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PRAISE

Praise for No Woman No Cry

“Rita does [Bob Marley’s] legacy a greater favor by humanizing him and his astounding musical gifts.”

—Rolling Stone

“Tart, self-assured, and lasting.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“This book makes an important contribution to our understanding of Marley and Jamaican music in general.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Rita is a strong woman whose angle on Bob Marley is fresh and authoritative.”

—Booklist

“Above all, fans will find a simple story of a woman who married a simple man, watched him rise to fame, and bravely endured many tribulations at his side.”

—Library Journal
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I remember when we used to sit

in the government yard in Trenchtown …

In this bright future, you can’t forget your past …

Oh, little darling … oh my little sister …

don’t shed no tears …

No woman, no cry

BOB MARLEY


PROLOGUE

PEOPLE ASK WHAT it’s like when I’m somewhere and suddenly Bob’s voice comes on the radio. But the thing about Bob is so deep, it is as if he’s always with me, there’s always something to remind me. So I don’t wait for his voice.

And he did promise me, before he finally closed his eyes, that he’d be here. It was May 11, 1981, and the doctors said he was dying of cancer and that there was no hope. But Bob was hanging on, he wouldn’t let go.

I had put his head in my arm, and I was singing “God Will Take Care of You.” But then I started to cry and said, “Bob, please, don’t leave me.”

And he looked up and said, “Leave you, go where? What are you crying for? Forget crying, Rita! Just keep singing. Sing! Sing!”

So I kept singing, and then I realized, wow, that’s exactly what the song was saying: “I will never leave you, wherever you are I will be …”

So if I hear his voice now, it’s only confirming that he’s always around, everywhere. Because you do really hear his voice wherever you go. All over the world.

And one interesting thing about it, to me, is that most people only hear him. But I hear more, because I’m on almost all of the songs. So I also hear my voice, I also hear me.


chapter one

TRENCH TOWN ROCK

I WAS AN AMBITIOUS girl child. I knew even then that I had to be, in that environment of thugs, thieves, killers, prostitutes, gamblers—you name it, you’d find it in Trench Town. But alongside the bad lived the good, a lot of strong, talented people who were really aiming at being someone. Barbers. Bus drivers. Seamstresses. Bob himself worked as a welder for a while.

I grew up in the care of my father, Leroy Anderson, a musician who worked as a carpenter. Sometimes I’d go with him to his carpentry jobs, or to hear him play his tenor saxophone. In his woodworking shop outside our house, he’d sit me on the end of the board and call me pet names, like “Colitos,” or “Sunshine,” or other variations on my full name, Alfarita Constantia Anderson. Because I was very dark-skinned, the kids in school called me “blackie tootus” (black and shiny, with very white teeth). I learned discrimination early and underestimated my own value because of my color. Jamaica has a long history of color consciousness and racial struggle. It’s like that old American song, “If you’re black, get back, if you’re brown, stick around …”

Trench Town was, and still is, a ghetto in Kingston, Jamaica’s capital. Back then it was a shantytown on tracks and dirt roads. Most people just captured a piece of land, got a government lease for it, and then built anything they could. You’d find cardboard houses, houses made of corrugated metal, concrete block houses. It was like Africa, one hut here, one there. Many places in Jamaica are still like that.

When I was five, my mother, Cynthia “Beda” Jarrett, left Papa and my brother Wesley and me to start a new family with another man. (She kept my other brother, Donovan, who was lighter-skinned.) I loved my mother, because when people would look at us kids and say, “Who fe one is this?” and “Who fe one is that?” I’d always hear, “Oh that’s Beda’s child” or “Beda’s only daughter” and “What a way she grow up fine, sweet little girl!”

But I had been sharing houses out between my mother and her own mother, my grandmother Yaya, before my father decided this was foolishness. Maybe he was jealous of Beda courting another man and felt that we shouldn’t be around him. Anyway, I spent more time with Yaya, because I was her complexion—my mother’s family is Cuban—and we got along fine. I didn’t even mind smelling her cigars—she smoked them backward, with the fire end in her mouth! Yaya’s yard was full of her grandchildren, offspring of five daughters, all of whom needed “all-day children stay with you.” Yaya was security, she boiled a big pot of cornmeal porridge for the morning serve, and my cousins and I, ages four and five and six, all drank our porridge and ate our crackers and then went off to our little prep school.

When my father decided that he would rather have us living with him, he asked his sister Viola if she would help. Viola had no children, but she was married and trying to build her own life, and didn’t feel she had to do this. Until our grandparents, who were fond of us, intervened and urged her to consider it. “You must help Roy,” our grandfather is supposed to have said, “because these are good children and need your help.” This grandfather, a tailor, died just about the same time as Aunty Viola Anderson Britton agreed to take us into her house. So I didn’t get a chance to know him, but I’ve got a lot to thank him for. I wouldn’t say I’ve lost anything by not going with my mother; I think I’ve grown into the woman that I ought to be by being raised by my aunty and my father and my brother, because they all played a part. We had to support each other.

Aunty was first of all a dressmaker and designer of wedding clothes, in partnership with her sister, Dorothy “Tita” Walker, whom we kids called “Fat Aunty.” All over Kingston people knew that if you wanted a wedding, all the way from the bride and groom to the page boy, “The Two Sisters” were the ones to see. Their specialty was wedding dresses with bridesmaid and flower girl. And don’t forget the cake—Aunty could make that too—from one to five layers! For a time she also kept a cold supper shop in the lane outside our house, where we sold ginger beer, pudding, fish, fried dumplings, tea, soup. All to make a living. Her husband, Herman Britton, was a driver for Public Works. He was very good to me, and I thought of him as my stepfather, but he and Aunty had problems and would fuss when he came home drunk every Friday night. Apart from that, he was a quiet, peaceful man. Mr. Britton had two sons outside the marriage, and eventually he and Aunty divorced.

I don’t know how she managed it, but 18A Greenwich Park Road, where we lived, was one of the best-looking houses around. It had started as a “government house,” a wooden structure with a zinc (tin) roof, part of a government housing scheme. Now it had three bedrooms, a sewing room, an outside kitchen and pit toilet, a veranda, and a fence with a gate you could lock, which was very unusual in Trench Town, where in those days every place was open and you could walk into anyone’s yard. We also had radio and later television, and even water piped into our yard, so we didn’t have to go to the standpipe to catch water like most people who lived there.

Though we all had our chores, Aunty always employed one or two helpers to tend to the housework while she sewed. Mas King was our hand helper. He would work with Aunty to add on to the house, or to lay down the zincs when they would lift up off the roof in a high wind or heavy rain. But she’d always be the one in charge—Mas King would be down below reaching the nail and she up there hammering! Aunty was a go-getter with a flair, a special character. She was a small woman, but energetic and intense, feisty—in Jamaica we pronounce that face-ty. Aunty could definitely get in your face. She was still in her early thirties when I went to live with her, very pretty and sexy. Long as I knew her she maintained her good body and beautiful skin. But she was way more than appearance—I used to call her the village lawyer, because she was into everything. Everybody come complain to Miz Britton, so and so and so, and if anything happened in the area they’d rush to tell her. She also ran “partner,” a lottery where everyone gave her money and then got to draw at the end of the week. She was a breadwinner for the community and very “government,” making sure everyone voted, and if anything happened—like I said, she was in charge. I know it was no small thing for a woman like that to take in two young children, but I think she did it with an open heart, because she loved her brother and respected her parents. And in return she was well loved, always loved. More than loved, our beloved Aunty.

Papa used to make stools on his carpentry bench outside our home, and I had one for myself. Everyone knew this was Colitos’s stool, sort of benchy with four legs and a square top, but very neatly done with a finish. So you could know that someone had a father who is a fine carpenter here. I sat on it during my break time or if I wanted to stay by Aunty’s machine while she sewed, cleaning up something or pulling out stitches or just watching and learning. Eventually I became a hemmer for her, hemming skirt tails and all of that.

Aunty’s nickname was “Vie” (pronounced vye), and I had my own sweet name for her—“Vie Vie.” Whenever I said “Vie Vie,” things would work out. But whenever she spanked me I’d think, oh why did she? If she loved me so much she wouldn’t spank me! Oh it’s because she’s only my Aunty, oh how I wish I could be with my mother! Many times after I was spanked I would take my stool to the house corner and sit down and cry. I can see myself now, looking left and then right to see if I was alone, because if the helpers or anyone else saw me crying they would tell—“Rita out there cry, ma’am!” So I would cry secretly, wondering why, why did she have to hit me? Is it because I don’t have a mother? Is it because I don’t have any mother … And then I would bawl, really bawl good and loud, to make sure she came out there and saw me and heard what I said. Because she didn’t feel as if I needed a mother besides her.

And gradually, when I visited my mother’s house and had to sleep with about fifteen other cousins and had to carry this and that and sweep up, and didn’t get much attention, I began to understand and be grateful that this was not my home. Aunty’s, where my room was, where I was cared for, was home and where I belonged.

When I was nine my mother got married and didn’t invite me to the wedding. That hurts, when you’re a little girl. I didn’t want Aunty to know how hurt I felt, I felt I couldn’t let her know, especially since she’d always said, “Your mother don’t know you’re a girl child, she won’t even send you a panty.” Which, of course, had led me to think that my mother just didn’t care and could have left me feeling lost.

But Aunty was way ahead of me. “You don’t even have to hurt,” she said in her no-nonsense way. “Your mother don’t want to invite you? No problem! I will make you a beautiful dress, and I’ll dress you up, and we’ll pass by the wedding, and just let everyone see how pretty you are and see what your mother did—wu’thless bitch!”

That’s how Aunty was, she could be very mean when she felt it was necessary. But she had standards—yes, quality—so much class! And she was so righteous! And for this I came to appreciate her, to understand why I should love her and not let anything be too good for her. Wesley and I, when we got old enough, we’d say to our father, there were times we didn’t even know where you were, but Aunty was always there for us. You look up, you think there’s no one, and here comes Aunty.

The Andersons were a musical family. Besides my father and Aunty (who sang in her church choir), I was close to my Uncle Cleveland, a big baritone very much in demand for weddings and other celebrations. So I was always musically oriented, musically inclined. And because it was recognized so early that I had a voice, Aunty would teach me songs and then tell her customers, “Oh Rita could sing the wedding song.” I loved singing in church, too—I’m a true Christian from when I was a child. I know there is a God; I love Him and have always felt very close to Him. (And then there was the pastor’s son, Winston, who would walk me home after church and kiss me at the gate.)

Saturday afternoons on RJR, one of the two Jamaica radio stations, there was a program called Opportunity Knocks. If you got on it, you would be exposed to people who could take you from nowhere (like Trench Town) and put you into helpful organizations like the Girl Guides. Or they’d give you a bit of cash and a trip somewhere. I was ten when Aunty said, “You want to try for the radio, Rita?” Aunty, she was oh so confident in me! So I said, “Okay, what am I gonna sing?” And she said, “The Lord’s Prayer, because that’s a big tune, and you can do it!”

She sat me down on my little stool, beside her sewing machine, and day after day she’d be there sewing and singing “Our father” and I’d repeat “Our father.” “Who art in heaven …” “Thy kingdom come …” And when we reached the last of it, she’d say, “And now we put our hands together like this: ‘And the glllooooorrry … ’”

The night of the program she dressed me up in a crinoline and a fabulous blue skirt and blouse with lace trim. I was way too short for the microphone and they had to put me on a box, but oh, I tore that place down! All I can remember is, “And tonight’s talented winner is … Rita Anderson!” And everyone yelling, “You won! Rita, you won!”

I went up on the stage and for the first time experienced the applause of an audience. I was so little, but I think of her, that little girl—myself—as so courageous! And from that day on, I said, hey, I’m gonna be a singer.

Often the only way to keep a Jamaican family surviving was—and still is—for one of its members to emigrate and send money home. The way people go to New York now, in that time our refuge was England. You went by boat, and the fare was very cheap, seventy-five pounds. Though it might take people years to save that up, eventually the recommendation was, “If you’re gonna tu’n wu’thless, g’wan to England and find a job.” When I was thirteen, Aunty said to my father, “You’re getting nowhere. Where’s your ambition? You can’t stay in Jamaica sawing wood and playing saxophone twice a week. Rita’s turning teenager—I’ll soon have to buy her brassieres!” She bought Papa a ticket to England and said, “Go find a life.” So, like others, he went to London. He used his carpentry skills and drove taxis but managed still to work as a musician, playing his tenor sax and living in various European cities.

Wesley and I had thought that when Papa went to England we were going to be following him in a year or two. That was always a promise: If you behave yourself, you will go to your father. If you behave yourself … And so I was always looking forward to that and hoping to one day tell my friends, “I’m going to England ’cause that’s where my father is, my Papa’s sending for me.” But that dream never materialized because he was never financially able. Although he kept in touch, I didn’t see him for more than ten years; in fact, Bob saw him before I did! This is why Aunty meant so much, because she gave me the reason to be a tower of strength. She gave me that ambitious feeling. She’d say, “Just because your mother left you and your father’s gone doesn’t mean you’ll be nobody. I’m Aunty. You’re going to be someone.”

Across the street from our house, on the opposite side of Greenwich Park Road, the Calvary Cemetery held most of Trench Town’s Catholic dead. Though it wasn’t something we had any fear of, living in front of a cemetery was an experience. We were always being faced with life and death, because every day there were three or four bodies and at least one elaborate funeral with beautiful flowers and ribbons. Our neighbor Tata was the caretaker there, and his wife, Mother Rose, was Aunty’s best friend. So we had access to the cemetery anytime, and were able to squeeze ourselves through the barbed wire or even go through the gate if we wanted. And since Tata knew I needed ribbons for school and that Aunty and I loved flowers, if there was a special funeral that came in, he would send someone to tell us, and after the mourners left, I climbed in. Other kids said, “You don’t afraid?” At school they would tease me that my hair ribbon was from a funeral. Or they’d say, “Oh no, you have to come through the cemetery to get to school! I’m afraid of you, girl!” But then there were my friends who would fight for me, who said, “Foolish! You stupid! So what? She’s intelligent, she can sing!!”

It was our family’s custom to gather every evening and sing, under the plum tree in the yard—the “government yard” that Bob would later so famously sing about. From the time I was small, the yard had been my special place, not only where I cried after Aunty’s spankings, but where I went just to be by myself and think. It was smooth dirt, swept clean (often by me), and the plum tree had beautiful yellow blossoms. I used to pick the plums when they were green and gummy inside and break them in half and stick them on my ears, to make fabulous plum earrings.

When I was fourteen, Fat Aunty died, and her son, my eleven-year-old cousin Constantine “Dream” Walker, came to live with us. Since they’d lived only one street away, he and I had always been close, and because of the “Two Sisters” business we’d grown up more like brother and sister than cousins. Aunty had taught us harmony, and so Dream became my harmonizer, pretending to be the band. Evenings, in the yard, he and I performed together. Every song that played on the radio, we had it down pat. We listened to Miami stations that played rhythm and blues, singers like Otis Redding and Sam Cooke and Wilson Pickett and Tina Turner, and groups like the Impressions, the Drifters, the Supremes, Patti LaBelle and the Bluebells, the Temptations—we caught all the Motown hits. But if you lived in Trench Town then, you’d also hear “ska,” and even earlier kinds of music like Nyahbingi drumming and “mento,” with roots in African traditions—the way in the States you might hear soul and pop on the radio but also folk and blues from way back.

Sometimes Dream and I would put on a show and draw a crowd, charging people half a penny apiece. The people in the community, neighbors, other kids, the good, the bad—everyone looked forward to our “special entertainment” evenings. Even some of Papa’s musician friends came to hear us, people like Roland Alphonso and Jah Jerry. With Papa’s help, we’d made “pan guitars” from sardine cans. First, he nailed a flat piece of wood to the can for the fret board, and then we fixed strings onto it. Our “guitars” were small, but they worked!

At my school, the Central Branch government school on Slipe Pen Road, my name had been shortened from Alfarita to Rita because the teacher said it was too long for the register. At Central Branch nothing was something; we wore white blouses, blue pleated skirts, and blue ties, and considered ourselves fortunate. I don’t know how Aunty had even gotten me in there, because you were supposed to live in the area in the first place, as well as having a good family background and somebody or some school to recommend you. I was kind of far from all that, living in Trench Town with no mother and Papa being a carpenter and a musician with no established earnings. I think Aunty surely must have pulled some strings; probably she got a letter from some member of her political party, as she was the area representative. But I showed myself deserving of the chance. I always loved school, was always “a bright girl,” as my teachers said, not always by the book but by my common sense and quick pickup of the lessons. Except math. I tried my best and was very good at everything else.

Lunchtime, in elementary schools, different vocal groups gathered in classrooms to compete. At Central Branch I was one of the organizers, and if there was to be a concert—often just before a holiday—Mrs. Jones, my favorite teacher, would say, “Rita, we need some songs,” and she’d make sure I had time and space for rehearsals. I’d tell everyone in my group what to do, what parts to sing and when. And all the while I’m telling myself that one day I’ll be like Diana Ross.

In Jamaica, public education is free only through elementary school, and then you need money. After Central Branch I got a half scholarship to Dunrobin High School (Merle Grove Extension)—meaning that the government would pay half and the rest was up to the family—and I had just Aunty and my brother Wesley to support me. We had problems after a while keeping up with lunch money, books, and all the fees for this and that, until Wesley, who at the time was going to Walgrove College, decided to get a day job and pick up his own lessons in the evening. What a brother. He and Aunty were always behind me, convinced that I was to be someone, that there was something in me that promised this (even though Aunty doubted it more than once when my math grades were not what she wanted).

Wesley was the kind of guy who was always in school, but by the time I was seventeen I wanted to be able to get a job as fast as I could, so that I could take care of myself and stop depending on his income. And I felt I couldn’t continue to just live off Aunty. I didn’t have anything in mind about being a singer—in Jamaica you have to be realistic if you want to have any kind of a life. So when I left high school I went straight to the Bethesda School of Practical Nursing. And because the best recommendation for striving young girls was to get a secretarial job, I enrolled in night school at Papine to learn shorthand and typing. I had a boyfriend by this time, one of a pair of twins, who also liked to sing and with his brother was trying to create a Jamaican version of Sam and Dave. Evenings, after he left his job, he’d come for me at school and we would slowly, lovingly, make our way home.

And so, like many other girls of that age, I got sidetracked. I was waiting to start work in one of the big hospitals in Kingston, where you had to be at least eighteen, when I got pregnant. Teenage sex was such a shame when I was growing up, at least in Aunty’s opinion. I didn’t dare tell her, but morning sickness exposed me. “Why you spittin’?” she demanded. And eventually I had to confess.

This was one of the greatest sins I could have committed while under Aunty’s watchful eye. Everyone was disappointed in me. “Let’s take her to the doctor and get rid of it,” was the general recommendation. “Oh no, you can’t have it,” said the boy’s mother. “He’s too young, and you’re too young. You would never make it, you both need to go back to school.” She sent him to England, although he went unwillingly, because we were in love and he had been looking forward to being a father. After he left I decided to have the baby anyway, even though Aunty insisted that if anyone came to the house I was to get under the bed or stay behind the door.

I was frightened but brave when I gave birth at Jubilee Hospital to my first child, a girl I named Sharon. And it didn’t surprise me that after she was born she became Aunty’s child, the belle of the ball. As for me, my nineteenth birthday found me out of school and still waiting for that nursing job in the hospital.

Sharon’s birth didn’t change our home life much. Dream and I continued to get together to practice songs we’d heard on the radio; evenings we sang under the plum tree in the yard. Often he and I were joined by Marlene “Precious” Gifford, a girlfriend of mine who was still in high school, who would come by to play with the baby and fill me in on the latest gossip and keep me up to date on what was happening. She had a good voice, and with Dream we made a fine trio. One day, while we were rehearsing for one of our yard shows, I said to them, “You know, we could form a group.” It seemed as if everybody in Trench Town tried to sing or play an instrument or get a vocal group together.

At that time, the mid-sixties, everybody I knew was excited about a new Jamaican music known as “rock steady.” Our favorite stars were Toots and the Maytals, Delroy Wilson, the Paragons, Ken Booth, Marcia Griffiths, and particularly a group who called themselves the Wailing Wailers. The Wailers had recorded some rock steady singles in a studio in the Trench Town area near where Dream and I lived. Kingston had a number of small recording studios then, some of them just one of several businesses run by one person—Beverley’s Record and Ice Cream Parlor was one (its owner also sold stationery); another was a combination studio and liquor store. Studio One, on Brentford Road, belonged to “Sir Coxsone,” a man named Clement Dodd, who was an early supporter of Jamaican music and very important to its progress.

When I found out that the Wailing Wailers passed our house every day on their way to Coxsone’s studio, I told Dream and Marlene that we ought to meet them and sing for them. One evening when I looked out they were passing the cemetery, so the three of us ran out to wave. Looking at them—there were three of them, too—I thought, well, they look all right, I could be friends with those guys. Even though Aunty was always saying, “Don’t look out for that boy business, you already have one baby, so just be cool now, you’re either going to work or back to school or I’ll have to send you to your father—you’re not going to stay here and be an inconvenience!”

Nevertheless, I began to watch for the Wailers and listen to them on the radio, and one day not long afterward they stopped and waved back, and Peter Tosh, the tall one, came across the street while the two others leaned on the cemetery wall, strumming their guitars. Peter introduced himself—his real name was Winston Hubert McIntosh—and asked me how I was, and what was my name, and called me a “nice girl.”

“So you’re the Wailers,” I said. “And who’s that one?”

“That’s Bunny,” he said. “And the other is Robbie.”

“Hi!” I yelled across the street, all the while trying to think of a way to tell them that we could sing. Later I said to Dream, “Let’s try to practice that song ‘What’s Your Name?’ by Sam and Dave.”

The next time the Wailers came past and stopped to greet us, I said to Peter, “You know, we can sing a bit.”

And he said, “Well sing then, man.”

Aunty had been so strict with me since I’d had Sharon that I hadn’t even been allowed to talk to boys out of our yard. “Don’t make me feel like I’m an old woman just because I have a baby! I’m still young, I still can be happy!” I had yelled at her. But the rule was that I could only socialize over the fence, so when Peter asked, I opened the gate and stood half in and half out. And we sang.

The next day not just Peter but the one called Robbie came over. This time I was alone. He and I said hello, but he was shy, and I thought, oh, nice boy. Then Peter said, “You look like a decent girl, and it seems as if you can sing, so why don’t you let us take you up to Coxsone’s for an audition one of these days?”

That was an offer I needed to consider. Would those guys take me away and rape me? After all, Trench Town was full of risky, tough “rude boys,” and most of them could sing.

By then, though, a few of Papa’s friends were aware of our talent after having heard Dream and me in the yard. Andy Anderson and Denzil Lang were also friends of Coxsone, so one day they decided to pull some strings and take us up to see him.

All excited but a little nervous, Marlene, Dream, and I went to the studio—and there were the Wailing Wailers, who were surprised now as well as interested. It was great—we did a few songs, and then Coxsone asked Robbie to play the guitar for us while we sang some more.

I could tell it was important to all three of the Wailers to see that Dream and I were being raised strictly, that we had discipline from our house, that we had been brought to Coxsone by older men who knew music. Robbie in particular seemed to take that as something very positive. And I think he started to feel interested in me then. But that first day I was just freelancing, I wasn’t really concentrating on any special one of them. It was exciting enough just to be at Coxsone’s, where you see people you hear on the radio!

Did I have any idea that in a few short months this Robbie Marley, the shy guitarist, would become the love of my life? Did I suspect that he’d become a major force, world-renowned, an icon of musical history?

No! What was on my mind was Aunty’s warning: “Don’t you dare stay too long because you have to give the baby titty when she wakes up!!”
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