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Foreword

As I have travelled through the rough and tumble existence of life I haven’t met many people who I could honestly say are worthy of being called true ‘heroes’, neither in the music business nor, dare I say it, even in life in general, whatever the discipline. You see, sometimes one may not even be aware that heroism is being enacted, as life’s necessities or wants are pursued. It is most often a question of getting the job done, earning the money, getting the praise – or not – and moving on to the next task, all in the seemingly never-ending process of sustaining what is commonly called a living.

But in 1979 I was destined to meet such a hero. The whole world, it seemed, was busy buying the records of two super pop groups: ABBA and Boney M. Each of their individual commercial reach was awesome; they were the Ali and Frazier of the music business and, like The Beatles before them, each single member of both groups had their own individual fans who would almost die for them. It was like that then, a little less so now in 2018.

From my perspective, and bearing in mind that I loved the music of both, it was, and continues to be my opinion, that the most beautiful of them all was the statuesque, Amazonianlooking one in Boney M., Marcia Barrett. There was just something about her that said otherworldly, spiritual, friendly beyond all the others.

I did not know at the time quite how much Marcia contributed to the sound of Boney M. That, I would find out much later. But those early days were confusing: with the advent of new recording technology, and more than a little help from session singers of all kinds, what was being heard had very little to do with who was being seen. Nevertheless, like most things in life, it’s only a question of time before all is revealed: the love in Marcia’s voice, not to detract from Liz’s contribution, is the primary reason the world bought and will continue to buy mega-millions of Boney M. records.

It is my firm belief, and I speak it like a mantra, that ‘What is for you must come to you’. After tasting major success with my band The Equals, I suffered seven years of anonymity: I was slowly making my way to the top of the international pop charts as a solo artist with my song ‘Living on the Frontline’ and it was a very uncertain period in my life, as I had not planned to ever have a solo career. At the time, the Caribbean community in the UK was serviced by a newspaper named The Caribbean Times, which held an annual award show featuring the successes of each year in the fields of music, film and TV. This is how I came into the orbit of the world superstar that is Marcia Barrett. She was being recognised, along with Boney M. I believe, by our often-denigrated black West Indian community, but only she was there to receive the award. I was impressed and so were all who attended the function. Naturally, more than the usual complement of photographers were present, desperate for a mere smile from Marcia. They would have quite happily turned and gone home without recognising the greatest UK thespian of his time, Norman Beaton (later of the TV sitcom Desmond’s Fame) and, of course, yours truly.

Marcia, realising what was about to take place, let it be known that there would be no more photographs taken of her that did not feature both Norman and myself. I was extremely grateful and my respect for her rose to a level far outdistancing that of any amount of her records sales, which were already stellar.

Well then, just imagine my elation when a few years later, at a time when I had moved to Barbados and Marcia was not satisfied with her situation in Boney M., I got a call from this beautiful person and artist, asking whether I would consider producing her solo recordings!

My studio was some way from being completed, but certainly in a condition for us to make music, so obviously I said, ‘Come on down!’. I then proceeded to invite over from the UK my good friend and bassist Marcus James, from my touring band The Frontline Orchestra. We had a great time making music and engaging Marcia in my very normal family life; my entire family loved her easy, non-fussy attitude (even though her wardrobe would leave Imelda Marcos’s mouth agape). We were as one family, with Marcia and my wife Anne cooking indoors and outdoors; we would take tortuous bicycle rides along the hilly roads of Barbados, when Marcia would outpace most of the very robust men who thought they were fit, but obviously not in the same league as her.

The shock was immense when, some time after all of this, after she had returned to her then home in Miami, I heard she was battling that non-relenting human adversary, cancer, and that it was serious. I prayed along with my family and we all felt deep sorrow, especially for Marcus, who by now was married to Marcia.

Deep in my soul, I had every expectation that if there was anyone who could beat this affliction, it would be Marcia. But how many times?

Let her, my hero, tell you, and fill you with hope.

Eddy Grant


‘It was hard not to be overwhelmed’

On 9 December 1978 Boney M. flew to the Soviet Union, as it was then called, to play a series of concerts in Moscow, and it was at that point it started to sink in with us exactly how big we were. This might seem strange considering that we’d had huge hits all across Europe and in Australia, New Zealand and Canada practically from the word go. But the simple truth of that period is there hadn’t been any time to digest too much of what was going on. We recorded the single ‘Daddy Cool’, went straight out on the road to promote it, then were right back in the studio to do the next one – and we worked like that until it was time to come back and record the one after . . . All we were focused on was what was going on in our Boney M. world, not the big wide world.

Of course we knew the records were selling well, and during 1978 we had been coming to terms with how much Boney M. had become part of the everyday pop music that was all around us, especially in Germany where we were based. All through that year it had been commonplace for us to walk into a restaurant or a bar and hear ‘Daddy Cool’ or ‘Ma Baker’ or ‘Rasputin’ playing – in fact, by the end of that year we’d just look at each other, nod and smile! Maybe we’d got a bit blasé with that level of fame, or perhaps we just didn’t believe we were anything above any of the other acts you’d hear on the radio. After all, there was always a song on before us and another one after us. That trip to the Soviet Union, though, pulled us up and it really sank in that we had gotten so big.

As with everything else we did, from our point of view the trip was arranged quickly, meaning I didn’t have any time to think about the finer points of what we might be doing. When the limo came to take me to Heathrow airport it felt like any other trip to any other country, there was the usual mild commotion as we went through to departures, but nothing out of the ordinary. After we’d taken off, however, and I relaxed into my First Class seat sipping a glass of champagne – First Class had been reserved just for us – I could properly consider what we were doing. For me this was the height of Boney M.’s achievements. The album sales, the sell-out tours, the magazine front covers, the new records set and the gold and platinum discs were absolutely fantastic, but this was special. No other Western rock or pop group had performed in the Soviet Union. Not The Beatles, not The Rolling Stones, not The Bee Gees . . . Not even Abba who were the biggest group in Europe at that time. It was us, Boney M., who had reached that new pinnacle in the music business. We were making history.

It was hard not be overwhelmed, especially when I thought about how the group had started off three years previously when a virtually unknown German rock hopeful decided he’d be better suited to life in the studio as a producer and had gone looking for three glamorous black women to front the record he’d created. He wanted them to mime to it on a one-off TV show, but had no plans for anything after that. Being on my way to Moscow like that was testament to how a group put together under those kind of fly-by-night circumstances stuck at it, worked hard and became one of the best in the world. I also felt a massive sense of personal achievement as I had come from beginnings in rural Jamaica where we’d slept five in a bed and if we kids didn’t go up the mountain to pick vegetables sometimes the family wouldn’t eat. On that flight, I savoured the luxury treatment Boney M. had made possible.

I was also well aware how different my life could have been, when I remembered how close I’d come to not joining Boney M. at all. When I was invited to the first interview to join this group being put together with three black girls and one black guy I took no notice! I couldn’t have been less interested, it took me a couple of months and the guy I was dating at the time telling me I was too old to join a pop group for me to change my mind and see if they were still looking . . .


Part One

STARLIGHT


Chapter One

‘You just have to get on with it’

In 1975, in Hamburg, my friend Dornee told me about a German record producer named Frank Farian who was looking for attractive black girls who could sing, to form a group. It wasn’t the first time I’d been approached to be part of a group, but I’d always dismissed any such suggestions as I was very happy with what I was doing. Sure I felt ready to take the next step, but I wanted to do it as a solo artist because I believed that by becoming part of a group after five years on my own, I’d be giving up too much of what I’d earned for myself. The only reason I considered it this time was because it came from Dornee, who was my one good friend on the German music scene. We’d met the previous year, when I was recording for the producer Joe Menke and she was in the studio next door working with somebody else. I was listening to her work and was fascinated by her voice, it was amazing – after I got to know her I used to call her the Black Barbra Streisand. Dornee turned out to be one of the nicest people I’ve ever met and we became close. When I was in Hamburg I’d visit her in her flat or we’d go out to dinner.

The idea of joining this group didn’t appeal to her because she wanted to concentrate on the gospel she sang so spectacularly, but she knew me well and wouldn’t have passed the offer along if she didn’t think it would be worth my while. So even though I had told her I wasn’t interested it stuck in my mind and when I went back to England soon after, it was plaguing me. I got straight into the usual routine with my family, but Dornee must have done quite a number on me because every day I’d wake up thinking, ‘What about this group?’

When I returned to Hamburg, I asked the German guy I was dating what he thought I should do, and it may well have been his reply that pushed me into making my decision: he said to me, ‘Don’t you think you’re a bit old to be joining a pop group?’ I was twenty-seven! And whatever that might have seemed like to anybody else, or in comparison with other pop singers, it really didn’t matter to me because I saw myself just starting out on this journey – standing on the verge of a wonderful career.

So I picked up the phone and made the call to Dornee, hoping the position hadn’t already been filled. She said she’d have to track Frank down, then when she did get back to me I was really quite surprised to find he still hadn’t found anybody. That was it! If this was still open after what was now a couple of months, I knew the spot was for me – it was destiny. How I justified it to myself after being so adamant I would never join a group was to think, ‘This is about making that step up. I might have a record deal on my own, but I’ve not made much progress in the last few years. Maybe if another producer comes in and he’s interested to work with my voice, maybe it will turn to something big – why not give it a go?’ It’s silly to stick to your principles just to stick to your principles, sometimes you have to make a compromise. Also, I always knew that if it didn’t work out then I would have lost nothing because I could always go back to doing my solo thing.

The point of contact was a German woman called Katja Wolfe, who I think was acting as a talent scout for Frank Farian. She came to meet me in a bar in Hamburg, and arrived with Maizie Williams. Maizie was the first to be signed up for this new group, and she was a good mover because had been dancing oben-ohne in a bar in Hanover. That means topless, which was very much a fashion in Germany in those days – indeed, it was so commonplace that when I used to go back to London if I told somebody I was a dancer in Germany they’d always raise an eyebrow as if something untoward must be going on! I won’t judge anybody who chose to do it, but I never have. When I danced I wore bell-bottom trousers and had my shirt tails tied under my breasts – I can show my photos of those times to anybody!

I had brought my black book of press cuttings and photos to the meeting, and although Katja seemed impressed that I was really a singer – I guess they only expected someone who could dance and look pretty – all she said was, ‘Fine, I’ll tell Mr Farian. You just have to meet him and do a little audition, if he wishes.’ And that was it – I would soon find out that even telling me that was high praise indeed from anybody in that organisation!

I waited a couple of weeks, then I was told Frank wanted me to audition in Saarbrucken, a town near the French border, where he and his musical arranger, Stefan Klinkhammer, lived. At Stefan’s flat the arranger played the piano while I sang ‘Get Ready’ and a couple more tracks. Frank sat there, and when I’d finished said, ‘It will do’, and my immediate thought was, ‘Blimey! Is that all he can say?’ He asked me several times if I knew any other black girls for the group, which I thought was a bit weird. Was he really looking for a singer or did he just want a little marionette to stand out in front and mime to his productions?

Frank Farian had produced a record himself, ‘Baby Do You Wanna Bump?’, on which he had sung all the parts – it didn’t have much of a lyric. It didn’t get anywhere in Germany but had become a surprise hit in Holland. The name he had given the group was Boney M., after an Australian TV detective called Boney, with the M added just because he felt it gave the name a better ring. Now, through the record company, a Dutch television show had actually booked Boney M. to perform. Never one to pass up an opportunity to sell some records, Frank needed his fictitious group to exist, which is why he put me together with Maizie and this guy Bobby Farrell, who had also already been selected. The original plan was just to mime on that TV show, which was probably the reason he and Katja Wolfe appeared to take our auditions so casually.

Bobby was the DJ at the bar where Maizie had been dancing, so they knew each other already. I met him for the first time on the way to the TV gig in Holland – once again thrown straight into it – and he seemed like an OK guy, a bit of an extrovert, but in our business that’s not always a bad thing. He was the only one of us who hadn’t come from England: he was born in Aruba, a Dutch colony in the Caribbean, and from there he had been living in Holland before relocating to Hanover. The reason Frank had been so keen to have three girls in the group was because he’d already had a publicity photo done with one guy and three girls in it so he figured he’d better match it up, but I’m sure nobody either noticed or cared there was a different number of people in the group. Or that two of them were different from the people in the photograph – Maizie was in the publicity shot and was the only one of them who became a genuine Boney M.!

The three of us did the gig: Maizie and I mimed the ‘Woooh-woooh-wooohs’ with Bobby covering the part that repeated the title in a big deep voice – I said that song didn’t have too many words! Bobby had quite a reputation as a dancer and brought his own creations with him, Maizie herself was a very good dancer as she could improvise, and I had danced at the Top Ten club for a couple of years, so this was well within our capabilities. We presented the song with some real energy, but from that very day I’ve never liked it and never liked the dance, the bump, either. When Frank put it on the first Boney M. album, Take the Heat off Me, it became part of our set, a part I dreaded, knowing I was going to have my butt bumped on stage for four or five minutes!

Because this was television – the big time! – and because our performance had such a positive reaction, when we were on our way back to Germany Frank seemed to have his light-bulb moment: ‘I want to do more of this!’ Suddenly he wants to start recording new songs, turning Boney M. into a real group with actual singers, so he started properly auditioning for a second singer. He needed two female singers to give him the sound he wanted. He had me already and although he knew I could sing, for some reason he made me do another audition – thankfully I passed! Maizie and Bobby were already in, he knew they weren’t singers and he didn’t want them to be: Bobby brought a nice balance to the line-up and his dancing was always exciting; while Maizie looked good and could mime it, she couldn’t do the full three-part harmony. This left Frank looking for another girl singer, which is what, unwittingly, caused so much future confusion.

He was looking for another black girl and one of the first he came across was a Jamaican named Millie something. I know she impressed Frank and I think she might have been in, but she had a German husband who was very proper and after the first meeting said he wanted to see the contract. He took one look through it and said, ‘Oh no, this won’t do, this is not good!’ So that was the end of that! She was never asked back and I wonder how much she came to regret that.

Then there was a girl who had come over from England with her to dance go-go at the discotheque in Hanover. She was one of the girls in that first publicity photo, so when Frank started looking for singers after ‘Baby Do You Wanna Bump?’, she auditioned. She never got through; in fact, the nearest she ever came to being part of our group was when she toured as part of Maizie’s Boney M. for a while in the nineties. But that hasn’t stopped her using that ancient photo, claiming that she is an ‘original member of Boney M.’, and forming her own version of the group! Last time I looked that photograph is still on her website showing herself and a couple of others – but she’s cropped out the guy who was recruited to complete the quartet at that time (an African guy who I’ve only ever heard referred to as Mike) and the caption reads: ‘Original Boney M. Girls 1975!’ For ten years she’s been putting herself out there as such, and getting a lot of work because she goes out so cheaply and undercuts those of us who I feel have a genuine claim to that title.

It’s not that I want to push her down just because she’s competition – I’m all for people being enterprising and doing things for themselves – and I suppose because of the way Frank made that and had good-looking black people fronting it, she was there before me, therefore technically she is an original. But this ignores the most important aspect of it all – she never sang a note in the studio with Boney M. It is just not her legacy. Anybody who is going to a show today is there because of what we sang and what the four of us performed, not some forty-year-old photo with two relative unknowns in it! That’s what makes me mad, and not so long ago I had my lawyer call Fairfield Halls in Croydon, where she was due to perform, to let them know what it was they were getting. They actually tried to argue with us that she was an original member of the group because of that photo – can you believe that? They weren’t convinced until they compared the photo she was using with all the others of the real group. This just goes to show how easily people can be taken in.

Claudja Barry was in that 1975 photograph. She was a Jamaican who had grown up in Canada then arrived in Germany via London and had been in the cast of Hair. She could sing, too, and I believe she was one of Frank Farian’s first choices as a vocalist. She turned it down because she had been having hits in Canada with songs she was recording in Germany and she wanted to concentrate on that. She had a point, too, as that was something that was actually happening and was much more than Frank appeared to be offering in the beginning – I’m sure that if I’d been having hits somewhere I wouldn’t have been interested in the ‘Baby Do You Wanna Bump?’ thing! Even so, she seems quite willing to try to cash in on that same photo. I had never given Claudja Barry any thought until my half-brother in Jamaica told me that she goes over there quite a lot, and describes herself as an ‘original member of Boney M.’. Once again, she was never in the studio with us. Sometimes it feels like there’s a cast of thousands calling themselves an original Boney M., and I wonder how a group with that many members could even fit on stage!

Meanwhile, the audition process carried on. Frank and Katja Wolfe would regularly ask me if I knew another black singer for the group and eventually I remembered this woman I’d met in Germany a little while before: her name was Liz Mitchell.

I’d met Liz in Hamburg a couple of months previously. She was there with her two sisters Joyce and Jascind who were at university in Germany, and she’d invited me to dinner at her flat. While it made a nice change to eat some good Jamaican food of rice and mackerel – like me Liz emigrated from Jamaica to London as a young girl – the evening wasn’t my thing at all. Every five minutes the door would go, people were in and out all the time and it came over as a bit of a hippy scene. It wasn’t a very big flat and soon got very full of people and because I was used to living pretty quietly I found it all a bit overwhelming. Also it seemed like everybody was smoking and I’ve never smoked in my life as it’s always affected my eyes and throat, so I spent most of the evening thinking, ‘Get me out of here!’

Liz was very pleasant, though, she had invited me after all, and she’d been singing in Germany for a few years. Originally she’d come over to take a role in the stage musical Hair, and from there she joined the Les Humphries Singers, who were a multi-racial pop and gospel choir, led by an Englishman but had made their name in Germany. By the time we met she was singing in a group called Malcolm’s Locks, which was started by her then-boyfriend Malcolm Magaron who had also been in the Les Humphries Singers. They had made records in Germany but that evening at her flat she told me she didn’t think anything was happening with them and she was seriously considering moving back to England where she knew she could work as a studio session singer. Therefore when I was thinking about her for Boney M. I didn’t even know if she was still in Germany. I suggested to Katja the best thing she could do was contact Liz’s sisters at the flat I had been to. I knew they would still be there as they were continuing their studies.

As it turned out Liz had gone back to London, but Katja got in contact with her through her sisters, and I don’t know if she or Frank actually auditioned Liz anywhere, but a couple of weeks later she and I had been booked into a hotel near Frankfurt airport to start recording. She had been flown in from London, I had travelled down from Hamburg, and the next day we were to be driven to the nearby town of Offenbach to Frank Farian’s studio where it was straight into doing the vocals on Boney M.’s first proper single ‘Daddy Cool’.

Although the record wasn’t a hit until quite a way into 1976, this was all happening in the early part of the year, just a few weeks after I’d met the others and gone to Holland with ‘Baby Do You Wanna Bump?’. That was the speed with which Frank Farian did things! The backing music was already in place, not completely finished but there was plenty for us to sing to, and while we stood there Frank explained that was how he liked to work – bringing the singers in quite near the end. What it meant was Liz and I had only just met, were in a studio we’d never seen before, with a producer we didn’t really know and who spoke no English, and had just been given the lyrics to the song we’re going to have to harmonise on in a couple of minutes! Talk about being thrown in at the deep end, but you just have to get on with it. I think we might have been a bit worried if Frank hadn’t broken the tension – completely accidentally! When he was running through the song with us, he was going to do the deep-voice bits and he’d start holding his belly and singing ‘Crazy like a fool . . .’ in this big gruff voice. Liz and I just looked at each other, fighting back laughter, both of us thinking, ‘This guy may be a good producer but he’s certainly no singer!’

After what seemed like a matter of days, although it was longer than that because I had the time to go back to London, ‘Daddy Cool’ was mixed and released and Liz and I had met up with Bobby and Maizie to go on the road to promote it. We were told we had to do this tour with an organisation called DDU, Deutscher Discotheken-Unternehmer, a business association for German disc jockeys and disco owners, which Frank Farian was plugged into. Most German pop music producers were, because it was a promotional thing and all of the members would showcase new groups, new records and new ideas in their nightclubs. It was taped backing, as the clubs wouldn’t pay very much – 400 Marks a show, which even back then was nothing – but it meant people would see you. It wasn’t just a few clubs in the big cities, either: DDU took in every little town in Germany, so it meant maximum exposure, and the clubs were always packed. The downside was that we seemed to be constantly travelling and although the club owners were raking in the cash we got paid a pittance. But the bottom line was DDU could be as important as radio play when it came to breaking a new act or a new record.

So there we were with a road manager, a Ford Transit, a little bit of equipment and we’re to wear our own stage clothes. However, as we’re being rushed into this in true Frank Farian style, we’ve only got ‘Daddy Cool’ and ‘Baby Do You Wanna Bump?’ making up our show and the DDU wanted a bit more than that for their 400 Marks! Frank knew I already had a repertoire I was using for my solo act, which was very well recorded, so we added the two Boney M. songs in with the cover versions and two or three original songs and went on stage with that. It was such a rush job, we had to take my reel-to-reel tape recorder out on the road with us because Frank didn’t have one.

This was it! I’m sure I didn’t realise it at the time, as I was still unsure about being in a group situation, but as I travelled up and down the German autobahns in that little Ford Transit, staying in run-down motels, I was on a journey that would dominate the next ten years of my life and have a profound effect on practically every aspect of it after that.

When we weren’t on the road promoting ‘Daddy Cool’, Liz and I got down to the serious business of recording the first Boney M. album, Take the Heat off Me. We started working on the other tracks quite early in 1976, very soon after we’d done the promotional work for ‘Daddy Cool’. We would be recording for up to a month at a time, staying in the Steigenberger Airport Hotel, and being driven to the studio in Offenbach. As we weren’t earning any royalties yet, we were counted as part of the production . . . all we had to do was bring ourselves and our voices. This was OK for me – I looked on it as being there to work not on holiday – and so the two of us settled into a routine. We’d come down from our rooms – rooms, not suites back in those days! – around mid-morning, perhaps I’d get something to eat, then we’d meet up and have a couple of rounds of saunas and baths to totally relax us, then get ready for the half-hour drive to the studio. We’d start work there early afternoon, then work through until, usually, nine or ten at night – depending on how much Frank wanted to do we could be there until any time between eight and eleven.

Frank’s method was the same as it had been for ‘Baby Do You Wanna Bump?’ – he had already finished the music then we came in to sing on top – and how we worked on that album set the pattern for almost every other Boney M. recording. We would have already had the lyrics to go over and think about, but we would be hearing the backing track for the first time when he called us in, one at a time. After we’d soaked up the music, he’d go through it with us, explaining what he wanted from the vocals in each bit of it, where the harmonies would be, how the voices would carry the melody, what the choruses should sound like . . . I thought this was a fantastic way of doing things as it didn’t waste our time and as we came in when it was finished we were hit with the full vibes of the track immediately.

When he got us in there together he would stand behind the mixing desk and tell us ‘Do this harmony . . .’ or ‘Sing this bit like this . . .’ and we did it, which might sound like the employees have to take commands from the employer, but it wasn’t like that. Of course Liz and I would have ideas to contribute and we would make suggestions, but Frank was the producer, it was his vision. We were professionals and we respected that role just as we expected him to respect ours, which I have to say he did – especially in the beginning – and I really enjoyed recording with Frank Farian.

When I first met him it was all friendly enough but essentially it was neutral; at that point I didn’t know it was going to be any sort of long-term proposition but I thought he seemed professional enough and everything seemed to be well organised, which really appealed to me. When we began recording with him and Boney M. was taking off, I knew that we would find out just how serious he is. As it was he turned out to be a really good record producer. Not just because he created a sound that became a hit practically all around the world, but because of how he worked in the studio with Liz and me. He had patience, which is most important. He would explain what he wanted us to do, and if we didn’t get it straight away he’d never ever lose his cool, he’d just try and tell us or show us in a different way. All this would take place in German, because he spoke no English whatsoever – I’m not even sure he’s learned any yet! – but I was more or less fluent by this time and Liz knew enough, and I would translate anything she didn’t understand. He was the ultimate producer – doesn’t sing, doesn’t play, doesn’t write, but if he wasn’t there none of it would have happened. I’ve never seen him with an instrument in his hand, but he hired some of the best backing musicians around, and he soon gave up trying to help Liz and I do background vocals after he came around to stand with us and would screw up his face as he tried to hit the high notes that would end up as a squeaking ‘Eeeeh, eeeeh, eeeeeeh!’ Sometimes it was all we could do to keep from laughing, and he seemed to know when he was beaten as after a couple of songs he left us alone and said, ‘Nein, nein, nein . . . You two do it, I’ll just sit here at the mixing board!’

Frank knew I liked a glass of champagne, while Liz preferred cognac so there would be a glass of each waiting for us when we arrived. This isn’t to say we needed a drink before we could sing, it was just a little gesture to relax us and always appreciated as that. If we were working late he’d send out for pizza, because that was about the only fast food you could get out there back then, we’d wash it down with water, then it was back downstairs to the studio. He was a happy man, running jokes with us all the time, those sessions were fun, and there was always the hope and anticipation of starting out on a new project.

While Frank Farian was very comfortable to work with, making this album was pretty intense and we worked hard during those sessions. Recording each track took a long time because back in those days studio technology wasn’t anything like it is today: there was no looping to repeat something that’s only been sung once, and if something needed to be doubled up we had to sing it twice. Also, it meant Liz and I each had to sing everything: we would stand before the microphone and we would sing every melody, every harmony and every octave. I had a track on the board, and she had a track, so eventually Frank could decide what he was going to use and how to mix this together to create harmonies. Or we’d have to sing harmonies with vocals that we’d already recorded. It was full on, but we both understood that this was being aimed at a big audience so we would have to put in a big effort.

It was very different for Maizie and Bobby, who weren’t there: they never sang on any of the records so they weren’t needed in the studio. I’m not sure what they did during the Take the Heat off Me sessions, but later on, because the group couldn’t tour when Liz and I were recording, they could go on holiday and didn’t seem to take much interest in what was being done back in Germany. This could result in a quite weird situation in which the first time they heard a new song by the group they were a big part of would be when they heard it on the radio! As it went on, they got so relaxed that they didn’t seem to do the exact lyrics and timing of the songs – when we did television appearances we were supposed to lip sync but at times it looked like they were just opening and closing their mouths!

As positive an experience as I was having from all of this work, as soon as each session finished Frank needed time to do his mixing and bring the magic out of each track, so we were free! After a few weeks of living in a hotel room, I couldn’t wait to get back to London, see my family and fully relax. Mama had stopped work by then, and I was earning enough not to have to work as a stenographer, which was my day job since leaving school, so once I’d taken care of anything that needed attention I could properly chill out.

These breaks gave me the chance to reflect on what I’d done and where I was, and I was satisfied that what I had approached as a gamble – putting my solo career on hold and joining a group – was paying off. I was learning a great deal about the studio and how vocals could be made to work, plus I definitely felt I’d stepped up a level in terms of the music business.

When the whole album was finished I was excited about it. I thought it sounded good, I was happy with my contribution and how Frank had worked Liz and my voices. We had done a lot of cover versions for it – ‘Sunny’, ‘No Woman No Cry’, ‘Fever’ – and I was pleased with the way we had put our own Boney M. stamp on them. Really, I was far more concerned about what the album sounded like than whether it would be a huge hit or not – I knew there were so many factors that would go into making it a hit, yet anybody who listened to it would know if it did me credit or not. I suppose at that point I hadn’t fully committed to Boney M. the group as it was still all very new to me – I’d never been in a group before, I’d never had an album out so I wasn’t at all sure what to expect, and all I was sure of was I didn’t want to jeopardise the solo career that I might have to go back to.

That said, of course I wanted Take the Heat off Me to be as successful as it could be, and I won’t pretend I wasn’t excited as I waited, hoping it was all going to kick off. But I was working hard to keep a lid on things, as was Liz, the other Jamaican in the group. Not long before it was released, she came up to me and said quietly, in patois, ‘Yuh t’ink dis go work?’ All I could reply was, ‘Bwoy, mi no know! Mek we wait an’ see.’


Chapter Two

‘Suddenly everybody everywhere wanted Boney M.’

‘Daddy Cool’ didn’t take off straight away, but we carried on working it around that DDU tour circuit, which was valuable PR for a new act but could be punishing because there was so little money in it. The 400 German Marks a show was much less than I had been earning solo, but it wasn’t as if it was costing me anything because I lived frugally on the road, and the bottom line was I was committed to this project for at least that first album. Also, I always kept things in perspective because I remembered what real hard work was and it didn’t involve any sort of hotel, being driven around or standing on stage singing, it actually meant working hard! So while I might have been tired when I got home to London, I was never going to forget how privileged I was.

We’d go out, do some club dates and whatever TV shows the record company could fix up, then when Frank had a new track ready he would call a halt to the touring and take Liz and me back into the studio. Our part of the album finished in May 1976, it was released in June that year and what we had been doing eventually paid off. We were booked on to Der Musikladen, Germany’s biggest pop music TV show, and we gave what I thought was our best performance so far. We really went for it, and suddenly ‘Daddy Cool’ was a hit practically all across Europe – it was as if people saw that and thought, ‘Hang on, isn’t that the group that’s been touring all over? They’re pretty good, aren’t they?’ It was an immediate hit in Germany, then spread to become Number One in France, Austria, Belgium, Spain, Switzerland, Norway and Sweden, it even went Top Ten in the UK, an audience that seemed to come to Boney M. very late. That’s when everything seemed to move up a gear and suddenly everybody everywhere wanted Boney M. We were all over the Continent doing TV shows, interviews, photo shoots, appearing on the covers of magazines . . . We could walk into a shop or a restaurant, hear ‘Daddy Cool’ on the radio, look at each other and just burst out laughing – that was us! It was even more special for Liz and me because we knew people could hear our voices and they were loving what we had done. All of us were getting stopped in the street, especially in Germany where we would cause a commotion as soon as we stepped out of the door.

It doesn’t matter what anybody says about why they get into the pop music business and what they hope to achieve, this was what it was all about: having a Number One record! It means what you have done is being appreciated by the people it was aimed at. Of course you can’t get carried away and start believing you’re something you’re not – there’s a great many factors that contribute to a hit record – but like any other job you want to be told that you’re doing it well, and a Number One song means for that week you’re doing it better than anybody else. We were as excited as little kids at Christmas, and although Boney M. went on to have countless Number Ones, none of them ever had the same effect on me as ‘Daddy Cool’.

The sheer volume of things for us to do and places for us to be increased enormously, and although we were getting a noticeably better standard of comfort on the road, it was still a real workout. ‘Sunny’, our second single, came out before the end of the year, so as soon as ‘Daddy Cool’ started to die down we were being taken all over the place to promote that. Meanwhile, the album Take the Heat off Me had become a hit in several countries, getting to Number One in a couple of them, so the record company wanted to follow that up while our momentum was still high. Of course, Frank was only too happy to oblige. So before the end of September, while all the promotional whirlwind for ‘Sunny’ was going on, Liz and I were called back to Offenbach to start recording the Love for Sale album. I’m pretty sure the first track we did was ‘Ma Baker’.

This put an extra strain on us, because we weren’t getting the time off that Bobby and Maizie enjoyed, but how could you complain? ‘I’m sorry, Mr Farian, but I’d much rather go on holiday than do the job I’ve been dreaming about for most of my life, and have finally got the chance to be successful at it!’ This wasn’t a matter of just getting on with it – I absolutely relished everything that was going on.

Working on a new album while we were still promoting the current one was how we worked all the time Frank was our producer, so there was always a seamless supply of singles and the audience never got a chance to forget about us or discover somebody else. All the groups at the pop end of the market worked like that. Frank rarely came on the road with us, he only made it to the biggest concerts or most influential television shows, so he would stay in the studio working on the next tracks, and as we were still performing to backing tapes at that point, the musicians were available for the studio sessions.

As far as I was concerned, it didn’t matter which album the tracks we were singing ended up on as long as the maximum amount of people got to hear them and could appreciate what we had achieved. I believe we always performed to the best of our abilities in the studio – at least I know I did – and we let Frank and the record company take care of the rest.

But recording our music in that way meant that it became difficult to get a grip on how the group was doing in the outside world because Liz and I kept having to focus on what was in the future rather than the present. When a song came out and we had to promote it, it was completely new to Bobby and Maizie, but we would have finished with it ages ago and maybe done a couple more since then. So while we’d be very familiar with it, it wasn’t as new and exciting to us as it might have been to them – the song that was freshest in our minds would have been whatever we were working on last. All this was going on with the one-night stands that made up most of the DDU dates, so one morning you’d be here – somewhere – by the afternoon you’d be somewhere else, then the next morning you’d be off again. It wasn’t much better when we were working in Offenbach: we’d be shuttling between the studio and the hotel, still not fully coming to terms with the impact Boney M. was making as part of everyday life.

So Liz and I existed in a kind of Boney M. Bubble, which I think suited Frank. The group was pretty much what he’d always envisaged it to be: a self-contained thing with him calling all the shots and us reliant on him for a link to how we fitted into the outside world. From the very beginning he was always in between us and the record company, our deal was with him and he delivered Boney M. to them as a finished article – a song to release and people to perform to it on TV, never mind what was actually going on behind the name and who was involved. Not that this was at all unusual in Europe, particularly in Germany, there was a trend for pop/disco with acts that didn’t really exist – modern technology made it possible for music to be put together by a producer or anonymous session men, with a jobbing singer brought in to do the vocals. After that, if it was needed, somebody would be engaged to front the performance for television – it might even be different people for different shows, depending on availability.

In fact, I think Frank would have been quite happy with session singers just coming in for each track. It’s telling that he didn’t credit us as vocalists on the Take the Heat off Me album sleeve: he credited the musicians, the writers and the arranger, but not us. But when ‘Daddy Cool’ and ‘Ma Baker’ became such huge hits it was with our voices and the public knew Liz and me as the Sound of Boney M. – and they loved it. Quite rightly, Frank wouldn’t then take the risk of replacing us in case it changed the sound and the hits dried up.

When we went into the Boney M. thing, none of us had any professional management; I personally hadn’t needed it up to that point. When I first went to Germany the agencies I was signed to had looked after everything and I trusted them. Gradually I learned how to understand contracts for doing shows and what to make sure I asked for. I assume the others had been adequately managing their affairs themselves too, but like me most of their work centred on live performances, which involved pretty straightforward work-for-hire agreements. Now the four of us had nobody who was purely looking after our interests and we were going into a very different situation. Frank was Boney M.’s producer, which is not the same as being a manager because he personally had so much to gain financially from the creative side of the group. However, he had put himself in a position where he decided everything as far as we were concerned, and more often than not this would be to his advantage. That could make things a little awkward sometimes, and if we’d had somebody, a manager, speaking up on our behalf then I’m sure we would have been more comfortable. As it was, during that period everything seemed very spontaneous, evolving as it went along; had it been planned it might have left us more time to look around and properly assess our situation.

Something we couldn’t get away from, as regards Boney M.’s status as a group, was how we came together: it wasn’t like most groups who started off as friends when they were quite young and then grew together as people and as artists. We were put together by somebody else, and we were all grown people when that happened – I was twenty-seven or twenty-eight when I joined the group. In fact, I was the oldest, one year older than Bobby, three years and three months older than Maizie and four years older than Liz. All four of us had fully formed personalities and opinions; each of us wanted different things out of Boney M. and had different ways of going about getting them. Spending so much time together – often in very close proximity for long spells of time – was never going to be easy.

Sometimes I used to think the four of us had so little in common the only time we really came together was on stage, but it was never true we couldn’t get on or used to row all the time. We never had any verbal conflicts, something I was always keen to avoid – I’m not from a street gang! – although sometimes there could be uncomfortable vibes that spoke louder than words. Naturally we had our differences, and just as naturally we quickly learned to put them aside and make the most of the opportunity we had been given. However much we may have got on each other’s nerves – I’m sure some of my ways irritated the others as much as things they did irritated me – we knew this was the life we had chosen for ourselves. We were professionals. But it was more than that – we were four black people from the Caribbean, let loose in Germany and then the rest of the world, very quickly making a big name for ourselves. I was happy for all of us because of that and I believe the others felt the same.

Of course we had fun; you’d have to be a very special kind of miserable not to enjoy the situations we found ourselves in. The photo shoots and the video shoots were always a good laugh, because it was a way of relaxing and when we were presented with some of the photography scenarios we could all see a funny side to them. We knew it was serious stuff and part of projecting what Boney M. were about, but when we saw some of those costumes for the first time you had to laugh! In those days when we were working on the first album and there was only us and a tiny crew on the road – before the entourages started – we had so much fun travelling, because nothing makes a long autobahn journey go quicker than a few good jokes. We were always laughing in those vans, and wherever we were going was new so there was always that excitement of wondering, ‘What’s coming next?’

We were all having a lot of fun, but the bottom line is that if we hadn’t all been in Boney M. it’s unlikely any of us would have associated with any of the others. This isn’t anything horrible, we were all just very different characters.

Liz and I were the two Jamaicans, but that didn’t bring about any sense of camaraderie, except perhaps when we used to talk to each other in our Jamaica patois, when we were particularly excited or didn’t want something broadcast. True, in the beginning I felt closer to her than to the others, but that was because as the two lead singers we spent so much time working together. We got on well enough, we talked to each other and we could have a laugh, but it was nearly always work-related. I felt that from the beginning she was distant towards me and would confide in Maizie much more than she would in me.

In many ways Liz was as self-contained as I was and we both looked out for ourselves. I was like that because of the childhood I’d had looking after my mother and sister from a very early age, but I sometimes felt that Liz was more about getting on and looking after number one. I used to think maybe she didn’t see me as anybody
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