a trip through the Panama Canal, forcing him to dock in Kingston. He loved what he saw, and, being Errol Flynn, immediately wanted more. He bought a local hotel, a 2,000-acre ranch, and a 64-acre island in Port Antonio’s harbor.


Flynn’s cinematic heyday was in the 1930s and ’40s. By the time I knew him, he was a diminished man, afflicted by addictions to alcohol, opium, and gambling, the last of which cost him much of his fortune. He was living on the Zaca, which he kept moored at Navy Island off Port Antonio. Still, Errol knew how to live large. He was the first person I ever saw water-ski, with a nonchalance that made it seem like he was just going for a stroll. When I was fifteen, I watched as he glided onto the Port Antonio beach dressed for cocktails, with a cigarette holder in his fist and a dachshund under his arm. It was the coolest thing I have ever seen. Some say the phrase “in like Flynn,” which was popular at the time, derived from the roguish way he approached seducing a woman. He ended up calling his memoirs My Wicked Wicked Ways but he toyed with calling them In Like Me.


Errol was cross with me just once, when I was around eighteen and tried to steal one of his girlfriends. He was notoriously unfaithful to his own wives, but this didn’t stop him from punching me in the face with all the force of a living legend who had played Robin Hood on the big screen. He loved a punch-up and had been known to get into bare-knuckled fistfights with the director John Huston, one of his drinking pals, just for the fun of it. It was the only time I have ever been hit in my life.


Errol was once beaten up by a posse of lesbians in Paris after some altercation, drove a Cadillac into a swimming pool while nonchalantly smoking a cigar, released a large alligator into Port Antonio’s main high street, and planned on building a New Orleans–style brothel in Kingston. By the time I got to hanging out with Grace Jones or Marianne Faithfull, who had their own extreme ways of living a daring life, I’d pretty much seen everything.


Flynn legitimately deserves credit for helping establish Jamaica’s tourism industry. His magnetism drew other movie stars to the island, amongst them Ginger Rogers, Katharine Hepburn, and Bette Davis, and he helped popularize river-rafting down Jamaica’s Rio Grande. He had noticed that the banana farmers ferried their cargo down to the steamships in Port Antonio Harbor on bamboo rafts. This gave him the idea to host moonlight floating parties that sometimes turned into races pitting him against such guests as Noël Coward and Coward’s longtime partner, Graham Payn.


More significantly, as far as I am concerned, Errol helped popularize indigenous Jamaican music. For his parties, he frequently hired a local band of Black musicians who called themselves the Navy Island Swamp Boys. It’s believed that it was Errol’s idea to change their name to the Jolly Boys, because they clearly were having irreverent fun, overlaying their music with salty, entendre-laden lyrics about Jamaican life. The Jolly Boys exist to this day, though their original members are long gone.


The Jolly Boys played a genre of music known as mento: a distinctively Jamaican hybrid of West African, European, and American folk influences. Mento was Jamaica’s original country music, played on acoustic instruments, with a lilting, mellow beat that anticipated reggae and Brazilian bossa nova. Its most recognizable song is Harry Belafonte’s “Day-O (The Banana Boat Song),” which is frequently mischaracterized as calypso, a similar-but-not-the-same Trinidadian idiom—not least because “Day-O” originally appeared on a 1956 album by Belafonte entitled Calypso. Ten years my senior, Belafonte was born in Harlem to Jamaican parents. Like me, he is a characteristically Jamaican mix of ancestries: part African, part Scottish, part Dutch, part Jewish, part Catholic. He too spent his early years on the island—we overlapped from 1938 to 1940—and had his worldview shaped by the social inequities he witnessed between Jamaica’s English rulers and its largely Black citizenry. The cheery call-and-response vocals of “Day-O” mask the fact that the song is about struggling workers pulling grueling shifts on the plantations.


Mento, as old-fashioned as it sounds now, pointed the way forward for Black Jamaican music. It was also where the tradition arose, in an echo of how freed slaves assumed the noble names of their former masters, of musicians taking up such European titles as Lord, Duke, Count, Prince, and King. The heyday of mento saw performance bills bearing the names of such artists as Count Lasher, Lord Flea, Lord Power, Lord Beginner, Lord Creator, and Lord Lebby.


Errol died in 1959 at the age of fifty, a victim of his appetites. The story is that he was buried with half a dozen bottles of his favorite whiskey. One way or another he taught me an awful lot, about how to be, and how not to be. And when it comes to wildness, I learned to let others be wild, and just watch from a safe distance.





IAN FLEMING FIRST visited Jamaica during World War II, when he was an intelligence officer. Afterwards, desperate to escape the bleak, run-down austerity of postwar Britain, he purchased a strip of land on the lush north coast near the banana port of Oracabessa and built a modest three-room house. He named it Goldeneye, after a sabotage mission he had planned during the war.


Like Flynn, Fleming was a social animal, albeit far more restrained. He and Noël Coward presided over a circle of wealthy English who chose to spend their winters on the island. Goldeneye, and Jamaica itself, offered the illusion that Britain remained an imperial power rather than a fast-contracting empire. This was put into especially stark relief when Anthony Eden, the UK prime minister, spent three weeks at Goldeneye in 1956 as he recovered from the Suez Crisis, in which Britain was humiliated by Egypt. Eden’s wife, Clarissa Spencer-Churchill, a niece of Winston Churchill, found Jamaica beautiful, but she also characterized it as sinister: there were strange tom-toms beating throughout the night, she told friends back home, as if the island itself were alive.


Fleming wrote his first James Bond novel, Casino Royale, at Goldeneye in 1952, drawing upon his own wartime experiences in British intelligence. The book’s success prompted him to write thirteen more Bond novels, three of which—Dr. No, Live and Let Die, and The Man with the Golden Gun—featured Jamaican locations. The novels were written in six-week bursts every winter, every year until Fleming’s death in 1964. In that period, Jamaica underwent a tectonic shift, transitioning from a British colony to an independently ruled nation (albeit still a member of the Commonwealth) in 1962. As this was happening, Fleming’s carefully curated vision of Jamaica as a gentlemen’s playground exerted a powerful pull on the public imagination: a last flare of confident British imperialism before the white bureaucrats beat a hasty retreat back to London. Bond, too, would play a role in Jamaica’s tourism boom and rising international profile, all the more so after the surprise success of the very first Bond film, Dr. No, which I worked on as a production assistant and location scout.


Fleming and my mother met in 1956. My parents’ marriage did not survive the 1940s—they split in 1949—and Mum and Ian formed a close relationship. They shared an interest in the outdoors, swimming, water-skiing, and snorkeling, and from them I learned to love the water, where I felt as much at home as I did on land.





MY PARENTS AND I had moved back to England, my birthplace, near the end of World War II. It was thought that the northern European air might be better for my asthma than the sticky, close Jamaican air. I also needed the education that had been seriously lacking as I aimlessly wandered the gardens of our house, either on my own or pestering the staff, who had become part of my little world. I needed a dose of reality, or at least something that lifted me out of myself and gave me the energy to fight my condition.


The journey by boat back to Southampton took us into dangerous waters. There were plenty of threats in the ocean between Jamaica and Europe, the ship felt very exposed, and it was a scary few days. It did not get much safer when we arrived in London, checking into the Grosvenor Hotel by Hyde Park in Mayfair. Bombs were still falling upon London into the last year of the war, V-2 rockets that you couldn’t hear coming. One landed near enough to the hotel to send our plates jumping off the table when we were having breakfast.


The move to London left me even more on my own, because there was no working staff to engage with me in our high-class Mayfair apartment. My parents went out most evenings, leaving me at home without a babysitter. Cold as their approach was, I grew to appreciate the sense of freedom my solitary life gave me, the feeling of being responsible for myself and finding things to do.


School, however, was hell. I was sent away to my father’s alma mater, St. John’s Beaumont School in Windsor. My father marrying a Jew made it imperative to his mother and my grandmother, a religious maniac, that I be sent to a Catholic school. I hated the place. I was too ill most of the time to do much of anything. Sometimes I required oxygen care in a tent. When I did manage to make it to classes, I really loathed them, and my teachers loathed me, not least because I picked verbal fights with them during lessons. I had an argument with a teacher when he was talking about heaven. The school’s motto was “Heavenly Matters over Earthly Matters.” I asked if my dog would go to heaven. He said no because it was not a human being, and heaven was strictly for human beings. I was furious. I loved my dog more than most people at the time, and it definitely put me off Catholicism.


My next stop was another preparatory school, St. Peter’s Court, in Broadstairs, Kent, overlooking the English Channel on the Kent coast. My parents decided that the location of St. John’s Beaumont, in the damp Thames Valley, was causing me breathing problems. That, rather than the fact that I had been told my dog would not go to heaven, was the reason for my transfer. In any event, the sea air coming in from the coast in Broadstairs truly did help clear my airways, and I certainly preferred St. Peter’s Court to my old school.


I wasn’t a great student. I was absolutely hopeless at English and slightly better at math, but for some reason I excelled at Latin, which was enough to help me pass by the slimmest of margins into one of England’s most ancient and respectable schools, Harrow, founded in 1572 under a royal charter of Queen Elizabeth I. Harrow and its main rival, Eton, are elite, exclusive institutions for the rich, privileged, queue-jumping establishment. Confusingly, especially to Americans, they are known to the British as public schools, though they are anything but public, and they continue to have a mesmerizing hold over the British people, whose leaders are drawn disproportionately from a small group of Harrovians and Etonians.


It will not surprise you that I failed to fit in at Harrow. I was very much an outsider, at the bottom of the social food chain. Mercifully, I was not subjected to the very worst customs of “fagging,” the inelegant public-school term for institutionalized bullying. Fagging was intrinsic to school life, meant to instill character. It was based on the notion that those who are destined to rule must first learn to obey. In many instances, it was, as its slur of a name suggests, a cover for nonconsensual sexual acts between boys, what the Victorians called “irregularities.” My fagging tasks, as far as I can remember, never went much further than warming toilet seats for the senior boys and polishing their leather belts. I was more like a tea boy than a submissive sex slave.


Alongside the fagging, I was caned a lot by the teachers, usually for breaking arcane rules dating back to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. My most common offense was my failure to wear the famous shallow straw hat with a black band that all Harrovians were meant to when outside. I would claim that my hat was lost, stolen, or damaged, but the truth was, I just didn’t want to wear such a stupid old-fashioned thing. I never took to the other clothing requirements either: the stiff blue blazers we were supposed to wear during the week and the formal Sunday uniform of tailcoat and striped trousers. My Harrow experience led to my lifelong affinity for extremely casual wear: flip-flops and shorts whenever possible.


In one instance, I was caned publicly, in front of the entire student body, which evidently had not happened in 130 years. My offense? Dropping some candy wrappers on school grounds. I think the schoolmasters were making an example of me because I had a reputation as a rebel. I would break out at night and head into town to buy alcohol and cigarettes, which I would then sell to other pupils. One day the masters discovered a stash of bottles that I had foolishly left lying around, probably thinking I was too clever for them. I wasn’t. Maybe deep down, or not so deep down, I was looking for a way out.


My mother was summoned, and a careful diplomatic solution was reached. I was not formally expelled, but the headmaster said to Mum with typical English understatement, “Christopher might be happier elsewhere.” That was the end of my formal education, at age sixteen. I became one of Harrow’s unmentionable dropouts, which suited me.


The main legacy of my “public” schooling is my accent, which combines easygoing traces of Jamaican speech with a posh—some have even said arrogant-sounding—Harrow tone. This accent has served its purpose, impressing or intimidating people, depending on their own social insecurities, and exciting certain Americans seeking a glimpse into some sort of illusory English fantasy. I also learned that forceful but fetching English manners are useful in matters of persuasion, especially when gently mixed with something more Jamaican and elusively headstrong.


My Harrow non-expulsion expulsion sent me back to Jamaica, where the start of my adult life awaited me.










–CHAPTER TWO– THE FIFTIES, JAMAICA: FINDING A PURPOSE



My parents’ divorce proved fortuitous in a way, in that their separate paths exposed me to a very particular set of circumstances that pointed me towards my future in the music business. My mother stayed in Jamaica, where I could sense change afoot as the country prepared for independence and the newly invigorated Black population was asserting itself culturally. My father remarried, to an American woman, and made his new home in Lake Forest, Illinois. My summer visits there put me within minutes of Chicago at the very beginning of that city’s blues boom. I educated myself in Chicago’s manifold independent record labels: Vee-Jay, home of John Lee Hooker and Jimmy Reed; J.O.B., home of Snooky Pryor and Johnny Shines; Chance, home of Homesick James; and the great Chess, home of Muddy Waters and Willie Dixon.


Not that I foresaw a life in music at that time. For all of my academic failure, I had a ready-made future in the Lindo family business. There would always be a well-paid position for me at Wray & Nephew, the island’s leading rum manufacturer. That is, until there wasn’t. In the mid-1950s, much to my surprise, my uncles sold their rum businesses. So much for my secure future.


At this point, my adventurous Blackwell genes kicked in, along with some life lessons picked up from Errol Flynn. I simply went with the flow, taking life as it came, my luck coming in fits and starts, and sometimes disappearing altogether.


Not long after my rescue by the Rastamen at Hellshire Beach, I found myself back in London, at a party at the Dorchester Hotel thrown by the showman Mike Todd, at the time the husband of Elizabeth Taylor and one of the biggest producers in Hollywood. The party celebrated the launch of Todd’s bloated, star-packed comedy Around the World in 80 Days, which seemed more an excuse to throw glamorous launch parties than a proper film.


My mother attended the party, as did the man who was at that time the governor of Jamaica, Sir Hugh Foot, a friend of hers. Sir Hugh politely asked, “How’s Christopher doing?” My mother rolled her eyes, more or less labeling me a lost cause. I was in England for one last try at finding my place in straight society, trying to learn the ropes of accountancy at the esteemed firm Price Waterhouse. It wasn’t going well—this plan was as ill-considered for me as Harrow had been.


Sir Hugh threw my mother a lifeline by saying he had a job for me. I would serve as one of his gofers, running errands and assisting him at public functions—basically the kind of role that being a Harrow fag was meant to prepare you for. Mother was skeptical, telling Sir Hugh that she didn’t think I even knew how to get out of bed in the morning. Sir Hugh told her to leave things to him.


For two years, I worked at his side in Kingston, in the process getting to know such local politicians as Norman Manley and Alexander Bustamante, who would become Jamaica’s first premier and first prime minister under independent rule. Sir Hugh, the product of an enlightened and liberal family, was a class act who got on well with Bustamante and Manley, developing a great relationship with the people he recognized to be the future of the island. He was one of the most popular governors of Jamaica, a steadying influence as the prospect of independence came closer.


Nearly twenty years later, I hired one of Sir Hugh’s sons, Benjamin Foot, to work for me as the minder to a strong-willed group I had just signed to my record label, Island Records. They were called the Wailers, and their members were Bob Marley, Peter Tosh, and Bunny Wailer. Benjamin was basically serving in the same sort of gofer capacity for them as I had for his father, albeit with different briefs. I hadn’t planned it, but the group was being looked after by the son of a former governor of Jamaica—he was having to follow their demanding, unforgiving orders based on a particularly alien set of rituals. A key part of his duties was ensuring that the group received its full daily quota of marijuana every morning, the smoking of which began before breakfast.


I later learned from Benjamin that his father had faced political pressure in the 1950s to crack down on the Rastafari as a disruptive force. But Sir Hugh resisted, admiring the Rastas for their independence and ingenuity in building a society for themselves. I hadn’t planned for this bit of historical symmetry, but it wasn’t lost on the Wailers that they were giving orders to the son of a former governor of colonial-era Jamaica. Bob told me the group appreciated the irony.


My distinguished service to Jamaica as an aide to Sir Hugh Foot ended when his governorship did, in 1957. I drifted a bit more, briefly trying my hand at showing real estate, selling air conditioners, and teaching water-skiing. My best customer at the last job was a skinny, easygoing Rasta who, unlike my white customers, always paid me on time. I grew healthier in this period too, my asthma abating and my physical confidence growing, which made my mum happy enough, even though I had still failed to launch as a responsible and respectable adult.


Finally I happened upon a freelance job that lined up with my personal interests. One of my friends had the concession in Jamaica for Wurlitzer, a major manufacturer of jukeboxes. I persuaded him to let me lease some of his jukeboxes, which were growing in popularity in the 1950s amongst Jamaicans who couldn’t afford to keep a radio in their own homes. Before long, I was responsible for sixty-three jukeboxes on the island, from the cities on the coast to places up in the hills in the middle of nowhere. In one of those places miles from anywhere, I would deal with a seven-year-old, because the Chinese owner of the bar didn’t speak English. It was one of those jobs for which there were no real qualifications, and I was pretty good at it.





MOST OF THE jukebox demand was for American product: blues, R&B, boogie-woogie, gospel, doo-wop, Fats Domino, Rosco Gordon, Lloyd Price, and Little Richard. Before long, though, some mento and calypso records came into the mix, by the likes of Count Lasher, George Moxley, and Lord Flea. The foremost mento label—the only game in town, really—was MRS, which stood for Motta’s Recording Studio.


Motta was Stanley Motta, who ran an electronics and camera store on Hanover Street in Kingston. Shrewdly recognizing that tourists might want to take some recorded Jamaican music home with them, he set up a no-frills studio where artists recorded their songs in one take, on one track. Motta also stocked amplifiers and speakers, which became another plank of Jamaica’s postwar music boom.


The best sound system was built by Hedley Jones, a Black inventor who had served in the Royal Air Force as an engineer during the war. A high-fidelity obsessive, he was keen to build amplifiers that would better showcase the jazz records he sourced from America than even those of the top-range US and British manufacturers. A Kingston hardware store owner named Tom Wong was so impressed by the sound quality of Jones’s rig that he ordered an amplifier and speaker set from him.


Wong, a Jamaican of Chinese and African heritage, initially used his PA setup to play music for the open-air dance parties of a well-to-do clientele—taking the place of the big bands that the swells had hired before the advance of recorded music. But Wong found that he had an equally willing market for his wares in Black neighborhoods, where he experimented further.


He hung speakers from trees and pushed the volume into the red. The result was a vital sonic power that made entire neighborhoods shake. The horns echoed through the hills and the bass was enough to wake the dead, as it should be. Wong called his rig—a combination of a turntable, a tube amplifier, and some bulky speaker boxes, bound together in a classically Jamaican rewiring of technologies and traditions—a sound system.


Wong’s system inspired imitators and competitors, all of which were essentially throbbing mobile discos, replete with DJs and hype men. When I started going to sound systems, the thing that hooked me the most was the sheer bone-shaking volume, a loudness that live music had yet to achieve. There was nothing like it outside of Jamaica until the Who and Led Zeppelin pushed the limits of amplification in the late 1960s.


As rival sound systems joined the competition, Jamaica became the loudest island on earth, with ever-larger crowds gathering for showdowns between the systems. Who had the best tunes? Who had the loudest, toughest sound?


Wong assumed the performing name Tom the Great Sebastian, after a Barnum & Bailey trapeze artist. For a while, Tom reigned supreme in the sound-system world, fighting off the likes of Sir Nick the Champ and Count Smith the Blues Blaster. But he was eclipsed in the mid-1950s by three brilliant innovators who understood and shaped what Jamaican ears preferred: Duke Reid, Sir Coxsone Dodd, and “King” Edwards the Giant, the cultural conquistadors whose influence ultimately extended well beyond Jamaica and the 1950s.


The King Edwards sound system was run by brothers Vincent and George; in a way there were two Kings, inspired early on by Tom the Great Sebastian, and amongst the first to go for bigger amplifiers and bigger sound—bigger than the rest, who were forced to keep up—to champion their favorite American records by the likes of Smiley Lewis and Shirley and Lee.


Arthur Stanley Reid was an ex-policeman who began hosting parties to promote Treasure Isle, the liquor and haberdashery store he owned with his wife, Lucille. Selling liquor was originally the priority, with the music just a way of drawing a crowd of customers. One song wasn’t enough. There had to be a sequence of really good songs, and Reid had to work out a flow of them. As Duke Reid, he started to connect his record player to purpose-built larger speakers, which became ever larger and more powerful over the years, making the music much more of a local event, a performance.


Reid developed an act. He carted his equipment from place to place in a Bedford Trojan van with DUKE REID—THE TROJAN KING OF SOUNDS painted on its side. He played the part of extreme party host, a show-business gangster carried on his throne to his turntables wearing a gold crown and flamboyant costumes complete with pistols and a belt of bullets.


Clement Dodd, a cricket fan, took his handle from an English cricketer named Alec Coxon. Sixteen years Reid’s junior, Dodd started out working for Reid, hunting down exclusive new records. Coxsone had logged time in the American South as a migrant worker, picking fruit for more money than he could make working at home. While his mates spent their cash on clothes, he bought records. He had direct exposure to new American postwar music, bringing back new beats and rare discs for Reid to play. Before long, Coxsone broke off from Reid, eager to be a frontman himself, setting up his own sound system and a rivalry with his former boss.


Jukeboxes weren’t as cool as sound systems, but they were equally important in terms of disseminating new music in Kingston and across the island. (The ska pioneer Prince Buster started out as a jukebox operator.) I traveled Jamaica’s uneven roads, constantly changing the records in my machines in Kingston and in the bars up on the mountains and down in the coastal villages. In most of these places, radio sets, record players, and live concerts were rare, which encouraged the kind of communal listening that also fueled the sound-system rivalries.


Running my jukeboxes was the very best way of discovering on the ground what kind of music people liked—which, at the time, was predominantly American R&B and country. You’d get instant market research about which new sounds were working and which weren’t. I found myself in crowded, tiny rooms where everyone was packed in tight, desperate to hear something new that made their bodies move. If I put on a record they didn’t like, they jeered and I hung my head: the record was a flop. But if I played something they liked, they were beside themselves, shouting, “TUNE!”


I became a version of what was becoming known, in sound-system parlance, as a selector: a person responsible for picking out the best songs and the best sequence in which to play them to keep the party going. I loved the real-time market-research aspect of it. It was an exhilarating, physical job.


Coxsone Dodd, Duke Reid, and King Edwards as the Big Three with their private stashes of hot 45s would soon be joined at the end of the 1950s by Cecil Bustamente Campbell, aka Prince Buster, the voice of the people straight from the dark, intimidating Kingston side streets, determined to dethrone the established leaders, breaking free of the Coxsone stable to set out on his own. Eventually, he would be one of the rare operators to have their own crew of artists, DJs, and singers, and also release records under his own name.


When he found his access to buying American records blocked by some suspicious shenanigans regarding his immigrant status, he was quick to turn to producing and recording his own music to play, exclusives fronted by himself, Owen Gray, and Eric “Monty” Morris.


It was mayhem, and the to-and-fro, the competitive battles between systems with their fierce electronics set up in dusty yards, in open fields, sound fiends setting the pace, ignited a new form of Jamaican music. The sound systems launched the Jamaican music business.


Your record-hunting rivals would be going to Louisiana, Nashville, New York, North and South Carolina, all over the place, traveling by bus to find that one record, that absolute scoop that would make their name, or keep their reputation intact. We were all in competition, which forced us to make discoveries and transform ourselves as we chased sounds and listeners.


When you found a record nobody else had, you’d scrape off the label, so no one knew who the singer was. Obviously, today, it’s impossible to think that you wouldn’t know what a record was, because everything is so readily available. But in those days, that was not the case. You’d scratch the labels off to guard your treasure and retain exclusivity, which was your advantage over others. If a rival had a tune you didn’t have, that would really hurt you. If you had a record no one else had, you could hurt them. To survive, you needed a tune that no one else had. And then another tune that no one else had to follow that. You had to make sure you had the best records and that you strung them together in the best way. It was ruthless. And, as I discovered, the helter-skelter, cutthroat nature of doing business with the sound systems was the best training for working in the record business.


I would supply some of the sound systems with records I had found in New York for sixty cents. Scraping off the label so that it was anonymous could make a good record very desireable, and you could get ten, twenty dollars for it. The sound system guys were cool with that as long as I sold only one copy to them exclusively. Beware selling a great and expensive new record to two systems at the same time. That was an absolute no-go. That’s when things could take a vicious twist. It was best to stick to the code, which wasn’t written down, but you got the idea.


Sometimes, getting the record no one else had, or the one someone else had but had made anonymous by removing the label, involved an immense search. Having blasted Tom Wong out of the way, Reid had been used to getting it all his own way until his old employee Dodd found some records he didn’t have, including one that more or less became Dodd’s theme tune. Reid went on the search when he was next in America to get hold of the track but at the time he didn’t know what it was called or who it was by, and to this day it remains a mystery. Some records would remain a mystery, their titles and artists taken to the grave by the sound man.


He listened to thousands of songs until he managed to find it in a record shop in Philadelphia. Apparently, he jumped for joy and laughed like a maniac. At a showdown set up on his return at a regular venue, Forrester’s Hall, Dodd thought it was a scam that Reid could play all his exclusives. At midnight, Reid defiantly played the track, and Dodd fainted on the spot. Reid ruled once more. Or something like that.





MY MEMORIES OF record-hunting in America have taken on the quality of dreams. It’s hard to believe that it was all real, but it all led to a new kind of knowledge. I seemed to have the knack for meeting the right people, who would take me to the right places. On one trip to New York in 1958, I went out on a hot, steamy night with a songwriter with whom I had become friends, Syd Shaw, who had written some great romantic songs covered by Nina Simone, Eartha Kitt, Sarah Vaughan, Vic Damone, Duke Ellington, Johnny Mathis, and Lena Horne.


After midnight, we ended up at Café Bohemia on Barrow Street in Greenwich Village, where the first great Miles Davis Quintet was playing, getting up to speed. We were just ten feet away from Miles, the music right in our faces. It was intense, and I found it hard to contain myself, but the vibe was that you quietly paid attention, gently applauded, and acted as if it was all just routine stuff: Miles blowing music apart, paying no mind to the audience, sometimes turning his back to us, his thoughts miles away.


Syd managed to get us backstage to meet Miles. I suddenly found myself in a small smoky room with the great trumpeter and a few others. I think John Coltrane and Philly Joe Jones were also present, but I only had eyes for Miles. He was delicate-looking, even a little vulnerable, with those hooded eyes and that famous raspy whisper. All of this made him even more magnetic.


Syd and I were the only white guys there. At that time in America, it was uncommon for a white kid to be hanging around with Blacks, but coming from where I did, working with Dodd and Reid, I was used to it. Miles took a liking to me. I think he noticed that I wasn’t as nervous as most white people were in his company—often they broke out in flop sweat, which tickled him. I had learned from dealing with sound-system royalty how to pick up the rhythm and fall in with the mood. We started hanging out.


Miles was the best teacher, always amused when I asked him questions. I was pretty cocky at the time, and I once asked him why he played so many bad notes, unlike Bix Beiderbecke and Louis Armstrong, who always played clean. He didn’t blink. He didn’t bite my head off. “Because I try and play what I hear in my head,” he said, “not what I know I can already play.” That, to me, was the essence of jazz, trying to get somewhere new and not worrying if you made mistakes as long as you got there in the end. On a tightrope, and wobbling a little, but eventually gliding across that tightrope.


Only once did Miles tell me off. We were listening to some music, something fast, and my leg was unconsciously jiggling to the beat, which irritated him. “Slow down, man!” he scolded me. “Enjoy it in your head. Keep it to yourself.” In other words, keep cool.


The other thing Miles taught me about, besides music, was cars. He had an affinity for flashy motors, especially fast European ones. When he jumped from the Prestige label to Columbia in the mid-fifties, he blew his first advance on a beautiful Mercedes 190SL soft-top convertible, as sleek and bewitching as one of his solos. It was such an exotic-looking piece of machinery at the time—still is. He had been paid $300 an album by Prestige, so this was his Columbia-fueled, $4,000 way of expressing defiance at the music industry’s shabby treatment of Black artists.


I was in the car with Miles a couple of times and I remember how quiet it was as we shot across 110th Street late at night, at what seemed like a hundred miles an hour. It was dangerous driving with Miles, but it imbued in me a passion for cars, and for buying a good one when I had the funds. Later on, if ever I had some unexpected extra cash, I would buy a car I fancied. When Free’s “All Right Now” became a big hit in 1970, I spent my windfall on a sporty black Mercedes two-seater coupe I had imported directly from Germany.


Here’s another thing I picked up from Miles: drive fast to test the mettle of the person sitting next to you in the passenger seat. One day in the Bahamas in 1980, my passenger was Nick Stewart, the head of A&R at Island Records (a label’s “Artists and Repertoire” department was traditionally responsible for talent scouting and artist development). As we drove to Island’s Compass Point Studios in Nassau, he was trying to sell me on signing a four-piece rock group that he, and many others at Island Records, really wanted to sign.


I had misgivings. The group was from Ireland and didn’t strike me at the time as a good fit for us. I picked up some speed, just to see how committed Nick was to this band he wanted me to go and see. He stuck with his pitch well, steadily telling me that they had a great guitarist and a very forceful singer. I asked a few more questions about the group, testing his resolve. Nick stuck to his guns. Then I put my foot on the gas some more. I didn’t say anything, but he knew the acceleration was me saying, I’ll think about it. So I thought about it. And I did indeed sign U2.





MY ABILITY TO get over to America regularly meant I was a good source for rare records. Sometimes a title alone would point you in the right direction—Lionel Hampton’s “Hey! Ba-Ba-Re-Bop,” Joe Liggins and His Honeydrippers’ “Groovy Groove,” Willis Jackson’s “Howling at Midnight,” and Paul Gayten’s “Tickle Toe” were all winners. Sometimes you’d click with an artist who never let you down, like my beloved Professor Longhair—the Fess!—who was as influential on Jamaican music as he was on Fats Domino, Elvis Presley, Dr. John, Huey “Piano” Smith, and Allen Toussaint.


I picked up tangy, tangled Afro-Caribbean influences on Longhair’s playing, what Jelly Roll Morton described as “the Spanish tinge,” a slow Latin element in the blues. Longhair, otherwise known as Roy Byrd of New Orleans, had a way of slipping and sliding around the beat as he played piano, essentially deconstructing the rhythm with a natural but idiosyncratic grace that connected with Jamaican ears in the 1950s.


Sounds were continually cross-pollinating as they traveled between the North American continent and the islands. In the era of the slave trade, a large number of enslaved people came through the Caribbean en route to America, spending some time working on the islands before reaching their real destination—a practice the slavers called “seasoning.” Some of these enslaved people performed music rooted in their African homelands, picking up island influences as they did, whether Latin rhythms or the Afro-Caribbean drumming of the Maroons.


Then this music traveled to the American South, where it sneaked into the jump blues of Professor Longhair, and from there it would flow back to the Caribbean, where a lot of it had begun in the first place. Jamaicans responded so positively to the American records played by the sound systems and jukeboxes because these imports sounded more like Jamaican music should than mento, which, as the fifties became the sixties, seemed increasingly like tame tourist music.


Fats Domino was revered in Jamaica. He played strident chiming chords with his right hand and a cocky walking bass with his left, which, when interpreted by Jamaican musicians, resulted in a very distinctive Jamaican lope and swagger. Just as the swing and backbeat of his 1949 song “The Fat Man” helped set up rock and roll, the bouncing beat of his 1959 hit “Be My Guest” helped create ska. Fats’s Jamaican listeners were taken with the song’s skeletal, unfussy arrangement and, with their Jamaican genius for taking something they loved and making it their own, played their instruments to the off beat rather than the on beat.


Bob Marley and Jimmy Cliff both credited Fats Domino as a major influence on their early sound. Fats’s Jamaican acolytes didn’t necessarily think of what they were doing as playing on the off beat; they were just after something that sounded rougher and harder than mento. They were hitting the beat where it sounded better, where it took the listener by surprise and made feet move.


The Big Three of the sound systems, Duke, Coxsone, and King, were my contemporaries, a new breed of businessman with an ear for talent and picking hits. But whereas they ran companies, complete with employees and signature battle cries, I was a sole proprietor. I operated in the shadows, behind the scenes. I knew that I was no showman. How could I be, considering my background and the color of my skin, as well as my natural proclivity for keeping to myself?


Still, we all shared the same hunger for new records and new sounds. The competitive element of it, the chase to be the first to discover something new, stayed with me throughout my life in the record business. I liked it when it was a fight, when it wasn’t comfortable, when you weren’t bound by rules or an orderly system, when you were in a battle with others on the hunt for talent.


As time went on, though, there weren’t enough records to go round. The product, the repertoire, started to dry up. Dodd, Reid, and Edwards knew what they had to do next: make records, not just play them. I needed to follow suit.





I STARTED TO think deeply about records themselves. How were they made, and who made them? Where did they come from? Well, they came from the recording studio, something of a mystery at the time. So that was the next place I needed to be in order to get to the essence of the music I loved. I became obsessed with the idea of making one of these records that was so powerful that, when you played it in a bar, you changed the energy of the crowd in an instant.


I felt I had learned enough about records to start making them myself—not only the music but the actual object, the record itself, pressed onto a label that you grew to trust because its releases were consistently good. Something entrepreneurial stirred inside me, although I didn’t initially think of the record business as a great one to get into. It didn’t even seem like a business, period. It certainly wasn’t organized like one in Jamaica.


I did feel that I was spending far too much money buying records for my jukeboxes and that it would be worth seeing if I could make my own. I didn’t necessarily think there was a future in it, but it seemed one way of sourcing records. Filling all my jukeboxes with a steady stream of new, in-demand records was getting expensive.


The next step was to have my own label, which in hindsight seems logical, though not so much at the time. And the name for the label I wanted to have fell into my lap. In 1957, crowned as the Calypso King, a sex symbol and pioneering Black icon, Harry Belafonte had starred alongside James Mason, Joan Fontaine, and Joan Collins in Island in the Sun, Robert Rossen’s film adaptation of Alec Waugh’s 1955 interracial romance set on an imaginary West Indian isle. The novel glanced against the complicated political realities of the time, the tensions between the old order and a new nationalist movement, between tourist paradise and tough economic reality; but it ended more as a colonial romance supplying a little cheer to Brits anxious about losing their place in the world. The book allowed them to be already nostalgic for the empire even as it was melting away, offering glimpses of how the British would cling to often delusional feelings of superiority and authority as their power shrank.


Along with the song called “Island in the Sun” that Belafonte sang for the movie, a subtle challenging of white misconceptions of the Caribbean, the title gave me an idea for the name of the record label I formed at the end of the 1950s. Island Records would emerge out of the same postwar Jamaican winds of change that whispered through the book and film.


The very first album I recorded and released on Island Records was Lance Hayward at the Half Moon Hotel, which came out in 1959. It was made very much in the spirit of the great jazz labels, Blue Note, Prestige, and Verve. I was twenty-two—hence the album’s catalogue number, CB22. The cover was a striking red flame graphic inspired by staring at the stylish albums released by those design-conscious jazz companies, and the very first label logo Island had was an orange sun—I was clearly after some heat. The address on the back said Island Records, Box 258, Jamaica W.I. Island was in business.


I discovered my debut recording artists while I was working at the Half Moon Hotel in Montego Bay. I was holding down the resort’s water-skiing concession—a way of getting by until something else came along. My cousin Barbara’s dad owned the hotel, and she and I both loved jazz.


Barbara persuaded her father to put on a jazz act at the hotel, and they brought in a young, blind jazz pianist from Bermuda named Lance Hayward, whose music was very much in the mood of Oscar Peterson and early Nat King Cole. Nothing too troubling or distracting for the well-heeled, cocktail-sipping hotel clientele, but jazz nonetheless, swinging nice and easy. I made friends with Lance and started to make rash promises about making a record with him, probably having drunk a couple of rums too many.


I must have sounded like I knew what I was doing, because Lance believed me and kept asking, “When are we going to make that record?” I started to investigate how to do it. This was a time when recording studios in Jamaica were technically very basic, if they existed at all, and most music was recorded in local radio stations, usually surreptitiously, after hours.


This was the earliest era of Jamaican recording, and I was trying to do it at the same time as the artful sound-system royalty were getting hold of a one-track, a two-track machine, grabbing talent from outside their shops, players and singers with nothing much to do, ready for action, making records that weren’t available in the shops, often just an acetate, a sneaky instrumental version of some American hit, anything to keep supplying the sound systems with some fresh-feeling rhythm, some hard bass and tricky movement for the DJs to use behind their messages and call-outs.


Initially I was a little more orthodox with my talent spotting, finding professional musicians in the swanky hotels and the cricket club dances. Lance was my first experience recording an album, designing a sleeve, getting it printed. To get it made I went over to New York, where I could buy more records to sell to the sound systems and fill my jukeboxes but now more excited by the idea that I could make my own records to sell. Sound systems were still rounding up crowds and turning up the volume, but I could sense, after all that record handling I’d done, that making records was where the action was heading.


I took Lance and the band in a Volkswagen van down to what became known as Federal Records on Marcus Garvey Drive in Kingston, where the Lebanese/Cuban businessman and furniture salesman Ken Khouri recorded in a couple of converted rooms—amongst the first generation of Jamaican recording entrepreneurs, he was one of the main reasons there was such a thing as a Jamaican recording industry. He was known as Papa Khouri, a real godfather of Jamaican music.


Ken had gotten into the music business by accident. A gadget freak, he had traveled to Miami to buy a car and met a man in dire financial straits who was desperately trying to unload a disc-recording machine. Khouri paid $350 for it, unsure if he’d been ripped off or had scored a bargain.


He started recording mento and calypso acts in local nightclubs, sending his recordings to England to be pressed into 78 rpm records. Bitten by the record-making bug, Khouri invested in more equipment and built a tiny pressing plant next to the studio, which became known as Federal Records.


Before I brought Lance and his band to Marcus Garvey Drive, I had never before been inside a recording studio, didn’t know what they consisted of, and had no idea what to do. One thing I could do very well at the time, however, given my background and training at Harrow, was pretend that I had complete self-confidence.


I hid my nerves as best I could, because, after all, I was to all intents and purposes the supervisor of the proceedings. Lance with his boys, bassist Maxwell Smith and drummer Clarence “Tootsie” Bean, walked into one room, which I presumed was where they were going to play, so I walked into the room next to it. This turned out to be the control room, which suggests you are in control of proceedings. I waited for something to happen, not saying much so as not to give away that I didn’t know what to do. This was actually a lesson that served me well later on, when I actually knew how to make records. Let things evolve, keep the mood cool—the best things that happen in a recording studio never occur in an orderly fashion, or because you expect them to.


The band played a tune, Ken did whatever he needed to do to get it on tape, and then they all looked at me to see what I thought. I sat there looking, I hoped, thoughtful—and then Lance said, “Shall we play it again?” That saved me from having to say something relevant.


“Yes, please do,” I said with as much authority as I could muster. They did what I asked. The second take was possibly better than the first. My advice to play it again had worked! I was now a record producer, whatever that was. From that moment, I decided, This is what I want to do for the rest of my life. I’d gone from the outside to the inside in a flash. I was in heaven.


I wouldn’t call the Hayward recording a great, groundbreaking jazz album. It’s a souvenir of a time and place and will take you to sunny, easygoing 1959 Montego Bay in an instant. I don’t suppose it sold as many as 200 albums, mostly in the hotel itself as a holiday souvenir. But now I was eager to make more records, immediately. My next album featured a guitarist I’d come across while working some shifts at the Half Moon Hotel, the twenty-seven-year-old Ernest Ranglin, a son of Manchester Parish in west-central Jamaica.


Ernest had played on some of those mento records recorded by Stanley Motta and was already working on special not-for-sale acetates for Coxsone Dodd, who had taken to recording his own exclusives for his sound system. One such single, entitled “Easy Snappin’ ” and initially credited to Clue J and His Blues Blasters, is of historical significance. Clue J was the double bassist Cluett Johnson, and the story goes that he liked to greet friends and colleagues with a rousing, nonsensical call of “Skavoovie!”—which is as plausible an origin story for the word ska as any other told in Jamaica.


Another suggests that Johnson declared that, in a certain part of the song, he wanted a sound “like some jazz scat.” The band misheard him and started referring to the style in which they played as ska. Whatever the reality, it’s true that Jamaicans like to make up new words and tell tall tales, bringing new meaning into the world.


The writer of “Easy Snappin’ ” was a self-taught pianist and vocalist named Theo Beckford, who, like Ranglin, had played on some of the mento records for tourists. Beckford, Ranglin, Johnson, and crew were seasoned players who nimbly switched between jazz, calypso, and mento, and from this mélange of influences emerged the ska beat. The song was a big hit for Dodd’s sound system, and the Jamaican public wanted more.


Having logged a few years hunting for records, I was now hunting for musicians to record. For a brief period, I ran my own little restaurant and nightclub to get close to musicians: the Ferry Inn, on the road that linked Kingston to Spanish Town. The tavern had been built in 1684 next to a swamp, a convenient stopping point for travelers waiting to cross the river on a ferry before there was a bridge. On one occasion I had the pleasure of showing my mother and Ian Fleming to a table when they came to see how I was getting on. But running the place pinned me down too much; I needed to get out and about to find what and who I was looking for. My career in hospitality would come later down the line.


But Ranglin presented himself right on my doorstep, a stroke of good fortune. He was a versatile and melodic guitar player influenced by the early masters of electric guitar, Charlie Christian, Les Paul, and Wes Montgomery. He was also a skillful arranger. Over time, Ernest turned into my secret weapon, someone I could call upon to add virtuosity and Jamaican realness to any record.


The album he made for me, Guitar in Ernest, was a blend of melodic jazz and ska-in-the-making. I gave it the catalogue number CB23. It’s another fine souvenir of a time and place, a sonic blast of optimism, the sound of Black Jamaican musicians breaking free of the colonial grind.


As I was pressing my two early instrumental albums, I realized that I was a little out of touch—most Jamaican vinyl was coming out in the form of singles, songs to be played on the radio and the sound systems. I changed course and decided that singles with vocals were where I needed to put my energy.


Jamaica boasted a wealth of amazing homegrown singers at the time, many of them showcased on the talent show Opportunity Hour, which was produced and hosted by a newspaper columnist and radio personality named Vere Johns and held at various movie theaters in Kingston. Opportunity Hour’s roots dated back to the 1930s, when it was conceived as a stunt to draw larger audiences to the cinema. But it really came into its own in the late 1950s, when fledgling record producers and the sound-system guys were looking for ready and willing vocalists.


These contests had a real carnival atmosphere, with the winners chosen by raucous crowd reaction. Every winner received a small cash prize, which was exciting given that most of the contestants were from poor families. You received maybe two pounds for winning, and in those days two pounds was serious money—but the real prize was getting the attention of the new breed of record producers.


Just about every Jamaican singing star of the 1960s and ’70s came through Opportunity Hour, including Bob Marley, Jimmy Cliff, John Holt, Millie Small, and Derrick Morgan. The first singers I raided from the talent show were Wilfred Edwards (whom I later renamed Jackie Edwards because “Wilfred” didn’t seem like a show-business name), Laurel Aitken, and Owen Gray.


It was almost too easy to find singing talent. I would be talking in front of a theater with Wilfred, and would immediately be approached by young hopefuls pleading, “What about me, what about me? I can sing, I can sing!” Most of my early singles came out on an Island subsidiary I named R&B—I wanted a label that clearly identified itself with what was happening: Black Jamaicans doing their take on American R&B music.


My first R&B release was “Boogie in My Bones” by Laurel Aitken. He was a Cuban-Jamaican singer I’d met while we were both doing the rounds of the Kingston clubs. An argument can be made that “Boogie in My Bones” was the first indigenous Jamaican pop record: a midtempo rhythm-and-blues track with a local accent and some lingering traces of mento. Backed by a “my baby left me” song of lamentation called “Little Sheila,” the single went to number one on the Jamaican charts and remained there a few weeks. Feeling that I was now up and running, I soon thereafter opened the first Island Records office on South Odeon Avenue in Half Way Tree, a commercial suburb of Kingston, just opposite the new offices of the Jamaica Broadcasting Corporation.





THE HORNS ON “Boogie in My Bones” had a Jamaican feel but were not actually played by Jamaicans. The only Jamaicans involved with the track were Laurel and me. I kept this quiet at the time, because I didn’t want to have anyone question the single’s authenticity, which would have been fatal, especially for a young label run by a privileged white Jamaican kid.


The musicians I hired to back Aitken were an Australian group called the Caribs. Their story is yet another example of how mixed-up and polyglot the Jamaican music scene was, drawing participants of Cuban, Panamanian, Trinidadian, Lebanese, Chinese, Indian, and European origin. But even by Jamaican standards, the Caribs were an anomaly. And Errol Flynn, their fellow Australian, had something to do with their migration to our island.


The Caribs were not remotely Caribbean. They started out as the house band at a tourist hotel in Surfers Paradise, a suburb on Australia’s Gold Coast. Because their stage was fringed by palm trees and the band played a lot of songs with Latin rhythms, they arrived at the name the Caribs. A couple of the group’s members actually traveled to the Caribbean and a made a friend in Abe Issa, the owner of one of Kingston’s most celebrated nightclubs, the Glass Bucket Club, in a perfect spot on the border between uptown and downtown. Errol Flynn was a regular at the Glass Bucket and knew Abe well. He mentioned that he knew a crack band in his homeland called the Caribs, and how great they were playing calypso and mento. Abe remembered meeting the guys and got in touch, saying that if they were ever passing through, they should give him a call. En route to England after some shows in Miami, the Caribs told Abe they were on their way. They never made it to England.


The Glass Bucket catered to tourists and the local upper class, and featured such top-line American acts as Sarah Vaughan, Sammy Davis Jr., and the Cuban king of mambo, Pérez Prado. Many of these artists used local musicians, including the great trombonist Don Drummond, to back them. The versatile Caribs became the club’s house band, working there six nights a week until the club folded in 1959. Established in Kingston, or just stuck there unable to get back home, they moved on to the elegant Myrtle Bank Hotel, where Ian Fleming stayed when he first visited Jamaica in 1942.


The Caribs were used to playing live and playing tightly, which was important in the early days of recording, when we had only a single-track machine. I trusted them to be the backing band on many of my records, and when I needed a great guitar solo with authentic Jamaican flair, I brought in Ernest Ranglin to play with them.


The Caribs were friends with another Australian transplant to Jamaica named Graeme Goodall, a young sound engineer. He had come over to help Radio Jamaica set up their studios after developing his expertise working for broadcasters in Melbourne and London, where he worked with such singers as Petula Clark.


I met Graeme at a wedding under dubious circumstances: we nearly got into a fight after I chatted up his beautiful Chinese-Jamaican girlfriend, Fay. Once we smoothed that out (Graeme and Fay eventually got married), we took an immediate liking to each other. Like me, he was a white kid at ease amongst Black Jamaicans, a fosterer of mutual respect. Graeme emerged as an incredibly important figure in Jamaican music. In 1961, for Ken Khouri, he put together Federal Records’ first custom-built studio, complete with an echo chamber. Coxsone Dodd, Duke Reid, and Prince Buster all cut records at the new, improved Federal as soon as it was open, with Graeme acting as chief engineer.


The studios that followed in Federal’s wake, opening up and down Orange Street on the western edge of downtown Kingston, were all influenced by Graeme’s innovative sound practices. Orange Street became the Jamaican Tin Pan Alley, where Jamaicans of all manner of backgrounds were now in the business of buying and selling songs. Dodd built Studio One inside an old nightclub around the corner, on Brentford Road. Reid opened Treasure Isle Studios above his liquor store.


Graeme loved how music sounded in the open air as it pumped from the sound systems, affected by such factors as humidity and echo. He worked quickly to translate the systems’ in-your-face, in-the-red sound and bass-heavy bottom end onto records. Jamaican recording was now not only about faithfully capturing live performances but about picking up ambience and mood. Graeme taught me how crucial the engineer was in making good records; accordingly, I made him a director of Island Records, holding 24 percent of its shares. Another 24 percent went to Leslie Kong, an unlikely figure—a friendly young Chinese-Jamaican guy who ran a record shop and ice-cream parlor on Orange Street called Beverley’s.





THE ICE-CREAM PARLOR, started by Leslie and his older brothers, Fats and Cecil, had come first. But soon enough, the Kong brothers took an interest in Kingston’s burgeoning recording scene and started selling records on the side. One day they were approached by an ambitious teenager named Jimmy Chambers, who hoped that they would sell his records—even though he had yet to make any. He had written a pining, pleading love song entitled “Dearest Beverley,” clearly trying to ingratiate himself with the brothers. (I never found out where the ice-cream shop got its name from.) He sang it to them, a cappella, as they were closing up for the night.


Fats and Cecil didn’t like the kid’s voice, but Leslie did. He sent Chambers to see the singer Derrick Morgan, whose records had sold well at Beverley’s. Morgan was impressed by Chambers’s talent and told Kong the youngster had promise. Which was all well and good, but, as Leslie explained to Jimmy, he wasn’t in the business of producing records. “Well, you could be! I know people,” the kid said. He had some brass neck.


Kong decided, Why not? and took a flier on producing his own records for the shop on top of selling other people’s. It was a time when such thoughts seemed to make sense in Jamaica, when a family that owned an ice-cream parlor could think that going into the recording business was a perfectly rational idea. Leslie didn’t care for Jimmy Chambers’s name, though. He wanted something that evoked the late-1950s pop idols who’d had hits in England, people like Billy Fury, Marty Wilde, and Tommy Steele. So Jimmy Chambers became Jimmy Cliff.


Leslie paid for the newly named Cliff to record some songs at Ken Khouri’s Federal, also allotting some of the studio time he’d booked to Derrick Morgan, to get a bit of value for his money. All of a sudden, Kong had a record label, Beverley’s, and was now a record producer. Leslie was a man of few words in the studio, but he knew what he liked and had a knack for putting out great records. Like Dodd and Reid, he was another prime example of a Jamaican entrepreneur who came from a business outside music and found he had a special gift for recognizing talent.


He put “Dearest Beverley” on the B-side of a catchier, more upbeat Cliff song, “Hurricane Hattie,” which told a topical tale that Jamaicans could relate to, and fifteen-year-old Jimmy made it into the charts. Soon Beverley’s was attracting all sorts of ghetto urchins and would-be stars milling about outside the store, looking to follow in Jimmy’s footsteps. Some of them turned out to be the real deal. As I had found, once you’re producing records and people know you exist, singers start to find you. And if you know vaguely what you are doing, and firmly what makes a good song, you can achieve wonders.


Kong was the first to record Desmond Dekker (after he’d been turned down by Dodd and Reid), Toots Hibbert and the Maytals, and John Holt. Derrick Morgan broke away from Prince Buster to record exclusively for Beverley’s. This caused a hip-hop-style public beef, with Buster and Morgan chucking insults at each other through song; Buster voiced his displeasure that Derrick would want to sing for a “chiney-man” instead of him. In the end, the dispute provided great publicity for both artists.


Beverley’s also put out the first single by Bob Marley, “Judge Not,” in 1962, when Bob was just another scrappy seventeen-year-old from off the streets, years from making a wider impression. It must be noted that everybody wants a piece of the action when there is a story to be told in Jamaica, and several people have identified themselves as the person who “discovered” Bob Marley. Jimmy Cliff, Derrick Morgan, and Desmond Dekker have all claimed to be the one who introduced Bob to Leslie, urging the former to audition for the latter.


It’s complicated. Certainly, Desmond worked with Bob at a welding shop on the docks, and he encouraged Bob to audition a second time for Leslie after not passing his first time out. Jimmy probably was the one who drew Bob to the Beverley’s scene. But truthfully, no one really discovered Bob Marley. He discovered himself.


I have sometimes been credited as the man who discovered Bob Marley, but, as Bob himself used to say, he discovered me. We wouldn’t work together until the early 1970s, a decade after his first record with Kong and well after he had formed a vocal trio with Peter Tosh and Bunny Wailer that initially billed itself as the Teenagers.


Bob, Pete, and Bunny had each received informal singing lessons from a master of harmony by the name of Joe Higgs, who brought them together as a group. “They weren’t singers until I taught them,” Joe liked to say, and he too can lay a partial claim to Bob’s discovery. Joe taught them to harmonize in his tenement yard in Kingston’s Trench Town ghetto, and he himself was one of the first Jamaican singers to sing of everyday troubles and suffering. Bob took notes.


Coxsone Dodd produced their first album as the Wailers, 1965’s The Wailing Wailers. It featured some Marley originals, the seminal Marley-Dodd collaboration “Simmer Down,” an early version of “One Love,” and some unlikely covers, such as their take on Burt Bacharach and Hal David’s “What’s New Pussycat?” They were not yet Rastas. Under Dodd’s cool, disciplined tutelage, the Wailers dressed sharp in skinny suits and had short hair like the Coasters and the Temptations. There was nothing yet to distinguish them from their peers and contemporaries; they weren’t yet the Wailers transformed by their religious beliefs who, when they toured America in the early 1970s, were described by American musicians as looking like something out of the Old Testament.
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