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Foreword
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This book is a tribute to the Jamaican deejays who started the jiving or toasting tradition in the 1950s and 1960s and then refined it in the 1970s when it reached its golden age. Some of these deejays like U-Roy, I-Roy, and Dillinger had international careers and became quite popular in Europe in the mid-1970s. Others had to be contented with local careers and were less successful as recording artists. But all the deejays mentioned in this book made great records and extended the Jamaican oral tradition that gave birth to their art. So, after delving into some aspects of the Jamaican oral tradition, this book traces the history of the Jamaican deejay tradition from the 1950s, with pioneers like Count Matchuki, to the late 1970s, with innovators like Mikey Dread and Tapper Zukie.

I did not set out to make this book encyclopaedic and to mention every possible deejay that performed on a sound system in Jamaica in the 1970s. That would be pointless and overly fastidious. But I did try to find out some information about some obscure and little-known figures who contributed a lot in their own way to Jamaican music so this book is a tribute to these unsung heroes too, like Charlie Ace, Sir Harry, and Winston Scotland.

Most of what I know about Jamaican deejaying has been learnt over the years by reading the extensive liner notes provided by Steve Barrow for his seminal Trojan anthologies as well as the key chapters in David Katz's Solid Foundation and Steve Barrow and Peter Dalton's Rough Guide. Stephen Davis and Peter Simon's Reggae International contains a wonderful chapter about Jamaican deejaying by none other than Carl Gayle, and Lloyd Bradley's Bass Culture also features a section about Jamaican deejays. Another invaluable source of information was Michael Turner's “Reggae Obsession” column in The Beat which was often devoted to little-known and obscure Jamaican singers and deejays. Michael wrote an article about Sir Harry for the present book.

I also managed to glean a lot of information by pestering Chris Lane with questions which must have seemed very elementary to him. He always answered them very graciously. 

While doing research about the deejay I-Roy for another book a few years ago, I had many conversations with David Katz about I-Roy. Some of these conversations eventually found their way into the material for this book 

The Jamaican and Miami-based dub poet Malachi D. Smith, the legendary keyboardist Bernard “Touter” Harvey, and the supremely talented deejay Dennis Alcapone all agreed to answer my questions. The Franco-Welsh reggae activist and deejay James Danino provided the section about U Brown for this book.
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The Jamaican oral tradition

Christopher Columbus landed in Jamaica in 1494 and claimed it for Spain. Between 1494 and 1655, Jamaica was a Spanish colony. The Spaniards introduced sugar cane to Jamaica, and used the local Taino population as he first slaves on sugar plantations and in gold mines. The Taino population was quickly decimated and in 1517 the Spaniards imported the first slaves from West Africa.

The 17th century was the century of the English and then British penetration of the Caribbean when the English settled Barbados and St Kitts in the 1620s and then Jamaica in 1655. Between the 1640s and the early 18th century the sugar revolution turned the Caribbean into a predominantly African and black region and this was the heyday of the Caribbean slave or plantation society. Jamaica thus became a sugar island with a predominantly African labour force and a small European or white Creole population.

Slavery days

In Jamaica the social structure was comparable to a pyramid which was composed of three racial groups: the white persons, the free persons of colour or the free coloured, and the slaves. Each group was then subdivided into classes or ranks. The white persons as a community included the plantocracy, wealthy merchants, bureaucrats, army and navy officers, small farmers and a small working class (the” poor whites”) made up of indentured servants and artisans. 

The free coloured originally were the products of the unions of European masters with their African or Creole slaves, but later came to include African enslaved people who had purchased their freedom or who had been freed by their masters. They usually lived in towns. The free coloureds occupied an ambiguous position in Caribbean society as they occupied an intermediate position between the whites and the slaves. Indeed they shared some of the privileges enjoyed by the whites (freedom) but on the other hand, they were not totally free as in many territories laws were passed to restrict the amount of money they could inherit or the acreage of land they could buy. Likewise a free coloured person could be whipped for striking a white person. Their diet and dress were restricted, and in Jamaica “bells tolled longer for whites than for coloured folk” (Lowenthal 49).

The free coloured also lived with the constant fear of re-enslavement as whenever there was a slave rebellion, non-whites had to prove their free status by written certificate.

The slaves belonged to various ethnic groups and were mixed to avoid the formation of any group consciousness and had to learn to communicate without the benefit of a common language. Then they were set to work on the sugar plantations: they had to do a lot of planting, clearing and weeding. On the plantations enslaved people first went through a process known as “seasoning”: this was to accustom them to the plantation routine and to get them to be familiar with the various tools to be used. During that period the slaves were also taught how to grow their own food on their plots of land. About 33% of the enslaved Africans imported into the West Indies died during that period. 

The field slaves worked in the fields and did the hardest work: they worked from early in the morning until late at night. They were the most numerous group and included more women than men. In many islands women constituted the majority of field slaves. The field slaves were subdivided into three main gangs. The first gang was composed of able-bodied men and women who did the hardest physical labour (digging cane holes and cutting cane). The second gang was made up of the elderly, the weak and children between 12 and 16 who carried water for the first gang and looked after the horses. The third gang included mainly children who did the weeding.

Domestic slaves felt superior to field slaves and disliked field work. They were better dressed and better fed than field slaves, had more leisure time and could purchase their freedom more easily than field slaves.

Skilled slaves included carpenters, coopers, masons, sugar boilers and rum distillers. Their skills were highly valued. For instance the economic prosperity of a plantation depended upon the skill of the “master sugar boiler”.

Resistance

Many slaves did not meekly put up with their condition, but constantly endeavoured to resist the oppression the slavery system burdened them with. They were active agents in the fight against slavery and actively contributed to the final abolition of slavery in 1833.

Slave resistance to slavery is important from at least two points of view. First of all, the slaves’ rebellious attitude is evidence that the stereotypes of the smiling and happy slave popularised by white planters’ propaganda were a piece of mythologising that did not tie in with any historical reality. In fact the planters and the apologists for slavery elaborated a complex set of myths and stereotypes that depicted the slaves as happy, lazy and stupid labourers taken out of a state of African servitude to be looked after by the benevolent planters.

Secondly the slaves’ resistance to slavery show that, contrary to popular belief, the slaves did not live in a cultural vacuum, but did build a “culture of resistance” that developed in the Caribbean out of the meeting of African and European elements: a creole culture. That creole culture included both African and European elements and was kept alive by the resilience of the oral tradition. 

Music

In the days of slavery, music and drumming were used for all kinds of religious ceremonies and the masters allowed the slaves to play their drums on certain occasions only: in fact the planters noticed that the drums were used to communicate and to convey information and they knew that drumming was being used to encourage the slaves to revolt. So the planters banned drumming except on certain occasions.

The slaves were allowed to play their drums at Christmas, Easter (known then as “pickaninny Christmas” in Jamaica), Whitsuntide, which were all holidays, and at carnival time too. Although Carnivals appeared mainly in the territories where Catholicism was the main religion (such as Trinidad), Jamaica had its own Carnival tradition too, which was called “Jonkonnu”(sometimes spelt “Junkanno” or “John Canoe”).

Jonkonnu was originally a religious festival and used songs, drums, masks and dances to invoke the spirits. By the 19th century, Jonkonnu had become creolised, having incorporated European elements like the fife-and-drum music of British marching bands, and Morris dancing, but it retained certain African elements like the Gumbay drum (a flat, square-shaped drum) which is associated with Myalism and the Maroons. African masks like Cow’s Head and Horse’s Head survived too (Senior 259-261). In Jamaica, Jonkonnu was associated with the Christmas festivities when the Jonkonnu bands paraded in the streets (Senior 260). In the early nineteenth century, Jonkonnu gradually became known as “John Canoe,” which shows the creolising process at work. 

The slaves' folk culture could also take the form of folk songs or traditional songs which were used to deride or mock the masters, or to poke gentle fun at the foibles of both blacks and whites. Some of these songs were highly subversive and could be used to foment rebellions. For instance, the “Song of the King of the Eboes” was used as evidence to convict slave insurrectionists at the trial of the two leaders of a proposed rebellion (Burnett xxxv). This song contains a reference to William Wilberforce, one of the main leaders of the abolitionist movement in England, who managed to get Parliament to abolish the slave trade in 1807: 


“Oh me good friend, Mr Wilberforce, make we free 

God Almighty thank ye! God Almighty thank ye!

God Almighty, make we free!” (Burnett 7)


Other songs like “Guina Corn” expressed a heart-rending longing for Africa and used the call-and-response pattern as well as improvisation:


Guinea Corn, I long to see you 

Guinea Corn, I long to plant you

Guinea Corn, I long to mould you

Guinea Corn, I long to weed you (Burnett 4)


These songs provide some insights about the nature of the slaves' culture at the time. First of all, we may gather that work songs were used to comment on international developments like the debate on the abolition of slavery in the British Parliament. Secondly, it could be said that the slaves' culture was a creole culture inasmuch as most of the lyrics seem to have been in English: African languages had been driven underground.

Thirdly slave culture served a specific purpose and thus was never felt to be pure entertainment. In other words this culture was characterised by its functionality. That characteristic makes the slaves’ culture similar to African cultures: in Africa, music and dance are functional activities and are never divorced from everyday life concerns. There is a form of music for every social and economic activity and music and dance are integrated into the pattern of everyday life (Burnett xxx). 

Other songs would have been addressed to the members of the white community, the ‘buckras’, in order to point up one of their foibles. In such songs, a tradition of oblique reference and double-entendre was at play in order to avoid punishment. In Jamaica: Its Past and Present State (1843), James M.Philippo quoted from a song entitled ‘Sangaree Kill de Captain’:


Sangaree kill de captain

O dear, he must die

New rum kill de sailor

O dear, he must die

Hard work kill de neger 

O dear, he must die. (Burnett 9)


This song constitutes a veiled commentary on black workers’ living and working conditions as the message seems to be that white people drink themselves to death while black people are killed by ‘hard work’.

In his History of Jamaica (1807), Robert Renny mentioned a song that the slaves would sing to welcome the new white colonists as they landed from the ship. The song was supposed to be a ‘welcome song’, and the colonists would have been unable to understand the lyrics which were in Creole:


New-come buckra 

He get sick

He take fever

He be die

He be die. (Burnett 4-5)


Anansi stories

In oral societies, language and words become powerful weapons and are used to engage in verbal battles. This is what the linguist Walter J. Ong called the “agonistic” power of the word: “many, if not all, oral or residually oral cultures strike literates as extraordinarily agonistic in their verbal performance and indeed in their lifestyle” (Ong 43). This belief in the power of words is visible in the popularity of Anansi stories in Jamaica and all over the English-speaking Caribbean.

Anansi stories are of African origin and are part of the Fante-Asante culture of Ghana (which was known as the “Gold Coast” in the days of the slave trade). Many Fante-Asante slaves were sent to the Caribbean, and today Anansi stories are part of Caribbean culture. The main character of these stories is the frail-looking spider Anansi, who is pitted against physically stronger characters like Brother Tiger or Brother Rat. The spider inevitably manages to defeat his opponents thanks to his cunning and intelligence, and thus symbolises the triumph of brain over brawn. Anansi also symbolises patience and, as pointed out by Dennis Forsythe, Caribbean grandmothers used to advise their grandchildren to “look at Anancy. It is tireless in its efforts. Even if it falls to the bottom of its web it will pick itself up, again and again” (Forsythe 219).

Anansi stories must have been a very important psychological weapon in the days of slavery as they taught the slaves that the weak could defeat the strong if they resorted to cunning and patience. In fact, some Caribbean scholars have even suggested that “Anansism” is a psychological trait of today’s Caribbean people (Forsythe 218-219), and the sociologist Leonard Barrett wrote that “so intricately woven is Anansism in Jamaican life that his cunning has become part of the Jamaican personality stereotype” (quoted in Forsythe 221). 

Proverbs

Proverbs are part of the repertoire of “verbal techniques” identified by Carolyn Cooper in her seminal study of Jamaican oral art forms and constitute a vast body of oral literature (Cooper 2). They are usually taken to embody the survival of the oral tradition in many cultures, and, as W.J.Ong has pointed out, they are often characterised by their didactic and agonistic function: “Proverbs and riddles are not used simply to store knowledge but to engage others in verbal and intellectual combat: utterance of one proverb or riddle challenges hearers to top it with a more apposite or contradictory one”(Ong 44). Indeed in many cultures, proverbs and sayings are used as powerful weapons to put down an opponent or to drive a point home. Proverbs are characterised by a certain terseness and a certain allusiveness too. 

The agonistic function of the proverb is usually combined with a didactic one as proverbs are also teaching aids and help adults to instil key values in young people’s minds. Well-known examples would be the proverbs “Craven a-go choke puppy” which is a warning against greed and “bull horn never too heavy for bull head” which is an exhortation to be patient and to bear one’s burden with dignity.

African belief systems

The slaves brought their own belief systems from Africa and adapted them to a New World environment. These belief systems were usually based on a polytheistic world view and on the idea that it is possible to communicate with gods and to manipulate ancestors. Communication with the gods/deities was usually established through music and songs and by playing drums.

The West African religions imported into the Caribbean soon became creolised and produced West Indian cults. These cults included Myalism in Jamaica, Voodoo in Haiti, Santeria in Cuba and Shango in Trinidad. Other cults included Kumina and Convince in Jamaica and were more African in character and orientation.

In many islands the belief in ghosts and evil spirits was kept alive and the slaves believed that the spirits of the dead could be manipulated to harm the living: this is the central tenet of Obeah which is a West African-inspired form of witchcraft. The obeahman was a priest, a healer and a doctor all rolled into one and was a much feared and respected figure of authority. The word “obeah” may come from the Ashanti “obayifo” (Allsopp 412). Another form of magic was Myalism which was a form of white magic used to counter the effects of Obeah. The word “Myal” may come from the Hausa word “maye,”, which means “sorcerer” (Allsopp 395). 

The Christian influence

In the English-speaking Caribbean, the planters were not in favour of converting and baptising the slaves. The Anglican Church did little or nothing to Christianise the enslaved populations, but there were other religious groups which started missions in the Caribbean.

For instance, in 1754 the Moravians sent missionaries to Jamaica but their numbers were very small (Walvin 165). Around 1784 an American Baptist slave from Georgia, George Leile or Lisle arrived in Jamaica and settled in Kingston (Walvin 165). He opened a chapel in 1793 and the Native Baptist movement took off. In 1802 a second chapel was opened in Kingston and the movement spread to other parts of the island. Interestingly, like some missionaries in England, George Leile/Lisle preached from horseback (Walvin 165).

The Quakers had been active in the West Indies at least since the 1670s. The Presbyterian Church of Jamaica was founded in 1824.

All these religious groups tried to protect the slaves from cruelty and to provide them with some basic instruction on the sanctity of human life and the importance of self-respect. Consequently, the planters resented the missionaries’ presence and considered them as dangerous agitators (Walvin 169).

In Jamaica, the Baptists insisted on the ideal of liberty. The membership of a Baptist church was based on the “Baptist ticket” (printed cards issued each month to every member and by which attendance was recorded). These tickets served as passes to church meetings which were in fact used to discuss plans for emancipation and to plot rebellions. The Baptists and Moravians were blamed for the slave insurrection which broke out in December 1831 in Jamaica and which became known as the “Baptist War”. Some Anglican preachers reacted violently and many Baptist, Moravian and Methodist chapels were burnt to the ground. Some missionaries were physically assaulted too and the leaders of missionary societies like William Knibb and Thomas Burchell were arrested, and then released. The planters constantly complained about the fact that the missionaries were encouraging the slaves to rebel.

The Post-Emancipation period

The British Emancipation Act was passed in 1833 and slavery was formally abolished on 1 August 1834. Slaves became “apprentices” and were to remain so for the next five years. Thus slavery was immediately followed by a period of apprenticeship during which the former slaves were expected to work for their former masters free of charge for 40.5 hours per week. If they worked for more than 40.5 hours a week, they were supposed to be paid at rates agreed with their employers. 

The apprenticeship period lasted from 1833 to 1838 and was a transitory phase in Caribbean history: the slaves had to adjust to their new condition. 

After 1838, social tension flared as the ex-slaves kept asking for higher wages and better living conditions whereas the planters feared that the slaves would leave the plantations and tried to coerce them into labour by passing Vagrancy Acts and by restricting their access to the land.

In fact the local plantocracy made it very difficult for the slaves to acquire land by putting a very high minimum price on Crown lands. 

After Emancipation, the Baptist Church played a crucial part in the growth of a black peasantry by buying and subdividing properties in order to establish “free villages”. According to Deborah A. Thomas, it has been estimated that by 1845, 19,000 ex-slaves had purchased land in these church villages.

By the mid-nineteenth century, funding for the Baptist free villages had begun to dry up, and Jamaican small farmers became dispersed by the collapse of the sugar industry and the takeover of banana production by the United Free Company. The peasantry found it increasingly difficult to buy land: this desire to buy land would lead to the Morant Bay Rebellion of 1865.

Revivalism

The post-Emancipation period was characterised by the birth of new cultural practices which were the continuation of the process of creolisation that began under slavery, which led to the incorporation of African practices into a more Christian framework. Indeed after the abolition of slavery, Christianity became Africanised, which gave birth to an “Afro-Creole Revivalist movement” (Moore and Johnson 51). This Revivalist movement took its inspiration from the Baptist religion and from the native Baptists' interpretation of the Bible, which laid the emphasis on the “spirit,” and not on the printed word.

Indeed, as the majority of the population was illiterate, Baptist preachers seem to have insisted on the spoken word, on conversion through the Holy Spirit, rather than on the importance of biblical texts.

This insistence on the primacy of the spoken word must have appealed to the Myalists, who were able to identify with certain elements of the Baptist religion like baptism by immersion, and the importance of the spoken word. As a consequence syncretism developed between the native Baptist religion and the Myalist one.

This new phenomenon was visible in the Caribbean as early as 1842 when a great Myalist revival swept Jamaica, and in 1861, when the Jamaican “Great Revival” transformed religious practices there. Indeed in 1861 a wave of religious fervour engulfed Jamaica and was at first initiated by the Moravians and the Baptists, but it later affected all the other religious groups. Similar developments had taken place in Great Britain and in the USA (in 1860). Thus Myalism and missionary Christianity became closely associated and became known as “Revival”.

The Revivalists were characterised by a sense of mission, claimed that they had been sent by God to destroy wickedness, tried to lead ‘good lives,” wrapped their heads in cloth, went into trances, were seized by the Spirit, fell to the ground and uttered some magic “revelation”. What characterised these practices was the predominance of spirit-possession (possession by Christ, God, departed ancestors, “duppies”), the rhythmic nature of worship, dancing, and “jumping”.

These practices were quite bewildering to many Baptist and Methodist ministers who thought that such practices were too African. In fact, the enslaved were on their way to establishing their own Afro-Christian sects which would later be known as “Pukkumina” or “Pocomania” and “Revival Zion”. After 1861 and the Great Revival, Pukumina and Revival Zion tended to move away from traditional Christianity and to become more African, although this seems to have been the case mainly for Revival Zion (Moore and Johnson 55). 

The Nonconformist sects (the Baptists, the Methodists, the Presbyterians) and the Revivalist movement gave the enslaved and then the new black peasantry a powerful tradition to draw on: the Bible. Indeed the “Good Book,” with its parables, proverb-like statements and imagery became a major framework for the development of a black preaching style based on repetition, body movements, audience involvement and the use of parables.

The Jamaican elite and the colonial
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