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To the dub revolutionaries who created this exceptional artform and to dub heads everywhere.




INTRODUCTION

On 31 July 1982, I had a musical epiphany. Jack Ruby High-Power was playing San Francisco’s Elite Club, five blocks from where I was born, and when I stepped into the room the bass hit me like a thunderbolt, battering my spine and rattling my ribcage. The weathered Victorian dance hall once known as the Fillmore hosted jazz, soul and rock giants during its heyday and as I marvelled at the hand-crafted speaker stacks in the corners that were pumping out astounding vibrations, driven by several thousand watts of dub power, I tried to comprehend why everything sounded so different; selector Fat Jaw played favourites by Gregory Isaacs, Dennis Brown and the Mighty Diamonds, but a custom-built pre-amp enabled dramatic equalisation, the skilful manipulation yielding interludes of heightened treble and boosted bass, with echo-laden Syndrum blasts that sounded like a rocket launcher.

When Fat Jaw flipped the 45s to play the B-sides, the music dropped to its rhythmic fundamentals, the ad-libbed rhymes of toasters Lee Van Cleef, Lui Lepke and Bobby Culture pulling the music in other directions. An exquisite tension and a rapturous feeling filled the room as the night wore on and dub plate exclusives were unveiled, including a Bob Marley song that was strangely familiar, yet totally unknown. Pure drum and bass engulfed the space and, for the first time in my life, I was compelled to dance, my feet moving with a reckless abandon that was not of my own volition. I had just turned seventeen and my perception of music would never be the same.

The most abstract, playful and confounding of reggae subgenres, dub is a vital component of sound system culture that has wielded disproportionate influence. Emerging as an underground phenomenon in Kingston in the early 1970s, the complex origin story saw dub take shape over time, coalescing from disparate practices. Central to the tale are the engineers who removed the vocals of previous recordings for sound system exclusives, making space for toasters to work their spontaneous rhymes. After the engineers began dropping the vocals in and out and applying reverb, delay and other effects, a new form of music was born with endless potential for reconfiguration. Dub indelibly changed the way that Jamaican music was recorded and disseminated and after prefacing the advent of hip-hop in the USA, it went on to inform a range of electronic dance music with far-reaching effects.

‘Vocals and instruments appear and disappear with what at first seem a bewildering anarchy, often shrouded in echo or distorted beyond recognition,’ wrote Richard Williams in Melody Maker in 1976. ‘It strikes me that there are possibilities inherent in this aberrant form which could perhaps resonate through other musics in the years to come; this may seem wild prophecy, but it could change the nature of some areas, and the nature of the ways in which we both play and apprehend music.’

After impacting post-punk and giving rise to trip hop, the dub continuum has run through an extended evolution that links jungle to drum ’n’ bass and dubstep to grime and drill; further resonances can be found in post-rock and contemporary jazz, among other genres. With a fluid form that requires more technical knowledge than musical expertise, it is increasingly acknowledged as a crucial influence by those operating far from the reggae milieu.

Dub is made from studio trickery, its auteurs fashioning something new by subtraction rather than addition, reversing standard recording techniques. It is a music of absence and deception, a ghostly sonic doppelganger with bass primacy and torpedoed song structures, full of holes and unexpected twists. Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry referred to it as X-ray music for its ability to reveal hidden textures, and in this metamorphosing process the engineer becomes the featured performer and the mixing desk their chosen instrument.

‘Dub’s sub-sonic echo is no mere FX – it is the effect proper of a certain subjective view of the world: the dark sonic mirror reflection of Rasta’s phantasmal worldview,’ wrote Ian Penman in the Wire in 1995. ‘Neither future nor past, dub is simultaneously a past and future trace: of music as both memory or futurity, authentic emotion and technological parasitism. Dub’s tricknology is a form of magic which does indeed make people disappear, leaving behind only their context, their trace, their outline … It makes of the voice not a self possession but a dispossession – a “re”-possession by the studio, detoured through the hidden circuits of the recording console.’

Dub is transformational by nature, and the best dubs feel profound. By spotlighting instruments and jolting the listener with carefully applied effects, a dub engineer reveals that the musicians relay the message of the original work through their playing, despite the absence of lyrics, dub’s inside-out repositioning reflecting the fractured psyche of post-colonial Jamaica, a place of contested identity and fragmented remembrance.

‘Dub is a kind of ritual in memory,’ said Isis Semaj-Hall. ‘It gives the listener active work to fill in the gaps, to recall what’s not audible anymore and then to take flight in that new space; the lyrical content can be dropped out and now it’s going to be an experience that’s fully in your body and it opens up all these possibilities. A song like Burning Spear’s “Slavery Days”, when the words are muted you still hear them so it’s this kind of sonic memory that’s drawn and it almost becomes a call-and-response of another kind: you will fill in the gaps with the echoes of your own mind.’

‘Dub music is like a long echo delay looping through time,’ wrote David Toop in Ocean of Sound. ‘Regenerating every few years, sometimes so quiet that only a disciple could hear, sometimes shatteringly loud, dub unpicks music in the commercial sphere. Spreading out a song or a groove over a vast landscape of peaks and deep trenches, extending hooks and beats to vanishing point, dub creates new maps of time, intangible sound sculptures, sacred sites, balm and shock for the mind, body and spirit.’

‘It has emptiness and reflects the interdependence of everything,’ Jah Wobble told Anil Prasad. ‘Dub isn’t a fixed state. It’s not about any kind of concrete reality. It shows that everything’s in a state of flux, including people … It’s about the relationship between the temporary and what’s constantly moving.’

In trying to get to the bottom of this esoteric and existential form of music, I wanted to interrogate what dub really is, to uncover how it came into being, what purpose it serves and how it evolved over decades and across continents. I wanted to better understand who is responsible for this captivating music and how its leading lights feel about the genre they created, as well as what meanings can be ascribed to it. How did a music of in-jokes and audio illusions become so important internationally? Why does dub want the editing process to be audible when pop music tries to make it invisible? Does dub have anything to teach us about the nature of its music culture, and about ourselves? To answer these questions, I turned to dub’s progenitors: the engineers, music producers, sound system personnel and performers who fashioned this distinctive genre, their testimony forming the heart and soul of Dub Revolution, drawn from interviews I conducted during the last forty years.

The circumstances of dub are complex and in the book I emphasise that its evolution is intricately linked to Jamaica’s political and social developments, this essential context sometimes missing from other accounts. Many of the greatest dub records of all time were created during an era of terrible upheaval and it is a testament to the fortitude of dub’s masterminds that they achieved such musical greatness on technically limited equipment, in flashpoint spaces, during a time of societal collapse, the ghosts of slavery and partisan bloodlust encoded in dub’s very DNA. Similarly, in later chapters exploring variants that emerged overseas, I heighten the marginalised positions of diasporic practitioners whose dubs were expressions of defiant discontent, as well as the specificities of the non-diasporic creatives who embraced the form.

I begin with a detailed exploration of the sound system culture that gave rise to dub and to the version phenomenon that preceded it, countering the insufficient space given to sound system evolution. After exploring the first dub LPs and their pivotal importance, I relay the peak of Jamaica’s dub production during the turbulent 1970s and the subsequent changes brought to the form in the 1980s, before switching the focus to dub made in the UK, USA, Europe and other lands, finishing with a survey of the present dub landscape, including further developments in its Jamaican homeland.

Dub Revolution took shape through interviews and by witnessing artisans at work in key sites of dub origination, especially in Kingston, London and New York. Meeting Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry in 1987 changed the course of my life and becoming a follower of Jah Shaka’s sound system was another part of the journey that placed me in the midst of an unfolding new British dub scene. Writing about dub in the music press and producing radio and film documentaries referencing its influence gave me space to delve deeper, my appearances as a disc jockey and occasional forays into music production enabling me to experience unexpected dub scenes in far-flung territories, including Japan, Brazil and Thailand.

Dub Revolution was conceived as a brief history of dub, guided by the testimony of those who created it, and I don’t claim that the whole story of dub is in this book. I have done my best to include as much testimony from as many key practitioners as possible and to explore as many important releases as I can, but the book is not completist, so certain albums or artists are only mentioned in passing or omitted, due to editorial constraints. And although I try to bust some myths, I apologise for unwittingly adding any of my own. Another challenge involved not repeating what is in my earlier books People Funny Boy: The Genius of Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry and Solid Foundation: An Oral History of Reggae, nor the work of others listed in the bibliography, though some overlap is inevitable and, in any case, we all write from different perspectives.

Above all, this book is a celebration of a unique form of music that continues to beguile and inspire. Dub ultimately reminds that the recording of a song is not the end, but a mere beginning; I hope that Dub Revolution will help readers to navigate dub’s peculiar arc and to better appreciate its worth.




CHAPTER ONE

Dub from Creation: Sound System Culture, Version and the Genesis of Dub

In the beginning there was dub, and before dub, there was version. Jamaica’s pioneering sound engineers launched the dub revolution in the early 1970s, conjuring a new form of music that was transformative and transportive, drawing on earlier experiments that repurposed master tapes. Dub began as an offshoot of the pervasive sound system culture that dominated from the late 1940s, allowing practitioners to make their mark in a fiercely competitive arena through striking interventions: by dropping out the vocals of a previous recording, dub engineers made space for instruments to take the spotlight. The application of reverb, delay, filtering and phasing gave the new mutations uncanny and otherworldly qualities; the absence of vocals allowed sound system personnel to toast extemporaneous rhymes over the raw rhythms, significantly predating the advent of rap in New York. Over time, dub would have all kinds of repercussions, its importance increasingly acknowledged by a range of music makers as Jamaican innovation took on new life overseas.

‘Our interpretation of dub music is how you create the mix,’ said Lloyd ‘Jammy’ James, one of the architects of dub. ‘You drop in and out with a lot of effects, like echo and reverb flying all over the place, making a creation on the spot, and you just create from the feelings. Dub is actually the drum and bass moving across, with some echoes of the piano, the guitar, the horns and the vocals dropping in. That’s our interpretation of dub music.’

‘The dub should not be confused with the version, as many people do,’ said Paulette McIntosh in a 1976 Daily Gleaner report. ‘The version is a straight instrumental of a vocal recording while the dub is music with drum and bass predominating throughout interspersed with lead guitar and horns coming in and going out.’

‘It was version before, with just the instrumental of whatever the singing side was on the B-side,’ said Scientist, another key dub figure. ‘I’m not sure who came up with the concept, but then it went to people periodically bringing the vocals in and out. And, undoubtedly, King Tubby had the biggest impact on dub at that time.’

During the early 1970s, the sonic chasms carved by dub’s progenitors were so outré and unprecedented that even its creative figureheads were startled by what they brought forth. ‘Dub has plenty distortion, and it work,’ said producer Bunny ‘Striker’ Lee. ‘People like it because it come up to a new sound and with the first dub King Tubby said, “This can’t work, Striker!” And me say, “This is a new sound! Ah madness this!”’

In surveying dub’s convoluted history, we must take a deep dive into its precedents, especially the version phenomenon that preceded dub, as well as the complex evolution of the sound system to which the form is inextricably linked. Using a set of large speakers, a turntable and an amplifier, Jamaican sound systems have often been likened to the mobile discos of Britain and their Latin American counterparts, but the Jamaican entity has important distinctions of community grounding and the overriding need for exclusivity, as well as the spontaneous rhymes delivered by a toaster at the microphone. Jamaican sound systems are rooted in specific districts, often harsh patches of urban ghetto space with affiliation to one of the island’s two main political parties, and most become focal points of their hardscrabble communities. They have always commanded fierce loyalty and do so through access to unique material, as well as by the skills of each member of the crew running the sound system: the rappers confusingly known as deejays in Jamaica, in contrast to the selector, who determines which records will spin on the turntable, and the operator who mans the amplifiers, equalisers and other equipment.

The long road to dub really begins with the first sound systems that emerged through the coalescing of disparate influences during a time of conflict. The Crown Colony of Jamaica was grossly unequal in the early twentieth century, with a lack of basic human rights and only an elite minority allowed to vote; a hundred years after the abolition of slavery, the Great Depression depleted the price of sugar which ruined the economy, leading to a 20 per cent unemployment rate. An escalating series of strikes by an agitating workforce drew instances of unchecked police brutality, which led to large-scale rioting in May 1938 following disturbances at the Tate & Lyle sugarcane estate in Frome, north-west Jamaica, where four workers were killed and over a hundred arrested. In the aftermath, two charismatic trade unionists emerged to spearhead the struggle for betterment: the moneylender Alexander Bustamante, an overseer’s son of Anglo-Irish and African heritage, was a free-market champion with an assumed Hispanic surname who established the Bustamante Industrial Trade Union (BITU), and his cousin Norman Manley was an Oxford-educated barrister and Fabian socialist who advocated for universal adult suffrage, aligned with the rival Trade Union Congress. That August, when the People’s National Party (PNP) was founded by Manley, accountant O.T. Fairclough and others, Manley was selected as its leader. Bustamante was briefly a member of the PNP but, following a period of detention on sedition charges brought against him as a workers’ rights activist, formed the rival Jamaica Labour Party (JLP) in 1943, creating the two-party system based on opposing visions. Partisan violence was already a factor in the run-up to the 1944 election, when BITU members disrupted streetcorner PNP meetings downtown, leading to the formation of the retaliatory Group 69, based at 69 Matthews Lane – the first politically aligned street gang in the capital.

At the same time, the Rastafari movement was slowly on the rise following Ethiopian prince Ras Tafari Makonnen’s coronation as Emperor Haile Selassie I in November 1930, which its spiritual figureheads proclaimed was the fulfilment of biblical prophecy. The Jamaican activist Marcus Garvey, who formed the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) to agitate for self-determination, told his followers that they should ‘look to Africa, where a Black king will be crowned, for the day of deliverance is at hand’, adapting these lines from a speech delivered by African American reverend James Morris Webb at a UNIA meeting in New York in 1924. After Selassie’s coronation, the Rastafari took this as proof that Selassie was a divine redeemer who would facilitate deliverance, repatriating Black Jamaicans to Africa. The establishment of Pinnacle in 1940, a Rastafari commune near Sligoville in the hills above Spanish Town, attested to the growing influence of the faith, as well as its outcast positioning.

Against this turbulent backdrop, which ultimately spurred the Jamaican independence movement, advances in audio technology enabled the emergence of the sound systems, which rose in response to the decline of live jazz during the Second World War. In the wake of bitter labour disputes and campaigns for better working conditions, the sound systems challenged the restrictedness of Jamaica’s grand jazz orchestras, which catered to the light-skinned upper class and tourists. Sound systems became the overriding determinants of popular taste and, in travelling to other lands through the Jamaican diaspora, they ultimately became important carriers of dub.

In the pre-war years, the island’s leading jazz musicians sought to emulate the intricate sophistication of Count Basie and Duke Ellington, the infectious dance styles of Glenn Miller and the Dorsey Brothers, the swing of Benny Goodman, and Stan Kenton’s big-band arrangements. Pianist Milton McPherson became one of the most celebrated bandleaders of the mid-1930s by fronting the resident orchestra at the beachside Bournemouth Club, a society spot in east Kingston, and he consolidated his reputation at the Silver Slipper, which he part-owned, located in the Cross Roads business district, between wealthy uptown neighbourhoods and grittier downtown spaces. The Red Devils Orchestra was another dance-band favourite that played at the uptown Glass Bucket and at civic halls downtown; Bertie King’s Rhythm Aces and John Weston’s Blue Rhythm Orchestra delivered swing standards and Broadway show tunes, and from late 1944 the orchestra led by saxophonist Eric Deans achieved prime positioning at the Bournemouth Club.

At the high-class clubs and hotels where jazz flourished, steep entry fees excluded ordinary folk, leading working-class Jamaicans to the sound systems that played pre-recorded music in less formal settings. Since sound systems used portable equipment, they could be set up anywhere, and with no musicians to pay, holding a house party or staging a dance at a hired hall was less risky for aspiring promoters; in time, powerful amplifiers blasting dance music through custom-built speakers would inevitably draw large audiences to open-air events.

The precursor to the sound system was the radiophone – known as the radiogram in Britain – a combined radio and phonograph set with an integrated speaker conceived for home entertainment. With a limited output of five to fifteen watts, and sometimes an automated record-changing component that allowed a relatively seamless listening experience, the hefty freestanding units were expensive, largely making them the preserve of the well-off. A radiophone party was thus held at the members-only 400 Club in September 1930, and from 1935 there were regular radiophone dance events at other venues with members-only policies, including the Springfield Beach Club and the Glass Bucket, as well as the upscale Empire Restaurant in Cross Roads; later venues include the Lucas Cricket Club, the Lido Beach Club, the Silver Slipper, the Bournemouth Club and the Tower Isle Hotel in St Mary. Radiophones were also used to attract customers to downtown business places and to supply music at the house parties held by those fortunate enough to own them.

Then, the introduction of more powerful public address systems brought pre-recorded music to a broader audience through the efforts of forward-thinking prospectors. Although the sound system became an institution in the late 1940s, retailer Stanley Motta was already advertising a ‘public address service via RCA sound systems’ by April 1939, available for purchase or hire from the flagship stores he ran in Kingston and Montego Bay. The most powerful used a fifty-watt high-fidelity amplifier, as did the custom-built sound system Motta supplied to the Carib Theatre, and there were smaller alternatives ‘where exceptional volume is not required’.

As the war effort intensified, entrepreneurs began offering less expensive sound systems for hire, supplying an amplifier, speakers, and 78 RPM records to wedding receptions, birth-night parties and christenings. Among the more notable ones, Joseph’s sound system, based above a drug store on East Queen Street, was available from March 1941, although Stanley’s sound system, offered by Clarence Stanley at his Barry Street premises from 1943, was the most prominent and lasting of the early sets, his equipment available with or without Stanley, who held his own dance events; Stanley also offered radiophones as a cheaper alternative. Nelson’s sound system was another early chancer, making radiophones, records and PA systems available for hire from 1944 at a different East Queen Street address, later shifting to the east Kingston neighbourhood of Brown’s Town. Often powered by six- or twelve-volt car batteries, most of these early sound systems had limitations: the public address systems were designed to reproduce the human voice, using steel-horn speakers with limited frequency range, rendering the audio substandard, until the ingenious Hedley Jones transformed everything, the shift making American rhythm and blues the music of choice for Jamaica’s enthusiastic dance fans.

‘The sound system era started at my record shop with the Jones high-fidelity amplifier of 1947,’ said Jones. ‘That is a particular legacy of mine.’

Widely acknowledged as the most important catalyst of Jamaica’s sound system culture, Jones indelibly changed the direction of the island’s popular music through a series of startling technical innovations that would resonate far beyond his native shores. During his youth in Wakefield, outside the market town of Linstead, Jones had already built a banjo, ukulele and cello, since instruments were scarce and prohibitively expensive. Arriving in the capital as an eighteen-year-old in 1935 during a wave of largescale urban migration, he lodged with an uncle on the city’s western outskirts and worked as a tailor and bus conductor before becoming a proofreader at the Jamaica Times, playing banjo on the side to supplement his income. In 1940, Jones reportedly built the first solid-body electric guitar in the Caribbean region after being inspired by the work of Charlie Christian in Benny Goodman’s Orchestra and designed a guitar amplifier after hunting down the appropriate audio circuit designs, adapting horseshoe magnets and stove bolts for the pickup. He played this gear fronting a sextet at the Silver Lining Club downtown and in Carlyle Henriques’ Orchestra, supplying his homemade guitars and guitar amplifiers to various peers, including Fitz Collash of Milton McPherson’s Orchestra and popular calypsonian Lord Jellicoe.

[image: A photograph of Hedley Jones from 1939, wearing a double-breasted jacket and tie.]
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Jones joined the RAF in 1943 as the war effort strengthened in Europe, fronting a Hawaiian guitar band during military training. He left Jamaica the following year and, while stationed at Camp Filey, in the East Riding of Yorkshire, successfully applied to train as a radar engineer, acquiring the technical expertise that would lead to his sound system breakthroughs alongside St Mary-born Horace Galbraith, who would also build amplifiers for sound systems back home.

‘My training began at the Royal Technical College of Glasgow,’ said Jones. ‘I went on to No. 12 Radio School in St Athan, Wales, and I finished up at RAF Radio School in Cosford, so I received that training under strict wartime conditions at the top level of electronics. Radar wasn’t commonly known then – it was a British secret weapon. I did radar and sonar and it was hectic: for ten months we were trained every day except Sundays for ten hours, but we were up to it and we succeeded.’

Jones spent an extra year in Britain helping with rehabilitation and on return to Jamaica in 1946 was offered two acres in Trelawny or a loan of fifty pounds, choosing the latter to establish a radio repair shop at 136⅞ King Street.

‘By the time I got to Jamaica, most of the bands and orchestras in Kingston had become casualties of the war. The musicians formed smaller aggregations to serve the growing tourist industry on the north coast, so Kingston had lost most of its live music.’

For less privileged audiences, pre-recorded music was now played on hired sound systems at private house parties and at dances held at downtown civic venues such as Foresters’ Hall, the Jamaica Success club, People’s Onward Relief Association, Caterers Home Economics School, and an assembly hall at Central Branch School, as well as Liberty Hall, the former UNIA headquarters; at Jubilee Tile Gardens, King’s Lawn and Progressive Lawn, music was enjoyed in the open air for just a few shillings.

Jones named Count Goody and Count Nick as two of the earliest sound systems hirers active in western Kingston and Prince Buster recalled self-contained rivals such as Deans’, a powerful sound system owned by an Indian Jamaican who ran a bicycle shop off Spanish Town Road. Doc’s Thunderstorm, Waldron and Buckram were other early contenders, as was Lord Koos, who was based below the former Kingston racecourse, while the formidable Mello Canary was established by Sammy Chong in Seaforth, St Thomas. Yet the most important of the foundational sets was Tom’s Sound System, owned by Tom Wong, who had a hardware store on Charles Street. Later known as Tom the Great Sebastian after a character in the 1952 circus drama The Greatest Show on Earth, Tom maintained popularity by including merengue and Latin music alongside the more common jazz, calypso and rhythm and blues.

A pivotal moment came in mid-1947 when Tom was inadvertently exposed to Jones’ ingenuity, kickstarting a new phase of sound system practice. Jones had become aware of the demand for records stimulated by the sound systems, which led him to begin selling imported jazz, calypso and rhythm and blues from his King Street premises, later christened Bop City. He would play records to lure customers into the shop, but knew the music was not being reproduced properly through PA systems, which used steel-horn speakers designed for the human voice and unvented speakers that caused frequent feedback howls. He therefore understood the need for improved amplification and speaker designs better suited to pre-recorded music, especially the new high-fidelity microgroove vinyl records that played at 33 and 45 RPM with noticeably better sound quality than the shellac 78s of the past.

‘There were two men in Kingston at the time that hired PA systems for bands, one was Count Goody and the other was Count Nicholas, and they now started to use the PA systems for hireage to people that would keep private parties. So, I decided to go into the record sales business, but being a musician and with the expertise I learned in the RAF, I decided that the amplifier should be capable of reproducing recordings closer to the live bands, so it would need a wider frequency spectrum.’

In February 1947, Jones imported two eighteen-inch Celestion bass woofers and six twelve-inch speakers from England, which he mounted in homemade bass reflex cabinets. A few months later, by adapting D.T.N. Williamson’s quality amplifier circuit design, which transformed post-war amplifier manufacturing, Jones built a 120-watt split-spectrum amplifier powered by twin 807 RCA pentode electron tubes, adding an integrated pre-amplifier for precision tri-band frequency equalisation. To test the sound, he set everything up one Saturday night and began blasting Pérez Prado records at top volume, causing a crowd to form outside his shop, just as Tom’s Sound System was preparing to play across the street at Jubilee Tile Gardens, the matchless sound quality of Jones’ equipment flopping Tom’s dance. Thus, the following Monday, Tom Wong paid Hedley Jones a visit with a down payment for an amplifier of his own.

As had been the case with his guitars, the superior sonics of Jones’ sound system amplifiers saw them widely adopted by Kingston’s prominent musical entrepreneurs, including Duke Reid and Sir Coxson, kindling the more recognisable sound system culture. During these heady early years, the sound system scene was based on shifting alliances and rivalries: Arthur Reid was a former policeman with a penchant for guns who ran a liquor wholesale on Bond Street, and cabinetmaker Clement Dodd – known as Coxson (or Coxsone) after English cricketer Alec Coxon – was the younger jazz head who played guest spots on Reid’s sound system with records he acquired in New York following seasonal farmwork in Florida. When Dodd broke away to form the rival Sir Coxson Downbeat, he was subject to attacks from Reid’s followers, many of whom were based in the sprawling squatter settlement of Back-O-Wall in western Kingston. Dodd employed former boxer Prince Buster to stave off the violence, until Buster established his own Voice of the People, thus becoming a challenger to Dodd.

‘The first sound system that really began to play for the public was Duke Reid,’ said Jones. ‘He acquired a sound system and then he took my apprentice Fred Stanford to be his engineer, but Tom established himself as the leader, because he acquired the Silver Slipper in Cross Roads and had Friday evening matinees there. Then his chief competitor was Duke Reid and they were in the business of hiring sound systems for a little while, before Dodd came into the picture, about ’55. By then, the sound system was becoming really popular.’

As the sound system scene became better established and more competitive, underhand tactics were employed to maintain dominance. Having records that competitors lacked was crucial, as was the right equipment, but, when lagging, brute force could be summoned to bludgeon a rival into submission.

‘When Nick and Tom have a contest, there was no violence, so the sound that had the best records win,’ said Prince Buster. ‘Then Duke Reid build him sound and challenge Tom at Foresters’ Hall, but Tom would knock him out quick, so him use a different attitude, get some guys from Back-O-Wall and them became his destruction crew, just mash up any guy that becomes a threat. Them try it ’pon Tom at Foresters’ Hall and I have to fight them off after them grew me up; I am with them in Back-O-Wall, but I defend Tom because Tom the Great Sebastian was the greatest sound system ever. Then Duke Reid start the police tackle: a jeep drive down and some man jump out and come in the dance and say, “Turn it down!” And it’s coming from Duke Reid, cos him is a policeman. So, Duke Reid became King of Sound by default.’

‘The lawns were very close to each other, like on North Street you have Foresters’ Hall and round the corner on King Street you have Jubilee Tile Gardens,’ said Jammy, who loitered outside dances as an underage music fan. ‘One night, Prince Buster was playing at Jubilee Tile Gardens and Duke Reid was playing on North Street and they used to have these long steel horns that they turned to each other so that you can stay in this dance and hear the other sound playing; you are trying to let these people over there hear you and draw them back to your dance.’

As the battles were waged with increasing ferocity, innovation spurred greater distinctiveness: the ‘House of Joy’, an oversized wooden bass speaker box, was introduced in the mid-1950s by drinks salesman Roy Johnson, a forgotten hero whose sound system was the first to benefit from a Hedley Jones amplifier.

‘He was an employee of Desnoes & Geddes, the original owners of Red Stripe beer,’ said Jones. ‘He is the man who made much bigger cases in which the speakers were mounted and called it House of Joy, but he wasn’t really interested in hiring his sound, it was more for personal reasons.’

‘Sir Coxson, Duke Reid, Prince Buster, King Edwards, V-Rocket and Tom the Great Sebastian used to have big sound boxes you could go inside of, two or three of you, and stand up in, called House of Joy,’ said singer Johnny Osbourne. ‘They are bass boxes, with steel horns up in the treetops, and it was a different thing – that was real dancehall. You could hear this from miles away, especially in the night-time.’

The House of Joy became a defining feature of the downtown sound system arsenal, their bass primacy an important precedent for eventual dub practice, and they contrasted the more sophisticated uptown sets known as Hi-Fis, the opposite configuration and style of playing mirroring stringent class divisions.

‘The big sound systems is like boxing,’ said Monte Blake, co-founder of Merritone, the longest-running sound system in Jamaica. ‘These guys were heavyweight: their amplifiers were big, local-made amplifiers with the KT88 tubes and the big House of Joy with the horns, and when the bass hit you, it was tremendous. But Merritone was quite different, we were a more refined sound. My father used to sell for Philips of Holland, so he used to use EL34 tube amplifiers and Philips speakers, never used anything more than a fifteen-inch or a twelve-inch, so it was always like the brute force against the mellow. Around the dancefloor, those guys would set up speaker stacks and the stacks would blow you away, but we were middle class, what they used to call a Hi-Fi – a party sound system playing the house parties, while these guys were at the lawns, but we always go to the lawns because we enjoyed listening to them. When you hear that thing coming out of them boxes, it was beautiful.’

King Edwards the Giant was another dominant sound system during the late 1950s. It was formed by Vincent Edwards and his brother George, both born in rural St Mary, Vincent’s long-standing PNP activism a reminder that the island’s volatile politics are seldom far from its dynamic music scene.

‘My father was one these guys who went to Cuba and came back,’ said Vincent Edwards. ‘He had a lot of banana fields and cattle land, and he had a mule and cab because there was no gas for the truck. In 1938, at the age of six, my father took me to the forming of the People’s National Party at the Ward Theatre, and I start to go to PNP group meetings as a little boy.’

Like many of his generation, Edwards arrived in Kingston as a teenager. ‘I went to Kingston in 1947 to continue my schooling at Buxton College and stayed with my uncle at Pink Lane. Then I learned mechanics at Delmar Brothers Garage and went to live at Wildman Street; I shuttle between Kingston and St Mary and I used to campaign in both areas for the PNP. And then, 1951, Hurricane Charlie mashed up the whole of Jamaica.’

Things took an unexpected turn when Vincent’s sister Evelyn invited him to join her in Philadelphia in late 1954: ‘She married and migrated and I got a visa and went up there, but I didn’t like it. Diesel was getting popular, so I went to a few places to get some knowledge of the diesel, but America was fully segregated, and my party got in power in 1955, so I couldn’t stay. But before I left, my brother wrote to me and said, “Boy, if you could bring down a sound system …” I didn’t know anything about sound systems, but my sister used to have a big job and she could credit anything I want, so I carry down a 100-watt amplifier.’

Although this amplifier was unsuitable for sound system use, after a phase of trial and error the Edwards brothers became an unbeatable tag-team on the circuit, George overseeing the rebuilt sound while Vincent scoured the States for rare records. Based at the liquor store and record shop they ran on Spanish Town Road, at the southern edge of Whitfield Town, they soon had four sound systems in Kingston and another in the countryside (run by younger brother Edgar), their ascendancy helped by disc jockeys during a time when microphone chatter became an important feature of sound system events.

‘Willy Penny play my number one set, but Willy Penny wasn’t a good mic man, so we have to shift him and give Red Hopeton, who used to play the number one set for Coxson,’ said George Edwards. ‘Sir Lord Comic play the number two set and Bluebeard used to play the number three set.’

[image: A photograph of Vincent Edwards holding a vinyl record.]
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In the late 1950s, the selectors who put records on the turntable began making jive-talking wisecracks between discs, alleviating dead airtime with thrilling rhymes and improvised promotional jingles for upcoming events. Count Machuki was the pioneer who emulated the hepcat slang of African American radio announcers such as the ‘Mayor of Harlem’, Dr Jive; New Orleans’ Dr Daddy-O; and fast-chatting Jocko Henderson, the ‘Ace from Outer Space’, inspired by late-night radio broadcasts and Dan Burley’s Original Handbook of Harlem Jive, which he picked up at Beverley’s on Orange Street.

‘Machuki was like a talker,’ said Jammy, who caught him in action with Sir Coxson Downbeat at Liberty Hall. ‘Periodically, he would come in and say a little thing, and break again, like, “Great wooga wooga without sugar, you got me going there”.’

‘Machuki was the man who start toasting over the records,’ said Bunny Lee. ‘Him used to have a phrase, “Since I can’t shake your hand and see your face, I’m gonna send out my soul to greet you” and Sir Lord Comic’s favourite was, “Adam and Eve went up my sleeve, they never get down until Christmas Eve.” King Edwards the Giant had Sir Lord Comic and Willy Penny, and Duke Reid have Stranger Cole’s brother Cuttings, but Machuki was the brilliant one.’

Mic men such as Machuki, Sir Lord Comic and King Stitt would help deejay artistry to become more prominent throughout the 1960s, but during the pre-ska years, exclusive rhythm and blues records were the most potent weapons. Some obtained their prized discs from mail-order outlets such as Randy’s of Gallatin, Tennessee, while others got them from friends or relatives overseas; records were also solicited from visiting seamen, typically in exchange for direction to brothels. Nevertheless, the most successful sound systems got their vinyl wonders through record-buying expeditions in the States and, because Jamaica’s dance fans had particular tastes, they were seeking obscure oldies rather than the latest hits, which is how King Edwards came to dominate western Kingston.

‘I controlled Maxfield Avenue, Greenwich Town, a part of Rose Town and Jones Town, but I didn’t go to Beat Street, which was North Street and King Street, where you have Foresters’ Hall, King’s Lawn, and Jubilee,’ said Vincent Edwards. ‘I eventually move up to the Pioneer Club in Jones Town, and then I was asked to come to Foresters’ Hall; three of us play and I came out the best because I had something that Coxson and Duke Reid didn’t have, cos I used to take Greyhound bus, stop at every state in the South and go into the record shops where them have them packed up in the back. So, I used to have the right kind of tunes, not like how Reid and Coxson would say, “Send me some records, don’t care how they are”, and them may only get one out of a thousand.’

Along with a sideline transportation business, Edwards began licensing music from Modern Records of Los Angeles, which he would master in Philadelphia and manufacture in Long Island before bringing to Jamaica to distribute. But his specialty was locating songs that his rivals kept as exclusives, trouncing them with their own secret weapons: ‘There was a song Coxson have for about seven years, a kind of jazzy, jumping music. From the moment I get it, he has no use for it, because I reprint it and sell it to everybody.’

Rare records were coveted commodities kept secret by removing identifying information on the labels, the songs renamed to stop rivals locating copies of their own: Johnny Perry’s ‘Got Good News For Ya, Baby’ was recast as ‘Sweepstakes’ and Willis Jackson’s ‘Later For The Gator’ was famously known as ‘Coxson’s Hop’. Dodd’s superior collection gave him an advantage and knowing that Vincent Edwards was a skilled crate digger, Duke Reid proposed an unorthodox alliance to dethrone Dodd.

‘Duke Reid came to Tewari Crescent one night and I flopped him, and to flop Duke Reid is not an easy thing,’ said Edwards. ‘Him question me about the tunes and when him hear how smart I was, he says, “Make we join”. Then we had a trip where we land in Louisiana, go straight round Texas, Arizona, California, and when we came back, we had most of Coxson’s good tunes, but Coxson had a tune named “Sweepstakes” that he said we couldn’t get, so we go from New Orleans to Houston and San Antonio, then we went to Los Angeles and the first place I go into was packed up with so much records that I have to climb over the boxes to go inside, and the first one I played, me say, “Yes, Duke, this is the tune”. The first one, and there wasn’t a second. Then we have a return dance up at Jubilee Tile Gardens, and Prince Buster came to the shop and said, “You’re a country boy, you can’t deal with Coxson; you can’t find ‘The Hop’ and it’s been ten years now!” So, when we go up at Jubilee, I went for “The Hop”, destroying him quite a few times.’

Then, after rock ’n’ roll eclipsed rhythm and blues in the late 1950s, the kind of records favoured by Jamaicans became harder to source. As exclusivity was no less important, recording a variant of rhythm and blues with local performers was a natural next step, leading Duke Reid, Sir Coxson, Prince Buster and King Edwards to become record producers as an offshoot of their sound system practice. Their early output was cut on acetates for exclusive use on their sound systems and then given general release; the metal-plated lacquer-covered demonstration discs, known first as soft wax and later called dub plates, were crucial to the making of hit records, as well as the development of dub.

‘Before some of the songs came on record, they were on dub plates, and Coxson used to have a lot of that,’ said Bunny Wailer, who recorded for Dodd in the Wailers, with Bob Marley and Peter Tosh. ‘As he records in the studio, he puts them on dub plates; that’s what played in the dancehalls, and they become number one records.’

As the fledgling music industry thus grew out of sound system demands, ska supplanted rhythm and blues as a more identifiably Jamaican music; the afterbeat was emphasised and there were Caribbean cadences beneath the big-band framework, as well as a faster pace, all reflecting the optimism of the new nation, which achieved its independence from Britain in August 1962. Traditional folk songs naturally became part of the ska repertoire, and when saxophonist Baba Brooks recorded an adaptation of ‘River Bank Coberley’ as ‘Bank To Bank’ for Duke Reid in 1963, the single had a different rendition on the flipside that varied the tempo, simply titled ‘Part Two’, setting a precedent that B-sides were for alternate experimentation.

But ska’s crowded arrangements left little room for jive-talk, so deejays such as King Stitt and Cool Sticky began spicing up instrumentals with wordless vocal peps, adapting another sound system practice introduced by Machuki, using their mouths in a percussive fashion that was also distinctly Jamaican, long predating the hip-hop beatbox craze. The Skatalites’ rendition of the film theme ‘Guns Of Navarone’ and their ska adaptation of Mongo Santamaria’s ‘El Pussy Cat’ featured prominent peps and vocal interjections, stepping stones to further practices that would gradually lead to dub.

Sir Lord Comic’s ‘Ska-ing West’ was likely the first Jamaican talking record. Released in February 1966, it placed the toaster’s understated jive-talk over a relaxed rock steady adaptation of a vintage Billy Hope saxophone instrumental, Comic delivering lines such as ‘Music is real sweet for your dancing feet’ and ‘Ska-ing West, the best by any test’ in a slowly loping drawl.

At the same time, advances in recording technology enabled Jamaica’s musical creatives to reuse previously recorded backing tracks for different purposes. Cover tunes had been widely established in popular overseas genres, with interpretations of standards such as ‘St Louis Blues’, ‘Autumn Leaves’ and ‘Caravan’ recorded by hundreds of artists, but the Jamaican approach was different, with producers revisiting original master recordings to introduce new elements in place of the vocal. The process was kickstarted by Clement Dodd at Studio One, the renowned recording studio he opened in Cross Roads in late 1963, the subsequent acquisition of a two-track recorder offering a world of possibilities, as heard on the experimental 45s Dodd released in early 1966.

[image: A photograph of Clement Dodd sitting at the controls at Studio One in 1971.]
Clement Dodd at Studio One, 1971


‘Before then it was monaural recording, everybody goes on one track,’ said Dodd. ‘After I was able to purchase a two-track Ampex in ’64, I had the idea that if I got the music done first, then I could bring in the artists and dub in the voices, which really did work for me, because when you’re trying to get the musicians and the artists together, there’s a lot of stop and go. The idea come that we could use the same rhythms for other music, so the first one I tried was a rhythm by the Wailers, “Jailhouse” – I used the rhythm and did a song with Roy Richards on harmonica by the name of “Green Collie”, and man, that really swing.’

Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry’s ‘Rub And Squeeze’, voiced on the rhythm of the Wailers’ ‘Put It On’, was pressed immediately after ‘Green Collie’, but both records were ahead of their time, since version sides would not be prevalent for another few years and Perry a part of the shift when it happened. The future dub visionary was raised on the outskirts of a sugarcane estate in Hanover, north-west Jamaica, where his mother practised Ettu, a Yoruba spiritual custom involving communication with ancestral spirits, and Perry became Dodd’s right-hand man in the ska years, his unorthodox approach to songwriting and musical arrangement helping Studio One to dominate.

By the time of Dodd’s first version experiments, select soul producers had already tried something similar, though not with alternate vocals on the same rhythm track. For instance, Edwin Starr’s ‘Agent Double-O Soul’, released in June 1965 on Eddie Wingate and Joanne Bratton’s Ric-Tic label, came with an instrumental version on the B-side – that is, the same recording with Starr’s voice removed. Sonny Stitt subsequently cut alternate saxophone interpretations of the song for a double-sided Wingate 45, while Alex Garvin and the Mighty Cravers’ Atlantic single ‘Sock It To ’Em J.B.’ came with an instrumental ‘Part Two’ in June 1966. None of these songs had any traction in Jamaica, however, and whether Dodd was aware of them when he cut ‘Green Collie’ and ‘Rub And Squeeze’ is unclear. More importantly, version B-sides were soon standard issue in Jamaica, unlike overseas.

Linford Anderson took versioning to another level in 1968–69, sometimes in conjunction with Perry, who would trulyexcel at the form. Learning his craft at Radio Jamaica Rediffusion (RJR), by 1967 Anderson had become an audio and mastering engineer at West Indies Records Limited (WIRL), the two-track recording studio established by the Harvard-educated anthropologist Edward Seaga in 1958, just before he began representing the volatile Kingston Western constituency for the JLP. WIRL’s recording console and Scully 280 reel-to-reel were supplied by Estemac, a Hamburg-based export firm that distributed recording equipment throughout the Caribbean from its outpost in Peru. The studio’s chief audio engineer was then Carlton Lee, older brother of bassist Byron Lee of popular uptown band the Dragonaires; beginning as a gateman for the band, Carlton became an electronics technician at RJR and then worked closely with Anderson at WIRL, both engineers unsung heroes of dub whose contributions have been underacknowledged.

Anderson ran informal sessions at WIRL during downtime, beginning with soul covers by the Gaylettes. He formed the Upset label in 1968 with Perry and trainee engineer Barrington Lambert and their first collaboration was a shocker: ‘Honey Love’ was an innocuous cover of a Drifters ballad by erstwhile crooner Burt Walters, but the B-side was the same song with the vocal track run backwards, as though Walters was speaking in tongues.

Perry’s disgruntled ‘People Funny Boy’ had greater impact. He’d been producing hits for Joe Gibbs’ Amalgamated label, including the Pioneers’ racehorse sagas ‘Long Shot’ and ‘Jackpot’; both cracked the Jamaican top five in mid-1968, but Perry broke with Gibbs over a lack of proper recompense, echoing his Studio One experience, and recorded ‘People Funny Boy’ as a parting shot. The song reworked ‘Long Shot’ on a new recording with a distinctive rhythm inspired by a Pocomania church service Perry and Anderson encountered by chance, the African-Jamaican form of Christianity using music to invoke spirit possession; a crying baby was taken from a sound-effects record at Anderson’s suggestion to further emphasise the notion of Perry as an underpaid family man. This influential hit, which helped usher in the new reggae style, enabled Perry to launch the Upsetter label as an independent producer, which soon became the most prolific source of version B-sides.

Gibbs had technical expertise and an intuitive business sense but little musical ability. Born Joel Gibson in Salt Spring, outside Montego Bay, he had worked as an electronics technician at the US naval base at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba and later oversaw frequency conversions for Stone & Webster in Montego Bay before setting up a radio and television repair shop on Beeston Street in downtown Kingston, where Amalgamated began. Around the time of Perry’s departure, Gibbs opened the larger New York Record Mart at South Parade, facing St William Grant Park, installing basic recording equipment at the back and taking on the engineering duties; the record salesman and aspiring singer Winston ‘Niney’ Holness soon filled Perry’s shoes, cutting a series of western-themed instrumentals and deejay 45s for Gibbs credited to the Destroyers. Both would play an important role in the rise of deejay music and version B-sides, as well as dub’s early establishment, especially after Gibbs opened a two-track home recording studio at Burns Avenue in Duhaney Park, the sprawling prefab housing scheme erected at Kingston’s north-west outskirts in the mid-1960s. Engineer Bill Garnett sourced a custom-built stereophonic mixing desk for the space from Lutz Meyer of Estemac, after having kitted out Randy’s, alias Studio 17, the four-track facility Vincent Chin built above his landmark record store at 17 North Parade.

Meanwhile, Linford Anderson had begun his own version odyssey in 1968 by recording Val Bennett’s ‘South Parkway Rock’, a saxophone adaptation of the Bop A Loos’ Latinesque ‘South Parkway Mambo’, a long-standing sound system favourite. Anderson disliked the result and was ready to scrap it until Derrick Morgan noticed that the rhythm fit his earlier hit ‘Fat Man’, which had mambo undercurrents. Morgan thus voiced a new version on the rhythm and Anderson issued the two songs back to back on a white label pre-release.

[image: A photograph of Byron Lee working at the console at W I R L in the mid 1960s.]
Byron Lee at WIRL, mid-1960s


By the time Anderson returned to the rhythm in mid-1969, Byron Lee had acquired WIRL and renamed it Dynamic Sounds, following a fire at WIRL’s pressing plant; the new facility had top-range equipment, including a four-track Ampex AG-440 tape recorder and a custom-built MCI console that had twelve inputs, each with basic EQ and gain controls. At this upgraded facility, a chance encounter with keyboardist Lloyd Charmers led to Anderson’s breakthrough talking hit ‘Pop A Top’, credited to Andy Capp, adapting the slogan of a Canada Dry advertisement that Charmers’ organ chords seemed to mimic.

‘I heard this commercial where the guy said, “Pop a top”,’ said Anderson. ‘Then I heard Charmers play “pip-pip-pip, pip-pip-pip”, so I said, “Play it right through”, and everybody laughed at me. But we put it out and the tune became a big hit, so eventually we had about thirteen different versions of it. And every time I do another “Pop A Top”, Lee Perry do one close to it.’

Further cuts included the disjointed ‘Pop A Top Version 2’ and alternate toasts ‘Poppy Show’ and ‘Pop A Version’, demonstrating that evergreen rhythms could be returned to time and again, though these offshoots merely achieved flash-in-the-pan novelty value.

[image: A photograph of Linford Anderson leaning toward the M C I console at Dynamic Studios. A group of Miss Jamaica beauty pageant finalists sit in front of the console with a man looking on from behind.]
Linford Anderson and Miss Jamaica beauty pageant finalists at Dynamic with the MCI console, 1969


Anderson’s emulation of weed toking also helped King Stitt’s ‘Herb Man’ to hit. Based on an oblique reworking of Ernie Freeman’s ‘Live It Up’ (first adapted by the Skatalites as ‘Beardman Ska’), Clancy Eccles produced the song and a sparse cut titled ‘Phantom’, which was one of the first version sides to emphasise drum and bass – a crucial requirement for sound systems and dub.

‘The sound system guys, they want drum and bass,’ said Anderson. ‘We used to cut dub plates and so much people used to line up, wanting versions.’

Anderson added exhortations to the Hippy Boys’ ‘Dr No Go’, a hit reworking of the Emotions’ ‘You Can’t Stop Me’ produced by Sonia Pottinger, and his 1970 single ‘The Law’, featuring drummer Sly Dunbar, was one of the first Jamaican releases with prominent echo in the mix, prefacing later standard dub practice.

Although the BBC received letters of complaint when John Peel aired ‘Pop A Top’ on Radio 1, two version flukes rocked the British pop charts in October 1969: ‘Return Of Django’, credited to the Upsetters, was an instrumental adaptation of Fats Domino’s ‘Sick And Tired’ with Val Bennett on saxophone; Lee Perry released it as the A-side of a single with an unrelated instrumental on the flip because the vocal Bennett recorded was under par. ‘The Liquidator’, credited to the Harry J All Stars, was an organ cut of little-known ballad ‘What Am I To Do’, which Noel ‘Sowell’ Bailey voiced for aspiring producer Tony Scott, who licensed the song to upcoming producer Harry Johnson, leading to Winston Wright’s immortal organ cut. Though both vocal recordings were deemed failures, ‘Return Of Django’ reached the number five position after its use in a surreal Cadbury’s chocolate advertisement and ‘The Liquidator’ peaked at number two, the latter becoming a perennial favourite at British football matches. The Hippy Boys’ ‘Dr No Go’ and the Upsetters’ ‘A Live Injection’ were among the organ cuts of earlier vocal recordings that also found favour with white working-class audiences in Britain.

‘In Jamaica, people never want to listen to my type of music, but anything me put out, it go ’pon the charts in England,’ said Perry, noting that an unseen guide from the spirit world helped him shape the music he produced. ‘It was getting boring to be making too much vocals, and everybody copy each other, so me want to try to make something different; same like how the guide come to me and say to write these songs and write these words, tell the artists how fi sing it, same way the spirit come to me and say me fi choose this song and do it with the organ, or sometimes the trombone, trumpet or saxophone.’

Other noteworthy Upsetter version experiments inspired by spaghetti westerns spun off from Perry’s slow-motion adaptation of the Coasters’ ‘Yakety Yak’, the offbeat drumbeats and lively cowbell manifestly Jamaican; B-side ‘The Tackro’ had a dramatic introduction that gave way to echoing peps, ghostly whistles, faux gunshots and an organ refrain mimicking the theme of The Good, The Bad And The Ugly, the audible delay prefacing dub styles to come. A less-cluttered alternate titled ‘Clint Eastwood’ was popular with British skinheads and in 1970, Perry reactivated the rhythm for an early cut-up titled ‘Kill Them All’, aimed at the ‘stealers of versions’, which spliced extracts from two other rhythms midway through.

At the same time, U-Roy’s rise to prominence on King Tubby’s Hometown Hi-Fi pointed deejay music in another direction, his fluid toasting another dub catalyst. Long before rap exploded in the USA, U-Roy’s microphone artistry made the deejay as important as any singer and by applying reverb, delay and filtering to his remixes, King Tubby shifted version into dub.

Born Ewart Beckford and raised in a strict Seventh Day Adventist household in Jones Town, U-Roy made his deejay debut as a teenager on Doctor Dickies, the sound system run by his friend and neighbour Dickie Wong, a liquor wholesaler who ran the Tit For Tat club. Machuki was U-Roy’s chief role model, though Roy developed a style very much his own.

[image: A photograph of U Roy performing on stage at Skateland, Kingston in 1985. He is wearing a silk three-piece suit with a colorful hat and is holding a mic in his hand.]
U Roy at Skateland, Kingston, 1985


‘Count Machuki was the most intelligent deejay that talk over a sound system microphone because he doesn’t crowd the music, he doesn’t crowd the singer,’ said U-Roy. ‘He would just say a couple words between the singer and the instruments, so you hear everybody clear and plain.’

After an uneventful stint with Sir George the Atomic, run by a local printer, everything changed when U-Roy joined King Tubby’s Hometown Hi-Fi, then a small concern based a few miles further west in Waterhouse. U-Roy became a star during his tenure and that elevated the status of the sound system, leading to further innovations.

Tubby was raised on Ladd Lane, below Tower Street in central Kingston, which suffered from chronic overcrowding and a lack of amenities. His father, Winston Ruddock, was a carpenter who played the saxophone, his mother, Thelma Johnston, a tough cookie affectionately known as Miss Sissy. Every existing account of the man states that he was born Osbourne Ruddock in 1941, and that name appears on the title deeds of the property he eventually owned, but official birth records state his given name as Ashbourne Chevalier Ruddock, the transition to Osbourne an obscure shift, or perhaps the birthname was entered erroneously. Much confusion has surrounded his nickname too, with questionable assertions in print, and according to Tubby’s friend Martin ‘Mandingo’ Williams, a reggae historian, music producer and sound system selector, the nickname simply stemmed from baby fat: ‘His mother called him Tubby because he was a tubby baby. It had nothing to do with President William Tubman of Liberia.’

When Tubby’s parents separated in 1952, his mother moved with her children to new digs in Waterhouse, one of the former sugarcane estates west of downtown that were being parcelled off for low-income housing schemes in the aftermath of Hurricane Charlie, replacing informal squatter settlements and creating new micro-neighbourhoods such as Balmagie in the process; then largely inhabited by those of Indian descent, the transformation of Waterhouse began a gradual demographic shift to an African Jamaican majority.

The Ruddock family home at 18 Dromilly Avenue was located near the eastern edge of Waterhouse in a district called Penwood, once an area of animal pens. ‘That house was one of the government houses which was one bedroom, one living room, and Tubby and his brothers helped them mother expand the house,’ said the singer and record producer Roy Cousins, who lived nearby in the late 1960s and early ’70s. ‘Tubby was a poor boy who come from nothing and work him way up.’

Similar housing schemes dominated the neighbouring





















[image: A photograph of Byron Smith sitting at the console at Treasure Isle. The glass window of the recording room is in front.]














[image: A photograph of Augustus Pablo performing live at the Knitting Factory, New York. He is wearing a striped loose outfit with a rastacap and is playing a mouth organ.]






[image: A photograph of Aston ‘Family Man’ Barrett holding a cigarette and wearing a cap in London.]






[image: A photograph of four casually dressed men working at a console. They are identified as Dennis Thompson, Errol Thompson, Clive Chin and Augustus Pablo at Randy’s.]







[image: A photograph of Byron Lee and Carlton Lee sitting at the console in Dynamic Studio.]






[image: A photograph of King Tubby at the console wearing a headphone. Another person can be seen in the mirror behind him.]
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