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Praise for Solid Foundation

‘A cracking read’

– Mojo

‘How did the music of a small island in the Caribbean have such a tremendous influence on today’s pop? It might not be such a bad idea to ask the people who made it happen; and that’s exactly what Katz has done’

– Guardian

‘The definitive history of reggae told through exclusive interviews with the genre’s greatest innovators’

– Sunday Herald

‘Solid Foundation goes the extra yard to become a defining text, with Katz interviewing virtually every survivor from the island’s ’60s and ’70s music scenes … it is a necessary work’

– Wire

‘Punctuated by gunshots, the reggae beat throbs through this assiduous oral history … revealing the harsh background from which this vital music emerged, Katz’s transcriptions bring reggae giants like Big Youth, King Tubby and Prince Buster vividly to life’

– Independent

‘Solid Foundation is a welcome addition to the narrow shelf of books that move beyond simplistic views of reggae’

– Record Collector
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“I’m going to tell you how reggae music really came about: our foreparents were taken from Africa and sold into slavery out here, that means them lower we down to some lower standard. They carry them to the Indian man’s land and call we West Indians, but we know we is not Indians. The white man give we European names, and we know we is not European; we is African descendants, and we don’t get African names. When my elders were before me, them try to use this reggae music to establish ourselves, establish a dignity and establish a music that could reach the world, and then the whole world would have to recognise we as a nation – a dreadlocks nation with that light shining upon our hilltop. Our light that we are supposed to shine with the reggae music, it is a light of righteousness, a light of dignity, because that is the only thing that can deliver us from the bondage we find ourselves in.”

– Yabby You

“Our goal is to have reggae music as exposed as any other music in the world, cos it’s just as popular as any other music, maybe even more so, but we being a small Third World country, the money power no there behind it to move it. Me know each day the barriers are being broken down bit by bit. It still ain’t come yet, but it going come. Right now we still an underground music, a rebel music, which is good, cos you have to be a rebel, but you want your work to reach the masses. Every Jamaican musician supposed to have that same hunger to see them work maximise. Not just from a financial standpoint, but from an artistic standpoint, you want your work to go to the widest possible audience.”

– Lloyd ‘Bread’ McDonald


Foreword

Solid Foundation: An Oral History of Reggae was the first book about Jamaican music that I found in the British Library when I was carrying out research for my novel, Fire Rush, back in 2006.

Exploring the heartbeat of Jamaican reggae and dub, of all the books I found on the subject, this was a uniqe offering – essentially being an archive of live and direct voices speaking about the music firsthand. It was exhilarating to pore over each section, finding the voices and faces of the artists that I had danced to in the underground dub-reggae clubs of the 1970s and ’80s.

David Katz travelled across Jamaica, the UK, the US, and other territories to interview famous and lesser-known singers, musicians, and producers, as well as engineers and microphone chanters – the latter known as deejays in Jamaica and rappers or MCs overseas. The narratives are further enhanced by the inclusion of often-overlooked figures like musicians Hugh Malcolm and Ronnie Bop, and producer Simeon Smith, among many others. These lost voices fill important voids and give a fuller picture of the island’s rich musical heritage and history.

I admire the intrepid way that David has sought out these interviewees and then spent time living amongst them to get the vivid narratives found within this book. We are able not only to follow the journey of these musicians, but David’s own journey chasing down the afterbeat, the one-drop, and two-chord organ shuffle, taking us through the evolution of each artist alongside the development of the inimitable Jamaican sound.

I was born in rural Jamaica in the 1960s and I appreciate the focus on the country backgrounds of many of these artists, and the marginal position afforded to the architects of the music in Jamaican society. Their hardships, their resistance, and how they used their lived experiences to create music as a power and revolution.

Each section of the book is like a short story, rich with captivating creatives and their competitors. Through interviews, we see how time and time again artists innovate in order to beat their rivals and stand out in their community, the music industry, and the world. The competition as well as the collaboration is intense – it is often survival of the fittest. This drive for artist excellence led to the creation of ska, rock steady, reggae, roots, dub, and dancehall.

This book details the conflict and the harmony as sound systems and performers wage artistic battles to become the best musician, singer, engineer, inventor, producer. Sometimes there are disputes about who was the first in areas of innovation.

What David Katz shows us is that every one of these artists is a winner, having contributed to unique musical genres that still reverberate across the world. We read about the beginnings of their lives and the geo-sociopolitical influences which were important drivers. We also hear about the endings of artists such as I-Roy, who was one of Jamaica’s greatest toasters but who ended up homeless on the streets, and Donald ‘Tabby’ Shaw of the Mighty Diamonds, a peacemaker in his community who succumbed to the gun violence he often tackled in song. Katz gets to the heart of the music by tapping into the soul of each and every artist involved with the evolution of one of the musical subgenres that he explores.

Through each chapter, we come to understand how the lives of these musicians and engineers often intersect, leading to artistic collaborations that have produced some of the most noteworthy trends. Artists such as the Skatalites, who hatched ska after taking part in late-night jazz jams at Count Ossie’s Rasta camp in the hills of east Kingston, and the Supersonics, who became the leading force in rock steady following the Skatalites’ demise. A pool of younger musicians bring forth reggae as a fast-paced dance music fuelled by a chugging organ, until groups such as the Abyssinians and Burning Spear shift focus to social issues and the Rastafari faith, beginning the roots reggae phase that would culminate in the music’s international acceptance.

We learn that Gregory Isaacs began in a production duo with Winston Sinclair, hear of Dennis Brown sneaking out of Kingston Public Hospital to record one of his biggest hits, and find that ego battles in the Paragons would lead to John Holt’s successful solo career. David covers toasting and the high-status deejays, ranging across artists such as U Roy, Dennis Alcapone, Dillinger, Trinity and Tappa Zukie, who turned to music after becoming homeless as a teenager; as well as Josey Wales, Admiral Bailey, and General Trees in the dancehall age; and singjays such as Ini Kamoze and Protoje – the latter one of the music’s biggest stars today.

As a Jamaican-born woman, I’m preoccupied with the role of women in Jamaican music. Jamaican ska, rock steady, reggae, and dub have historically been male dominated. David includes the voices of women who were artists in their own right, including Marcia Griffiths, a star from the ska days and a confidante of Bob Marley who continues her illustrious career in the present. We follow the rise of artists such as Tanya Stephens and Cecile in dancehall culture, as well as the contemporary vocalist Jah9, who draws on the work of Billie Holiday and Ella Fitzgerald for a new subgenre she calls jazz on dub.

We also hear of women who were pivotal in the lives of male figures, such as producer Gussie Clarke, who speaks about his adoptive mother who raised him, describing her as ‘an ordinary poor lady, nothing unique about her except her heart’.

David also captures the family environment of hallowed facilities such as Studio One, Treasure Isle, Randy’s, Channel One, the Black Ark and King Tubby’s Studio, showing how the Jamaican sense of community and collaboration has been pivotal in the development of Jamaican music and its unique sound.

From its rich historical roots to its contemporary evolution, David takes readers on an immersive journey into the heart and soul of Jamaican music, exploring an inimitable sound that has left an indelible mark on the global music landscape. With a keen eye on both tradition and innovation, this edition of the book also celebrates the contributions of contemporary artists who continue to push boundaries and shape the future of music.

The wonderful range of photos is a bonus, like walking through a gallery, and they deserve to be exhibited. The images, and David’s text, speak of his passion for and extensive knowledge of Jamaican music, which is on display on every page of this book as he peels back the layers of the history, uncovering the stories, artists, and sonic experiments that have shaped this enduring musical phenomenon.

Jacqueline Crooks, 2024

Jacqueline Crooks grew up in ’70s and ’80s Southall, part of London’s migrant community carving out a space through music, culture and politics. Fire Rush, her first novel, was shortlisted for the Women’s Prize for Fiction and the Waterstones Debut Fiction Prize, and chosen as an Observer Best Debut Novel of the Year. For her short stories, a selection of which were published in the collection The Ice Migration, she has been nominated for the Orwell Prize for Political Fiction, the Queen Mary Wasafiri New Writing Prize and the BBC National Short Story Award.


Introduction

Reggae has risen, against the odds, to wield tremendous influence. Despite being initially dismissed, even in its land of origin, its liberating message has inspired a broad spectrum of humanity: freedom fighters, dissidents, dignitaries, and above all ordinary people have rocked to its beat on every continent. And reggae’s distinct musical elements increasingly permeate other popular forms: the dub techniques of Jamaica’s pioneering engineers have become the bedrock of modern dance remixes, and reggae’s sub-genres of ska, roots, and dancehall are the basis of prevalent hybrids abroad. Most notably, the innovations of Jamaican toasters helped spawn rap and hip-hop culture, and vibrant cross-fertilisation continues. Despite detractors, it is evident that reggae remains a music of great importance; that such an innovation was fostered by the ghetto folk of a relatively small island, born with little more than natural creativity and musical sensibility at their disposal, makes reggae’s unlikely rise even more incredible.

My main motive in writing this book was to make space for the people who built reggae’s solid foundation to tell their stories. Rather than providing a slanted outsider’s view, this book lets the pioneers of Jamaican popular music use their own voices to tell its tale. Who created this remarkable music? Where did they come from, and how did they become the singers and players, the engineers and producers, the sound system operators and entrepreneurs who fashioned a distinctly Jamaican music? Why did the music take the shape it did, and how did it come to wield such influence? What were the singers and players trying to express? How did they feel about the music they created and the chain of events that brought it to the outside world?

As well as presenting as honest a portrait of the music as possible, an oral history captures the spontaneous circumstances of much reggae invention and allows the wit and wisdom of its propagators to shine through. The cadence of Jamaica’s patois lends itself more readily to this form than the dry monotone of a foreign observer. As the characters in this book all played important roles in reggae’s complex history, they are surely the ones whose voices must guide it. I have been careful to present information as accurately as possible, though from time-to-time readers will notice conflicting accounts, notably when the songs in question concern a major shift in style or were particularly popular hits.

In writing this book I wanted to give something back to the originators of a music that has been a constant and profoundly moving soundtrack for much of my life. I first became aware of reggae in my early teens, hearing songs like Junior Murvin’s ‘Police And Thieves’ on the progressive radio stations of the San Francisco Bay Area. The films The Harder They Come and Rockers drew me in deeper, as did the early books Reggae Bloodlines, Catch A Fire, and Reggae International, but experiencing the floor-shaking reality of Jack Ruby’s 50,000-watt sound system in 1982 hooked me completely. Spending several months in London at seventeen was a further revelation: the city’s Jamaican communities, vibrant pirate radio stations and the intense festivities of the Notting Hill Carnival brought the context of reggae into clearer focus. It was partly the prominence of reggae that made me base myself in London a few years later, and meeting Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry shortly after my return in 1987 had all kinds of repercussions on the life I have lived since then. Being in Scratch’s private entourage brought me into contact with all manner of reggae folk, yet all this seemed only a minor prelude to the dramatic assault on my senses of subsequent trips to Jamaica, where reggae music is everywhere, and cultural revelations abound.

Reggae is all about connections, its sounds and styles shaped by select groups of musicians and vocalists interacting with a small number of producers. Finding the characters to speak to was largely intuitive, aided by the same connections that are so crucial to the music itself; this was especially true in Jamaica, where the reggae fraternity is very much an extended family. And so, after taking me to meet producer Bunny Lee, who introduced me to the esteemed singer Dennis Brown by telephone, the singer Max Romeo could bring me to guitarist Earl ‘Chinna’ Smith, who knew where the percussionist Sticky was; Winston Jarrett knew where to find fellow singer Stranger Cole, who directed me to keyboardist Gladdy Anderson. Sometimes just hanging out at the right spot could work wonders: in an afternoon at Leggo Studios on Orange Street I caught toasters U Brown and Tappa Zukie, percussionist Skully, and producer Linval Thompson after mingling with bassist Flabba Holt and trumpeter Johnny Moore next door; at Tuff Gong I met singers Albert Griffiths and Carl Dawkins, plus the toaster Dillinger and musicians such as Alva Lewis and Bongo Herman. Having the right connection could really be decisive; Clement ‘Sir Coxson’ Dodd refused an interview when I first approached his record shop in New York, but after the Silvertones brought me to Studio One in Jamaica, he consented without hesitation.

The earliest interviews came from research for People Funny Boy, my authorised biography of Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry. Scratch’s insistence that I become his ghostwriter felt like both blessing and curse – a cumbersome burden, yet an honour that I could not refuse. Whether the result was what either of us had in mind is another matter; nevertheless, the quest for knowledge initiated on Perry’s behalf would ultimately lead me to write Solid Foundation.

Just as dub music teaches that what is absent from a mix is as important as what stays in, one of the hardest parts of assembling this book has been deciding what to leave out. I interviewed more than 250 of reggae’s prime movers over fifteen years for the first edition, and plenty more for subsequent revisions. Naturally I have not been able to include all this material, so I can only apologise if favourite artists or records are not represented. Sadly, certain performers died before I had the chance to meet them, others could not be located, and a few declined for reasons best known to themselves or their managers. And I am certainly grateful to the fellow journalists and friends who have allowed me to use extracts from their own interviews, each of which is indicated by an endnote.

This book does not claim to tell the whole story of reggae music. The earliest testimony refers to Jamaica’s 1920s jazz scene, with first-hand accounts of the post-war R&B, mento, and calypso that led directly to the reggae precursors of ska and rock steady; earlier styles from the colonial period receive only brief mention. Additionally, the first edition of the book ended in the mid-1980s, when reggae was on the verge of great changes. The revised edition of 2012 continued the tale with extensive new material, and this present revision allows for the inclusion of further testimony, to bring the book much closer to the present, yet it is fair to say that the perpetual changes that have come since Jamaican music became synthesizer-driven are too vast and varied to cover in their entirety.

I have tried to highlight the most important songs and styles, but this book does not restrict itself to the Jamaican hit parade; equally, while I have never been wilfully obscure, certain lesser-known or forgotten figures are also given voice. And although the reggae of Britain, North America and other foreign territories is touched on in places, the book focuses firmly on music made in Jamaica.

This book has taken me to places I surely would not have reached otherwise and much of the journey has been wondrous. I heard Ken Boothe sing a chilling a cappella in his uptown Kingston front room, eaten roast fish cooked by Congo Ashanti Roy in the ghetto of Independence City, and passed the chalice with luminaries at the Freedom Sounds yard in Greenwich Farm. I have analysed the scriptures with Yabby You and Cocoa Tea, debated women’s rights with Michael Rose and Junior Reid, and discussed the shortcomings of Western medicine with Augustus Pablo’s personal herbalist. I shot the breeze in Gregory Isaacs’ shop, swapped African travel stories with U Roy and Niney the Observer, and was regaled by tales of gang warfare from Prince Buster and Big Youth. I drank beer with Rico, sipped vodka with Rupie Edwards, had rum with LKJ, and gnawed sugarcane with Beres Hammond. I traded jazz anecdotes with the Skatalites, dissected rhythmic techniques with Sly and Robbie, learned that Glen Brown’s culinary skills were on a par with his music productions, and was treated to the best Chinese meal I’ve ever eaten by Clive Chin. I have met Twelve Tribes, Ethiopian Orthodox, Bobo Dreads, Nyabinghi Theocracy, and adherents to other branches of the Rastafari faith. I have pulled the bronze eagle’s claw that was the door handle of Edward Seaga’s office in New Kingston, heard the frenzied beats of a Pocomania church meeting in St Thomas, and been transfixed by the pulsating heartbeat of Nyabinghi groundation drums in St Elizabeth. To hear Winston Blake’s Merritone sound system at the Turntable Club was exquisite; to dance the rub-a-dub in the moonlight at a Sunday night session outside Rae Town’s Capricorn Inn was positively heavenly.

Almost everyone I met treated me with utmost kindness, not only being forthright with tales of their musical careers, but also welcoming me into their private homes and sometimes their personal lives. Of course, when things did not go according to plan that too became part of the experience. To reach a musician who lived in a remote village I had to drive on dirt roads though a flooded sugarcane estate, guided by an aspiring concert promoter who was apparently the resident ‘bad man’. One singer, who lived uptown, insisted on bringing his loaded shotgun when I asked him to drop me at a local bus stop. Another artist invited me to the countryside but neglected to tell me that on the return journey he would be transporting a consignment of counterfeit Gucci bags and the largest quantity of marijuana I have ever seen. As he rightly pointed out, such experiences helped me see aspects of life normally hidden from the average visitor, and thus understand better the tribulation the architects of reggae have often endured.

Overall, I hope this book will contribute to a greater understanding of reggae’s complex history, so that the music’s significance may be better appreciated. Solid Foundation is a testament to the greatness of reggae’s originators, whose intense creativity brought forth such stunning, unique sounds. Reggae sprang from desperation, fashioned by those with little at hand as an expression of their predicament. Its rallying cry against injustice and its growing influence ensure that the music will remain a continual source of inspiration.
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Fats Domino live in Jamaica, February 1961
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Derrick Morgan
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Skully Simms


CHAPTER ONE

Boogie Rock: Sound System Culture and Jamaican R&B

“The two first sound system clashes in Jamaica was be-tween Tom the Great Sebastian and Count Nick in 1952. Tom beat Nick, and the return was up at Nick’s yard in Waltham Park Road – Tom beat him both times. Tom was great, man! Him friend send some big tune for him from New York and that night, if you see the crowd …”

– Duke Vin

“We do rhythm and blues songs – all Jamaican artists in those days try to do rhythm and blues.”

– Skully Simms

Jamaica’s popular music has undergone a series of labyrinthine changes, a transformation that mirrors the island’s cultural and political growth. Born from the everyday struggles of the dispossessed in a seemingly peripheral island nation, reggae is infused with issues of identity and reactions to the centuries of colonialism that shaped modern Jamaican society. The music’s progression charts a complex course, shadowing the growing pains of a developing nation.

When Jamaica achieved independence from Britain in 1962, the island celebrated with ska, a uniquely Jamaican hybrid. Ska is intimately connected to the independence movement and was the first Jamaican style to attract significant foreign interest; because of this, it is often seen as the starting point of contemporary reggae. But in order to understand the emergence of ska, certain earlier strands of musical culture must be traced. The most important include Jamaican R&B (ska’s immediate predecessor), the thriving urban jazz scenes, the indigenous folk style called mento, and above all, the sound system culture that since the 1940s has been the perpetual arbiter of Jamaican musical taste.

As the inhabitants of the Isle of Springs all have ancestors from elsewhere, its popular culture has a wide range of influences. Although the British maintained the chief colonial presence for over 300 years, the music of Black America provided the strongest model for Jamaica’s urban musicians in the 1940s and ’50s – perhaps not surprising, given its proximity. The USA continues to exercise the greatest industrial, financial, and military power in the region, as well as cultural dominance, and until relatively recently, American radio and television programmes disproportionately filled Jamaican airwaves.

Although Black American music had the strongest influence in the post-war years, other forms were also noteworthy. The son and bolero styles of Cuba, sandwiched between Jamaica and the USA, were highly influential, as was the music of nearby nations such as Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and Panama. But perhaps the most important elements came from the ancestral homeland: Jamaican slave descendants retained many more vestiges of African culture than their US counterparts. Sacred drumming techniques found in African-derived Pocomania church services involving spirit possession or accompanying Junkanoo masquerade dances further evolved from the backbone of Jamaica’s folk music and ultimately became defining elements of reggae. Other important folk elements developed during slavery days include the call-and-response chants of work songs and children’s ring games, and the adaptation of nineteenth-century European dance music known as quadrille.

The fife and drum of quadrille was a notable influence on mento, a style from the Jamaican countryside that has similarities to the calypso of other islands, but which is distinct, due to unique instrumentation. In the 1940s, increased migration to Kingston brought mento bands with it. These groups of roving troubadours gave informal street performances offering social commentary and satirising current events. The bands typically featured hand drums, banjo, and the oversized kalimba or ‘rumba box’ (a distant relative of the mbira, used for bass), often with a fife or penny whistle, and perhaps a bamboo saxophone. From the early 1950s, mento groups were regular features on the north coast hotel circuit.

Among the savvier city-dwellers, jazz held greater currency. Since at least the 1920s there was a thriving Jamaican jazz scene, and in the economically buoyant post-war years big-band jazz and swing remained most popular among the upper echelons. At high-class clubs and hotels, bands played American jazz standards and adapted pan-Caribbean forms like calypso and merengue, but the more creative players were forming new jazz variations through complex original compositions.

“Big band was also our pop music,” said Winston Blake, operator of Merritone, the longest-running Jamaican sound system. “That was the swing era: Count Basie, Tommy Dorsey, Stan Kenton, Glenn Miller. The formative bands in Jamaica played that music as dance music.”

Chief among the hotel groups were the Arawaks, featuring pianist Luther Williams, and saxophonist Val Bennett’s band. Eric Deans’ Orchestra became the most popular Kingston live act through a long residence at the Bournemouth Club at east Kingston’s Bournemouth Beach; Deans was a multi-instrumentalist whose saxophone skills drew comparison to Glenn Miller. Redver Cook’s band was a favourite of the light-skinned upper class and played regularly at a society spot called the Glass Bucket. John Weston’s twelve-piece band, Milton McPherson’s group, the Baba Motta Quartet, Wilton Gaynair Quintet, and Foggy Mullins Trio were among the other popular acts of the period; trumpeter Sonny Bradshaw, who played in several, formed the Sonny Bradshaw Seven in 1950 after organising a landmark jazz concert at Kingston’s Ward Theatre. Down on East Queen Street, where a venue with outdoor gaming tables was designated a ‘Coney Island’ because there was gambling on offer as well as music, a hot house band with a shifting line-up was blowing jazz nearly every night of the week; its members would later emerge as the key set of session players once entrepreneurs began recording local talent.

But working-class Jamaicans could not afford the smart venues. Their entertainment was most often provided by the sound system. Inspired by Jamaicans who had visited the USA as casual farm labour and attended dance parties held by Black Americans, restaurant owners and other aspiring businessmen had systems with powerful amplifiers sent down from the States, often with speaker boxes custom-built in Jamaica, with which to broadcast the sound. Their sheer power and volume inevitably drew large audiences when booming out at an open-air dance, and the advent of the sound system would be a defining element of the island’s homegrown music industry.

Winston Blake’s father, a civil servant, established the Mighty Merritone set in 1950 to earn extra pocket money. Though considerably smaller than the Kingston sound systems, it was the first in St Thomas parish. When Blake Senior died in 1956 aged just forty-one, Winston and older brother Trevor took over, moving the set to Kingston in 1962, where it would be continually active for decades to come, with younger brothers Tyrone and Monte aiding its expansion. Despite the death of Tyrone in 2012 and Winston in 2016, Merritone continues to thrive under Monte’s direction, more than seventy years after its establishment.

“The situation in Jamaica then was that schoolrooms or church halls was where you had social functions,” said Winston Blake of the early days of Jamaica’s sound system culture, seated beneath a portrait of Fidel Castro in his uptown home. “Then you had the most important part of the Jamaican scenario called lawns, like Jubilee Tile Gardens and Chocomo Lawn, big places that were either concrete slab or wire fence, and you’d have a dance in that area, either at the back of a house or the side of a building – a space where you could put up music. You had control because there was an entrance gate. That’s how the sound system started.”

Low entry prices, the sound systems’ mobility, and the fact that live musicians were not involved meant they could be set up at the most basic country venues. This kind of entertainment was thus accessible to a wide audience who were often barred from the elite live jazz venues.

“In St Thomas, you have three big dances a year with bands coming in: one for the police and two for the tennis club. It was like South Africa: only a certain clientele could attend, so ‘proper’ people would go to those dances and the little people were left out. In Kingston, there was the sound-system thing – no bands and people on the ballroom floor and others not getting an entertainment, so the sound system started a certain thing in those poorer areas.”

Those who attended sound system events were further inspired by virtuoso dancers and witty live commentary from the deejays attached to specific sets. Each sound was associated with a particular area – typically, a tough patch of the ghetto – with a set of fanatically loyal followers attached.

According to Blake, by the start of the 1950s, sound systems made US rhythm and blues the music of the day. “Rhythm and blues probably crept in here about ’49 and became an institution in the ’50s.”

Sound system competition has always been fierce, with exclusivity especially important. In this early phase the sound system operators imported records from America, removing the labels from the most prized to stop the competition getting their hands on a copy.

“Those days, our records came into the country in two ways. When the ships came in, the guys would go to the whorehouses and the touts of the sounds used to hang around the whorehouses – that’s where they used to get the records to tout to various sound people. Then a lot of our people used to go up to do farm working and carry back records. Later on, there was a station [WLAC] sponsored by Randy’s Record Shop of Tennessee, and you also had a station out of Miami, WINZ, and we could hear those stations just like we pick up the local station. We would listen to WINZ, because we only had one radio station at that time, ZQI, and we would hear Cuban stations. Later in the night, after about one o’clock, the Tennessee stations would come in very clear and they would advertise specials, which would include ten records for a price. That’s how a lot of records came into Jamaica. Later, one or two of the guys started to travel, started shopping for these records and carrying them back.”

The idea of the sound clash quickly took hold. From at least as early as 1952, downtown venues such as King’s Lawn and the Pioneer Club in Jones Town staged confrontations between two sets, based on exclusives. Sound system battles were waged to establish dominance, with the public making clear which had the superior selection. The first to rise to prominence was Tom the Great Sebastian (initially known as Tom’s Sound System), established by Tom Wong, proprietor of a downtown hardware store located at 51 Charles Street. Tom’s father was a Chinese Jamaican, his mother of African descent. The professional name he eventually adopted stemmed from the moniker of a trapeze artist in the 1952 circus drama The Greatest Show On Earth.

“Tom was the number-one sound,” insisted the former Sebastian selector and sound system legend known as Duke Vin, who died in 2012 aged eighty-four. “He started in the early ’40s. It was rhythm and blues: Louis Jordan, Coleman Hawkins. I used to stand up outside and listen to him play in Young Men’s Progressive in Drummond Street: it was a club people hire to keep parties, not far from Tom’s Hardware Store at Charles Street and Luke Lane.”

In a west London basement lined with sheepskin rugs, Vin explained that Tom’s popularity was partly due to the steady supply of records sent by a friend in New York. “[Tom’s friend] was a top-class tailor; we call him Won. He was along with Tom’s sister.”

Another reason for Tom’s success was his custom hi-fi set, designed by electrical technician Hedley Jones, who trained in the RAF during World War II; his speakers were hung from trees until more powerful freestanding units were constructed. That Tom sometimes strung up the sound at his store was also beneficial. “Some evenings he hang up the box and play his music,” said Vin, “and people gather round and listen, Jamaica style.”

“Tom Wong acquired one of my amplifiers and he named the amplifier a sound system, just out of being a little witty,” said Jones, shortly before his death in 2017, aged ninety-nine. “So that’s where the name sound system was derived.”

Singer Derrick Morgan claimed there were earlier sound systems. The son of a Presbyterian deacon, Morgan was born in rural Clarendon in 1940, but moved to Kingston three years later to obtain medical treatment, after a relative noticed vision problems. “I stay in Vineyard Town till I was about five and then I live in a big yard they call Orange Lane, downtown.” Steeped in sound system culture and awarded the Order of Distinction in 2001 for his contribution to Jamaican popular music, Morgan recalled some of Tom’s predecessors. “The first set you have in Jamaica was called Waldron. Tom the Great Sebastian was more popular than Waldron, but Waldron have him sound long before. Waldron used to play just one place on Slipe Road; Orange Street runs into Slipe Road, and he was right at Torrington Bridge corner.”

Although the Great Sebastian had plenty of competition in the early 1950s, it remained the most popular set to the middle of the decade. The iconic singer and record producer Prince Buster, who insisted that Tom was “the first dancehall sound system in Jamaica,” recalled a number of his early rivals.

“The sounds at the time were Count Nick; Deans’, a mighty sound system run by an Indian man at Maxfield Avenue and Spanish Town Road who had a bicycle shop; Doc’s Thunderstorm at Brotherton Avenue; and Mellow Canary is from the beginning, he had a powerful sound in St Thomas,” said Buster, who died in 2016 aged seventy-eight, after suffering a stroke. “Waldron was a good sound and Buckram was off Lyndhurst Road, a little bit above Waldron’s place. There was also Sherwood, but Sherwood wasn’t a dancehall sound system: him make him sound to make people come in him shop.”

Other notable early rivals included Lord Koos and the somewhat upmarket V-Rocket, who Morgan said was responsible for introducing the daring innovation of twin turntables in the early 1960s. “V-Rocket spin the music better but didn’t carry that heavy beat. It was a lighter sound, what we call hi-fi. He would play at a venue called Caterers in Manchester Square, by Heroes Park. Caterers and 1 Lissant Road, those are the two places those hi-fi play, like Billy’s Hi-Fi, Thunderbird, El Suzy, and El Toro. Those are the sounds that celebrity people go to, you don’t have the ragamuffin dance there.”

“I’d say Count Nick was the biggest competition,” said Duke Vin, “because the two first sound system clashes in Jamaica was between Tom and Nick in 1952. Tom beat Nick, and the return was up at Nick’s yard in Waltham Park Road – Tom beat him both times. Tom was great, man! Him friend send some big tune for him from New York and that night, if you see the crowd …”

Vin was raised on Wildman Street, “right beside the Success Club”. Based in London from 1954, he continued to select until a few years before his death and said that his Christian upbringing kept him from smoking or drinking, but even in later years, his smiling mouth was often filled with swearwords. As a teenager in the 1940s, when Tom was reaching the height of popularity and had three separate sound systems, Vin was just another local supporter. Then fate intervened in the form of a punctured tyre:

“I stand up outside Tom’s Hardware Store one evening, him car get puncture and him was fighting to take off the tyre with a spring-blade. I come and press my foot on the spring-blade and him say, ‘Thank you very much, Vinnie man.’ When him done and fix up him thing, him say, ‘You think you can handle a sound, play a party down on Princess Street? Come, we go set up the sound next week.’ The Monday morning after, them come and pay Tom and say, ‘Who’s that little fella you send to play the sound? Everybody was clapping and praising him.’ Tom say, ‘From now on, you play the number-two sound.’ It’s three sets him have: when all three play, his brother play the number three, I play number two, and Tom play the number one. When people don’t book the number two, I play the number one with Tom.”

Tom the Great Sebastian reigned supreme by playing a varied selection, which included merengue and Latin music as well as rhythm and blues. Vin recalled that Tom varied his music to reach the upper-class sections of his audience, who were less enamoured with the rhythm and blues favoured by ghetto folk. “Tom play everything, because the uptown people like those things like [oft-versioned waltz adaptation] ‘Mockin’ Bird Hill’. We also play calypso, like ‘She ’Pon Top’.”

“I enjoyed the way he played his music probably more than any other sound, because he was adventurous,” said Winston Blake. “He used to play merengue and Spanish music. He played a repertoire, whereas most of the other sounds would play a hardcore of rhythm and blues and drop in a few mentos and the slow type of New Orleans music. That was the music that was really dominant in the fifties.”

Duke Reid the Trojan, who used strong-arm tactics to eliminate competition, eventually superseded Tom, his fantastic success on the sound system circuit aided by exclusive records acquired in the States, as well as the notorious henchmen from the nearby Back-O-Wall slum who launched regular attacks to sabotage rivals. The Duke, born Arthur Reid in Port Antonio in 1915, served for ten years in the Kingston police force, where he attained the rank of sergeant, leaving him with close connections to the criminal fraternity and a lasting love of guns. He quit the force to help his wife run her grocery store at 81 Beeston Street in western Kingston and, after playing records outside the store to entice potential customers, launched Reid’s sound system, operated with a man called Clifford and selector Leroy ‘Cuttings’ Cole, which was crowned King of Sounds and Blues at the Success Club in 1956, ’57, and ’58. Reid then shifted base to larger premises at 33 Bond Street, the site of his Treasure Isle liquor store, though the building was nearly auctioned off in January 1962 following an ill-advised involvement in a block-making business.

Some have suggested that Reid forced the Great Sebastian to flee from downtown Kingston, but Duke Vin refuted the notion. “Tom and Duke Reid were good friends. Duke Reid don’t sabotage; the only persons who do that is him followers, the rough guys. They’ll do it to other soundmen, but they never do that to Tom. Those rough guys know Tom very good, always come to the shop and say, ‘Wha’ppen Tom, you all right?’”

In any case, Tom’s fear of conflict made him move to the smart Silver Slipper Club in the Cross Roads business district, away from the downtown trouble spots and closer to the wealthier residences. “Tom used to play for the aristocratic, up-class people,” Vin explained. “He never like to play for the rough guy; him can’t take it, he’s a coward. I have to face everything for him: when the police raid the dances, me have to go talk to the police. He don’t like rough crowd, so he go and play in Slipper because the crowd is more selective.”

Though Vin denied that Reid used intimidation tactics against Tom, he admitted Reid tried to lure him away with better pay. The pair first became acquainted when Reid was a policeman and Vin was still wearing short trousers. “Duke Reid know me as a little boy going to Calabar School; we little youth used to romp out of the Central Police Station, that was not far from the school. Him used to like me, so you find that when I play for Tom, he want to take me away to play for him. Tom used to give me thirty shillings a night to play and Duke offer me five pounds, but I never leave Tom. I dedicated to the man, because the man is a good man to me; it’s not the money, it’s the loyalty. I stick with Tom to the last, until I come to England.”

It was only after establishing the first sound system in Britain, in 1955, that Tom’s former selector became known as Duke Vin, a name chosen to remind the expatriate public of Duke Reid. Vin said that during all the years he selected for Tom, the Great Sebastian never officially took part in a head-to-head clash with Reid’s sound system; the closest was when the two sounds were set up at separate parties in adjacent yards.

“It was in the late part down in 1953: we play next door to each other in Jones Town. Tom have a steel [speaker] and turn it to Reid, Reid have a steel and turn it to Tom, and the crowd come to our dance and Reid flopped. It was fun. We played R&B: Smiley Louis, Fats Domino, James Wayne’s ‘Tend To Your Business’, ‘Little Red Rooster’ by the Griffin Brothers.”

Jamaica’s first commercial station, Radio Jamaica Rediffusion (RJR), was launched in 1950 after a British firm took over the former government station, ZQI; broadcasts were supplied to listeners by an inexpensive cable subscription service. By 1955, both Tom and Duke sponsored radio programmes to help keep their sound systems in the minds of the public.

“Duke Reid had a programme called Treasure Isle Time, and Tom the Sebastian had a programme called Sebastian Time,” said Winston Blake. “They would play all the new records and tell them where the sound system was playing over the weekend.”

But down in Kingston’s slums, different kinds of battles were being waged as Duke Reid carved out a widening territory; following the Duke’s lead, Vincent Edwards and his brother George established the King Edwards the Giant sound system in 1955, located a bit farther west in Whitfield Town. It was powered by the 100-watt amplifier that Vincent acquired in Philadelphia during a brief visit to his sister, the Stateside links and regular crate-digging trips facilitating a ready stock of vinyl exclusives.

“When I left in ’54, there were three sounds: Tom, Nick’s, and a guy in St Mary named Howell,” said Edwards at his bungalow in Portmore, west of Kingston, where his presence was still formidable, despite his advanced years. “In those days, they used to use the gramophone, where you wind the thing the whole time, and when I came into it, Nick and Tom was on top; Tom was more sophisticated, and Nick was more for the little man. Then I getting bigger, and I control the Maxfield Avenue area and Greenwich Farm, and when I reach on top was one night when Duke came to Tewari Crescent; I was playing at number 24 and he was playing at the lodge hall, and I flop him.”

Before the rise of King Edwards, Sir Coxson’s Downbeat became Duke Reid’s most notable challenger, which is why Reid and Edwards subsequently formed a peculiar partnership, travelling the States together on record-hunting trips in an effort to counter Downbeat’s ascendancy. The set was established by a young friend of Reid’s named Clement Dodd, nicknamed Coxson after an English cricketer. Dodd’s selector, Count Machuki, was an innovative, jive-talking toaster who honed his microphone skills on Tom the Great Sebastian; his off-the-cuff wisecracks and Dodd’s supreme record collection made Downbeat a formidable contender.

Dodd died of a heart attack in 2004 aged seventy-two. In the dishevelled Kingston office that was long his base of operations and flanked by deejay King Stitt and other associates, he detailed the family fondness for rhythm and blues. “My father was a contractor mason; he built the Carib Theatre and other country theatres. My mother eventually ran a liquor store, but it started out from a little restaurant on Lawes Street and Ladd Lane called Nanny’s Corner. This is going back to 1951. We used to play music in the place on a Morphy Richards radio, play Billy Eckstine, Sarah Vaughan, Lionel Hampton, and Louis Jordan. My mother loved music, was a great dancer, and won many prizes.”

In 1953, Dodd worked as a farm labourer in the USA and decided to enter the music business after seeing money being made at outdoor block parties. He thus sent funds to his mother for the construction of speaker boxes, and later dispatched an amplifier. His family association with the Reids allowed him guest appearances on Reid’s sound system and he suggested this relationship kept their rivalry reasonably civilised.

“Duke was a close friend of the family. Mom and Dad knew him well, and his signature tune was given to him by my mother: ‘My Mother’s Eyes’, an instrumental by [alto saxophonist] Tab Smith. I was a cabinetmaker, and I did a course on automobile mechanics, used to train at the Ford garage on Church Street. I attended a lot of orchestra dances in the early days, but when the rhythm and blues came in about ’53 or ’54, I used to attend dances when Duke was playing and play some of my sides. His fans always look forward to seeing me coming with my little case of records, so I eventually went into the sound thing myself. My memories of the days of Duke and myself, it was like a musical challenge.”

Duke Vin claimed that Tom the Great Sebastian sold Reid his treasured signature tune: “It was 1951. Reid come to him and ask if him have any old records to sell and Tom said, ‘I have a few that I don’t use.’ Tom use [Billy Eckstine’s] ‘Blue Moon’ as him sign-on tune. When him sell Duke Reid ‘My Mother’s Eyes’, Duke Reid use it as a signature tune, and it becomes a hit as a sign-on. That time Coxson never have no sound at all. I was there when Tom was selling the record.”

Further contradiction comes from another close associate, Prince Buster, who recalled the rivalry as anything but clean. Born Cecil Bustamante Campbell in downtown Kingston, Buster spoke of violence and sabotage as crucial determinants. Dodd, he said, recruited him from an area loyal to Duke Reid because of his tough reputation.

“I born and grow on Orange Street, right there in west Kingston. Coxson grow in St Thomas, Duke Reid come from Port Antonio, so I am the only one born on Orange Street. My father work with the railroad, my mother work at the match factory and my parents grew me up with a strict principle of Christianity. How I came to work with Coxson was that on Luke Lane and Charles Street corner, there was two sets of gangsters, and one night Noel Horse Jaw and them big men were gambling, playing Parapinto dice. I had some money, asked if I can join the game, and I broke the whole of them – lucky for me, the dice was rolling my way. When I start to scrape up the money, one of them named Mean Stick just fling up a foot and kick the felt hat off of me head. The whole of them draw them knife and I couldn’t see where my money went. A week after, I was in my bathroom at Drummond Street and someone call me and say them ’pon the corner, so I just draw the clothes on my wet skin and come out and chase Mean Stick with me knife in me hand, and Coxson and Count Machuki was coming down Luke Lane. Machuki told me later that as Coxson was scared of people like Mean Stick, it shocked him. He said, ‘Who’s the little youth?’ and Machuki said, ‘We grew him, that’s who you want to have on your side to take the face off Duke Reid.’ Then Machuki come to me and say Coxson want to see me, so me and some youth go in him shop, have some nice drink, and him nice and friendly and say he would like me to move with him, but I wouldn’t tell him yes. I went back on my corner at Luke Lane and Charles Street and have a meeting with the youths, and then I start to stay at Love Lane and Beeston Street – this was about ’57, ’58.”

Though Buster knew changing allegiance was dangerous, he bore a lasting grudge against the Duke. “The only sound system I backed before was Tom the Great Sebastian, which is still the greatest sound system ever, and then Duke Reid ran him out of town. I had vengeance in my heart for Duke Reid, cos Tom was a nice, decent, calm, respectable man who just want to play music, but Duke Reid come with a band of Back-O-Wall bad man, they jump the fence and pull over the amplifier, mash up the boxes. Brother Baby Wire, who die the other day, him was the ‘Don’ of Back-O-Wall. When him and Rushy and Big Boy take off at nighttime, Coxson haffi to jump fence! When word reach Duke Reid’s camp that I am at Coxson’s sound system, the problem that arise is that I grow with these men, but I’d have to oppose them now because them is Duke Reid’s people.”

The conflict rapidly escalated when Dodd and Duke Reid fought each other in a sound system clash. Buster even resorted to breaking Reid’s stylus. “The first night I went out with Coxson is a drama, because when the time come for Duke Reid to come on, I tell Machuki, ‘Don’t sign off, continue to play more.’ Machuki go to play, and I scratch [Reid’s] needle, and Duke Reid can’t come on. I don’t know why I do it, just that this is the thing wha’ haffi do and I haffi do it.” It took half an hour to replace the stylus, and when Reid’s sound fired up again, Dodd’s sound was still playing.

“Duke Reid had a song named ‘Hey Mr Berry’, and Coxson couldn’t find that tune in all his searches of America, so it was Duke Reid’s top tune. When he put on the tune, that actually hurt Duke Reid, because the whole town thought Coxson was playing it. Right there now, the charge of the Back-O-Wall brigade coming to the amplifier that we set up with Machuki, so that was the first forceful demonstration against the criminals. I was forced that night, for although it’s them who grow me and them know me temperament, I flash my knife wild. This is how Coxson get to become recognised, because the people who want to come to him dance didn’t come cos them was afraid of getting hurt. But because them hear me and other Duke Reid youth now with Coxson, his dances start to full.”

Around this time there was a dramatic shift in the nascent Jamaican record industry: as a direct by-product of sound-system activity, the older sounds of mento and calypso were usurped by Jamaican rhythm and blues, which was far more popular with local record buyers.

The very first local music recordings were made in Jamaica on direct-to-disc machines as a novelty venture. As early as July 1947, an entrepreneur at 76 West Street offered patrons the opportunity to record their own voice or instruments for a nominal fee. The following month, the public was invited to record their songs at special galas held at the Glass Bucket, backed by the resident orchestra. Celebrated stage, radio and hotel pianist George Moxey, a Bahamas-born bandleader known as the King of the Ivories, then offered aspiring singers and musicians the chance to record their own songs at the Empire Building in Cross Roads, with free piano accompaniment. According to a 1948 Gleaner article, the pioneering Jamaican singer and guitarist Lord Flea made use of such opportunities, but it must be emphasised that the resultant recordings were never released commercially; the Jamaican direct-to-disc records of the 1940s were simply one-off items made for personal use. In fact, they could only be played a few times on conventional record players, before wearing out. Thus, noting the demand for Jamaican folk records from foreign visitors, as well as overseas music fans, Moxey published an editorial in the Gleaner in October 1948, calling for local music to be produced and sold commercially.

Jamaican businessmen, often of Middle Eastern or Asian origin, began releasing locally recorded mento and calypso in the early 1950s. Exactly who was the first to take the plunge is contested, but newspaper advertisements indicate that, by December 1950, Jewish Jamaican businessman Stanley Motta had already issued a couple of 78 RPM records by calypso singer and saxophonist, Lord Fly, while his rival, Lebanese Jamaican businessman Ken Khouri, issued material by the younger singer Lord Flea, by the following August.

Motta’s record label, MRS, was named for Motta’s Recording Studio, the island’s first official recording facility. In addition to the Lord Fly releases, backed by the Dan Williams Orchestra, other Motta acts included Harold Richardson and the Ticklers, Lord Composer and His Silver Seas Orchestra, and Monty Reynolds’1 Calypso Clippers, featuring singer Boysie Grant.

Motta began selling imported radios at 10C East Street in 1932. After moving to larger premises at 5 Church Street, in March 1940 he unveiled a soundproof listening booth where customers could hear the latest records prior to purchase. The following year he established a flagship appliance store at 109 Harbour Street (‘Jamaica’s House of Quality’), which also had a record department. He later opened a woodwork factory at 43 Hanover Street, a few short blocks from the main store, and in September 1950, he opened a tiny, backroom recording studio there, with a piano, one microphone, and portable, direct-to-disc recording equipment, which was also available for external hire.

Motta’s first known output comprised fourteen Lord Fly songs, issued on five 78s, mixing traditional folk mentos such as ‘Sly Mongoose’ and ‘Linstead Market’ with humorous originals like ‘Whai, Whai, Whai’.2

“In those days, there was only one recording studio in Jamaica, and that was Stanley Motta’s,” confirmed singer Laurel Aitken, who died in 2005 aged seventy-eight. “In those days recording wasn’t a business – it was more live music.”

Resident in England since the early 1960s, Aitken was still recording and performing in his late seventies. Born in Havana, he moved to Kingston at eleven years old. “My dad is Jamaican, and my mom is Cuban, and my dad just wanted to go back home.”

By the time the first Jamaican 78s had surfaced, Aitken was popular on talent shows; the range of material he sang for local music fans and tourists contributed to his broad approach as a recording artist. “I used to sing from when I was a little boy, and when I came to Jamaica there was nothing like ska; you had to sing jazz, and calypso, which comes from Trinidad. I sang [Rodgers and Hart’s] ‘Blue Moon’, [George Gershwin’s] ‘Embraceable You’, and I won three big contests in Kingston with [Bing Crosby’s] ‘Pennies From Heaven’. At the time, I used to work with the Jamaica Tourist Board, welcoming people with a big broad hat at the wharf when the ships come in, singing calypsos – ‘Welcome To Jamaica’, ‘Jamaica Farewell’, ‘Coconut Woman’ – and they fling money and give me.”

Aitken claimed that his recording debut, captured at Motta’s studio, was self-produced. “The first recording that I did, I did it for myself, that was a song called ‘I Met A Señorita’. I used my own money and got my own musicians, nobody that’s living now. The saxophonist went by the name of Number One; he was well known in those days. Then I did a merengue, ‘Merenguito’, and it was released by a man that had a record shop on King Street, by the name of Mr DePass.”

Jewish Jamaican businessman L. R. DePass sold furniture, appliances, musical instruments, and records at 6A King Street from the 1930s. He later moved to 68 King Street, from where he issued small quantities of mento and calypso records in the 1950s, but his involvement in the music industry proved peripheral.

In contrast, Ken Khouri was a key figure. For his many contributions to the Jamaican music industry, Khouri was inducted to the Caribbean Development for Arts and Culture Foundation’s Hall of Fame in 2001, two years before his death, aged eighty-six. Though Stanley Motta is most often cited as the first to release Jamaican recordings, Khouri energetically claimed the honour for himself: “He came in long after me and that was just a little voice recording set-up he had. I am the complete pioneer of everything!”

At his uptown Kingston home, Khouri said that he was born in rural St Mary, his parentage an unusual mix. “My father was born in Lebanon, came to Jamaica with his parents when he was twelve, and my mother was born here of Cuban parents. When I was growing up, my father had dry goods stores in the country and a furniture store in Kingston.”

After moving to Kingston to work for the Issa Brothers’ import firm, and later running his own furniture business, Khouri became involved in the music business upon buying a second-hand direct-to-disc recorder from a man he met by chance in Florida in 1949. “It happened by accident in Miami: I took my father there for his illness and I met someone selling a recording machine – a disc recorder – so I bought it and came back to Jamaica.”

The machine he bought came with 100 blank discs, which were soon filled with Jamaicans fascinated to hear the sound of their own voices. Then, Khouri began using the machine to record music. “I used to go around recording calypsos at different nightclubs; the first recording was with Lord Flea, ‘Where Did The Little Flea Go?’ [aka ‘Naughty Little Flea’]. The discs that I made, I send them as masters to Decca in England, and they made a record out of it and send it down to me.”

Khouri then formed a partnership with Alec Durie, who ran the Times variety store on King Street; the output of their new joint venture, Times Records, was sold exclusively at the store. By August 1951, Times issued ten Lord Flea songs on three 78s, beginning with ‘Solas Market’ (though ‘Naughty Little Flea’ was not among them).

A batch of Hubert Porter 78s, also manufactured by Decca, were then issued on Times by June 1953, including traditional favourites such as ‘Ten Penny Nail’ and ‘Rum And Coconut Water’, as well as less common numbers like ‘Ugly Woman’, all delivered in the urban variant of the mento style. As Khouri explained, “All the Hubert Porter, I record them in a studio that I built up myself, in 129 King Street, called Records Limited. I brought down equipment from California, just one microphone, one track.”

Records Limited was officially established by November 1954. After travelling to New York, Khouri consolidated his success by securing the Jamaican manufacturing and distribution rights for Mercury Records, later cutting similar deals with Decca, Brunswick, Capitol, Herald, Ember, and Monogram. “I used to have franchises from the States, and the first records I put out were [Ralph Marterie’s] ‘Skokiaan’3, [the Chords’] ‘Sh-Boom’ and [the Gaylords’] ‘The Little Shoemaker’.” Khouri was the first to bring record pressing equipment to Jamaica, and he did so partly to facilitate an easier distribution of American hits, which had previously suffered shipping delays of several months. But the pressing facility ultimately stimulated local music production.

Records Limited subsequently handled the Kalypso subsidiary, on which Khouri released calypso 78s by artists such as Lord Lebby and Count Owen. The company also coordinated releases for concerns like Count Lasher’s Lasher Disc, as well as Chin’s label releases by the Calypso Sextet, featuring Alerth Bedasse; Ivan Chin, owner of a radio repair service at 48 Church Street, recorded the group’s output at his premises on a basic disc recorder.

As his empire grew, Khouri became the figure that sound system proprietors went to for their one-off acetates, then often referred to as ‘soft wax’. He arranged the first Trojan and Hi Lite 78s, featuring vocalist Lord Power and pressed exclusively for Duke Reid’s sound system. As the island’s recording industry blossomed, other sound systems were quick to take advantage, having realised that putting local talent on record was a sure-fire way of garnering exclusive material. The first Jamaican artists to record blues ballads and home-grown R&B were the duo of Noel Bartholomew ‘Zoot’ Simms and Arthur ‘Bunny’ Robinson, known first as Simms and Robinson and later as Bunny and Skully.

“We started off the first recording in Jamaica on soft wax for Dada Tewari,” the near-blind Skully wistfully recalled, perched on the kerb outside Kingston’s Sonic Sounds. “We did the first recordings in 1953 at [Motta’s] little demo studio at the corner of Hanover Street and Laws Street. He had a little matches box with quarter-inch tape.”

Deonarine ‘Dada’ Tewari was another early entrepreneur to record local product. A Jamaican of Indian descent, whose father was a prominent planter and sportsman, Tewari was active in the family dry goods business, and ran several downtown Kingston theatres. He had formed the Caribbean Recording Company by 1953 to release mento and calypso on the Caribou and Down Beat labels, as well as some of the earliest Jamaican R&B. Some claim Tewari was the first in Jamaica with mastering capabilities, but a fire at his Torrington Road premises brought an early departure from the music business.

Skully said Tewari’s previous output was exclusively calypso, featuring Count Lasher, Count Owen, and Lord Tanamo, but Skully and his partner changed the focus at their initial session: though they cut just two songs, ‘End Of Time’ and ‘Another Chance’, they were laying the foundations of a new Jamaican music. “That was the first tunes made apart from Calypsonians. That was the first R&B.”

Skully, who died of lung cancer in 2017 aged eighty-two, was born in Smith Village, which was subsequently renamed Denham Town after its swelling population made it another teeming west Kingston district. He and Bunny were schoolfriends who launched their singing careers in the first Jamaican talent show, “which was run by Vere Johns – he used to write for the Gleaner. We was the champions for two years straight. We do rhythm and blues songs – all Jamaican artists in those days try to do rhythm and blues”. The pair favoured slow ballads and were not averse to covering mainstream American hits, such as Bing Crosby’s ‘White Christmas’, and in these early days, the group concentrated more on live performances than on recording. “We keep going to shows on the north coast, but we did not do much more recording, because it wasn’t popular like now.”

Skully said his neighbour Lord Flea was a big influence, naming Flea, who would later star in the 1957 Hollywood films Bop Girl Goes Calypso and Calypso Joe, as the first artist in Jamaica to score a big hit. “He start his career at the corner of Regent Street and North Street, where they had a little nightclub, the Esperanza. Then he go to Back-O-Wall and form a little band for himself and go on the north coast and sing at hotels before he did the films.”

In May 1959, within a year of relocating to Miami, Flea tragically died of Hodgkin’s Disease, aged just twenty-five. Skully said Flea’s main role models were Slim Beckford and Sam Blackwood, street singers active in Kingston in the 1930s. “Slim and Sam were the two men who start music in Jamaica on the street-side of Spanish Town Road, one playing guitar and both of them sing in harmony. The songs that they sing, they have it on paper, printed out, and sell it for a penny; that was their livelihood for years. They used to sing songs like ‘Man Piabba, Woman Piabba’, and sometimes Negro spiritual songs.”

Skully said Dada Tewari was not present during Simms and Robinson’s debut session, which was arranged by the resident pianist. “Tewari really wasn’t so much of a producer. He was an Indian who owned the Tivoli Theatre. [Luther] Williams played keyboard and you had Lloyd Brevett’s father playing bass, a drummer by the name of Percy, and Val Bennett played the saxophone. We got thirty-seven pounds – ’nuff money for me and Bunny.”

“Dada Tewari was well dressed all the time, with necktie and suit,” added Laurel Aitken. “V-Rocket used to be a top sound; he heard me doing a rehearsal and said, ‘I’ll take you to see Dada.’ I did quite a lot of songs, but the biggest one I did for him was ‘Roll Jordan Roll’, my first big hit in Jamaica.”

By then, Ken Khouri had moved his base of operations to 220 Foreshore Road,4 in an industrial area west of the wharf, to establish Federal, the first fully fledged recording studio and pressing facility on the island. It was officially in use from October 1957. For his resident sound engineer, Khouri chose Graeme Goodall, an Australian radio technician trained in London who travelled to Jamaica to help set up RJR’s cable service. Khouri’s sons Richard and Paul also joined the business at an early age.

Federal’s impressive facilities gave entrepreneurs greater scope to record local talent, while the monophonic studio at RJR was also occasionally used. Gradually, the leading sound system operators saw the benefits of recording rhythm and blues with local musicians. Clement Dodd said that he was recording acts at Federal soon after it opened, as Skully confirmed. “After it start to develop, we did some more recording for Clement Dodd, otherwise known as Coxson. We do a few originals and some foreign stuff.”

In late 1957, when Caribou released ‘Aitken’s Boogie’, it signalled a new direction. The song was a local variant of the type of rhythm and blues favoured in New Orleans, and its pronounced, shuffling beat was a template for much of what would follow. “That was done for Tewari as well, with the same band with Number One, and Crackers was the drummer,” said Aitken.

Since imported rhythm and blues had been the rage for the better part of a decade, and now that there was increasing scope for recordings, it was only natural that home-grown R&B would start to surface, and when Jamaican dance fans heard local artists belting out an obviously Jamaican version of rhythm and blues, it made the music sound that much sweeter, spurring dancers to wilder moves. The enthusiastic response shown by sound systems devotees was thus a heavy catalyst for the prominent soundmen to begin issuing locally recorded R&B on a regular basis, using the sound system to boost a song’s popularity prior to its official release.

Toward the end of the decade Duke Reid, Clement Dodd, King Edwards, and Lloyd ‘the Matador’ Daley were all issuing material on seven-inch 45 RPM singles. They were followed shortly by a handful of others including Vincent ‘Randy’ Chin, a record shop owner whose carpenter father had left mainland China in the 1920s to settle in Jamaica after a brief stay in Cuba; Linden Pottinger, an accountant who ventured into record production and distribution with the Gay Disc label, after working for a time supplying jukeboxes; Chris Blackwell, the son of a Costa Rican-born woman of Jewish heritage whose family made their fortune from bananas and rum, and an Anglo-Irish military man; and Edward Seaga, a Harvard-educated anthropologist of Lebanese, Scottish, Indian and African origin, whose father ran a lucrative travel agency.

Seaga, who died in 2019 aged eighty-nine, is better known for his highly active role in the nation’s politics, since he was one of the most prominent members of the conservative Jamaica Labour Party (JLP), from his appointment to the Legislative Council in 1959 until his withdrawal from politics in 2005; he was leader of the opposition from 1974–80, Prime Minister from 1980–89 and leader of the opposition again from 1989 until his retirement. Though his involvement in Jamaica’s music industry was brief, his contribution was important, and linked to his early political career.

At his office in New Kingston, the former JLP leader adorned the walls with photographs of himself grinning in harmony with such right-wing luminaries as Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. Seaga explained that he entered the music business after conducting research into African-Jamaican religious practices; his field recordings of folk music were issued in 1956 as Folk Music Of Jamaica on the Ethnic Folkways Library label. “It took three-and-a-half years, because I lived in the communities, was a part of the regular life of the communities, in one rural and one urban setting. I finished the research, but I never used it to get a PhD, because there were no postgrad degrees being given in Jamaica. Smithsonian Folkways were about the only one I knew of who would publish folk music, so I visited them, saw the mass of albums that they had done, and this fitted right into that category.”
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