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Introduction


Robert Nesta “Bob” Marley was the son of a British Jamaican by the name of Norval Sinclair Marley and a native Jamaican mother, Cedella Malcolm. Bob’s father is said to have been a captain in the British Royal Marines, but he met Cedella on her father Omeriah Malcolm’s farm in Nine Mile. It remains unclear exactly how Norval ended up on the Malcolm farm, but it appears he came into contact with the family during his work as an overseer in the region.

After a quick courtship, Norval married Cedella on June 9, 1944. The couple stood out from the beginning. Interracial marriages were rare in the 1940s to be sure, but what really made them unusual was their age gap. Cedella was only 18 years old at the time, whereas Norval was nearly 60. Details as to the nature of their relationship are scarce. Some anecdotal tales speak of how the two would run into each other while Norval was renting a house nearby the Malcolm farm.

The relationship seems to have begun innocently enough with the older man playfully joking with the girl, but it wasn’t long before the little jokes they shared blossomed into a full-blown romance. Sadly though, whatever passion had existed between the two seems to have been short-lived. Shortly after their marriage, Norval announced that he had marching orders to go to Kingston, Jamaica’s capital.

After his departure, Norval was at least good enough to show up for the birth of his son Bob Marley on February 6, 1945. Just a week after Marley was born, Norval abruptly left for Kingston once again. Marley’s father would ultimately perish, dying of a heart attack, when Bob was just ten years old. It wasn’t easy for Marley to grow up without a father, but early on in life, he learned not to worry about what he didn’t have and make the most of what he did.


Chapter One

From Farm to Trench Town

“We don’t have education, we have inspiration; if I was educated I would be a damn fool.”

—Bob Marley

It’s said that Marley’s musical career began as a little boy when his cousin gave him a homemade guitar made out of bamboo and goatskin. With such homemade instruments on hand, Marley started to imitate old Jamaican standards, banging away and singing songs with all of his might. It seems he inherited his musical talents from his mother, who was known for her fine singing voice, and his grandfather Omeriah, who played both the violin and accordion.

As much fun as little Bob was having, life for Marley’s mother had meanwhile become much harder. Although Omeriah helped the struggling single mother as much as he could, she was having a hard time getting on her own two feet. It was in search of a better life for herself that she opted to head to Kingston for work while leaving her then 11-year-old son on Omeriah’s farm.

Shortly thereafter, Omeriah placed Bob in the care of Amy, Cedella’s sister. Marley became a real farmer at this homestead, learning to care for a whole flock of goats. Other than his list of chores and duties, he was left with very little instruction. Left to his own accord, in his spare time Marley began to hang out with Amy’s son, Sledger. He and Sledger would have riotous good times with each other. The mischief this pair wrought apparently became too great, however, because Marley was soon sent packing back to his grandfather’s farm.

For the next couple of months, he would then be directly under his grandfather Omeriah’s care, as it wasn’t until 1957 that his mother came calling and asking for her son. By now, she had created some form of economic independence for herself, and as such, she wished to finally be able to raise her child under her own roof. Yet although she was eking out a living for herself, Cedella’s economic status was not the best. She was, in fact, living in one of the most impoverished parts of Kingston, in the west-side ghetto of the city. Here in Trench Town, people lived in close proximity to the city’s dumps, where sewage and all manner of filth piled up. It was this less than stellar location that Marley and his childhood friends would make famous through their music. As bad as it may have been though, Marley and his mother lived in the nicer part of the neighborhood in the government housing units, called Government Yards.

Jamaica as a whole was in flux at this time, seeking to find its identity while coming closer and closer to total independence from its former colonial taskmaster, Great Britain. During this push for independence, Jamaica developed its two main parties, the Jamaica Labour Party and the People’s National Party. These two parties had long-standing disagreements from the very beginning, and unfortunately enough, violence often erupted because of this, a trend that would come to affect Marley himself later in life.

Marley was by now enrolled in the public schools of Kingston, while his mother worked hard as a domestic servant in the homes of affluent Jamaicans on the rich side of town. It is said that although Marley proved to be a good student, very shortly into his formal education, he became disillusioned with his studies. His attendance became sporadic, and by the age of 15, he stopped going to school at all. Instead of going to school, Marley preferred to stay around the neighborhood with his friends. Relaxing with his chums, he would play football on good days and make mischief on bad ones. Along with the mischief-making, it was around this time that he decided to make music.

As mentioned earlier, Marley had an aptitude for music from a young age, but back then, it was just how he occasionally passed the time. Soon he would come to look at music as a serious vocation. His interest was piqued by a local kid by the name of Neville Livingston, or as he was better known on the street, “Bunny.” Bob Marley and Bunny Livingston (later known as Bunny Wailer) shared an interconnected history that seems to have begun years earlier when Cedella met Bunny’s father, Thaddeus “Toddy” Livingston. The two had an affair together despite the fact that Toddy already had a wife.

At any rate, Marley began to spend long hours with Toddy’s son Bunny. During these sessions, the two would practice their own versions of Jamaican



Conclusion

The final years of Bob Marley’s life were busy ones. In 1979, he released an album entitled Survival, which was filled with several reggae anthems about standing strong in the face of oppression. One of the most notable tracks was the song “Zimbabwe,” which was a call for the independence of the African region of Rhodesia. This part of the world would indeed gain independence and would eventually become the modern nation of Zimbabwe under Robert Mugabe. In one of the strange ironies of Bob Marley’s life, it would be Zimbabwe and its long-time leader Robert Mugabe that would shelter Mengistu Haile Mariam—the dictator that took over Ethiopia after Haile Selassie’s death—after he was deposed in 1991. Mengistu lives in Zimbabwe to this day despite having been convicted of genocide by the Ethiopian government.

Close on the heels of Survivor, Marley released his follow-up album, Uprising, in 1980. This would be the last album produced in his lifetime. This work would contain some of his most powerful songs, such as “Forever Loving Jah” and “Redemption Song.”

It was shortly after Uprising was released that Marley’s health began to take a turn for the worse. He had run himself ragged with virtually non-stop touring and recording for the last few years of his life, and he seemed near exhaustion. By the time of the American leg of the Uprising tour in the fall of 1980, it was clear that something was wrong. Marley was often sick in bed, and then one day whilst taking a jog in Central Park in New York, he fell to the ground and went into convulsions.

A friend who was with him at the time managed to get Marley back to his hotel, where he managed to recoup, but it would prove to be just a brief respite. Shortly thereafter, Marley finally broke down and went to see a doctor. An examination revealed that the reggae star was riddled with cancer. Marley had been diagnosed with a type of skin cancer as early as 1977, after which he had the nail and nail bed of one of his toes removed in the hopes that this would be enough to combat the illness. Unfortunately, after his collapse in 1980, it was discovered that the cancer had continued to spread throughout his body.

Marley was as devastated as anyone would be, but he wasn’t going to give up without a fight. He tried a vigorous round of alternative medicine to see if there was some way to get well. In these efforts, he went all the way to Germany to the Sunshine House Cancer Clinic to be treated by the controversial Dr. Josef Issels.

Issels believed that a more holistic approach was needed to treat cancer, and he championed the idea of boosting the immune system in order to fight the illness. This had him advising patients to take on very specific diets and other healthcare regimens. Marley did just as he was asked, but after a few months, it was clear that he was only getting worse.

Wishing to be back home, he boarded a plane for Jamaica. During the flight, his condition became so bad that after disembarking in Miami, Florida, he was rushed straight to the hospital. He struggled and fought valiantly, but Bob Marley would ultimately pass away on May 11, 1981, aged 36. He was gone, but his legend will never die.
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