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Bob Marley

The music Bob Marley created was so magnificent it has transcended all styles and now lives in its own space. It’s multigenerational. Young people know the songs because their parents and grandparents played them in their front room or car. When you hear them you don’t think of them as Reggae or Ska records but simply as songs that have stood the test of time.

In Bob’s lyrics – whether they’re about love, broken hearts or social injustice – he had something to say to everyone. When people discover his work they become fans for life.

People assimilate those songs almost without knowing it because they have been part of the world’s musical heritage for so long. If I have an audience of students and teenagers, I know I can play ‘Is This Love’, which was released more than thirty-five years ago, and I will only occasionally need to bring the fader up because they will sing along to every word.

Great clouds of smoke wafted from the doorway as if the entire shop was on fire. It was a warm night in May, one of those days that seem to go on forever, and as I walked down Fulham Palace Road in London, my ears were still ringing from the sounds of the greatest concert I’d ever heard and my head was light with exhilaration from what I’d witnessed.

On a night like that night, anything could happen. Now a shop was in flames.

Except that, as I peered into the alcove from where the white plume of smoke emerged, the air began to clear. And there he was, standing in the doorway, leaning on his guitar and clutching a big spliff. He was like an apparition.

Robert Nesta Marley, the King of Reggae, was right before me. The star of the music I’d been obsessed with since I was a schoolboy.

‘It’s him! It’s him! What am I going to do?’ I asked my girlfriend Sue. I could hardly think.

‘Go and say hello,’ she said.

For nearly a decade my life had been headed towards this point. Since I first heard the infectious ‘My Boy Lollipop’ in 1964 – when I was thirteen and the song’s Jamaican singer Millie Small was only a few years my senior – Reggae had been my thing. Here I was now, studying to be an actor at drama college but with a love for Reggae that was greater than ever.

I’d really thought the shop was on fire because such a great cloud of smoke was belching out – a spliff is not like a cigarette when you exhale. Bob was standing there next to Wire Lindo, the keyboard player from The Wailers.

After a moment of hesitation, I took Sue’s advice and walked over. Marley was not as tall as I’d thought but he exuded radiance.

‘Bob, I’m such a big fan. I bought “Soul Rebel” and “Put it On”,’ I gushed, mentioning the group’s early hits to let him know how dedicated I was. ‘Catch a Fire is a great album … and I’ve waited for this day for so long … it was such an amazing concert … thank you so much.’

He stood there and just smiled at me. ‘Yeah, mon,’ he said. ‘Everyt’ing cool!’

Wire Lindo didn’t say anything – he just stood and nodded. And, with that, this car screeched to the kerb and Bob said, ‘Mi affe go, y’know.’

He walked from the doorway and climbed into the car, followed by Wire Lindo.

Then, as the car pulled off – in a moment I shall never forget – he turned in the back window and waved to me. Talk about a fan’s joy at seeing and meeting his hero in person! I’m standing in the Fulham Palace Road and Bob Marley is waving to me from the back of a car window. I think he must have seen in me, from the way I spoke to him, that I really was a diehard fan and I think he was slightly surprised.

From the moment I’d heard The Wailers were to perform at The Greyhound pub in Fulham I’d worked myself into a state. Ahead of the show, an article appeared in one of the broadsheet papers previewing the gig and saying this band called The Wailers had a profound musical message. Seeing that in print gave me a feeling of triumph. This music – my music – was finally being given serious recognition. I cut out the article and stuck it on the canteen noticeboard at Rose Bruford Training College of Speech and Drama in Sidcup. Next to it I pinned the tour schedule. I had to share this.

Shortly before the concert, The Wailers were booked on The Old Grey Whistle Test, the hallowed BBC music programme. I was home from college, with a holiday job pulling pints in The Dog in Kidlington, my home village in sleepy Oxfordshire. I begged the landlord, John Jackman, ‘Please, please, please can I sneak off and watch them?’ He said, ‘OK, I know you love this music.’ I went upstairs and I watched The Wailers on the BBC in his front room over the pub. I was awestruck. It felt like everyone was finally being let in on my world. This sound – that for years had been mocked and stigmatized as music for skinheads – was finally being approved. The programme’s presenter, ‘Whispering’ Bob Harris, was widely revered. Reggae was being given a stamp of authority by the cognoscenti.

On the day of The Wailers’ gig, 20 May 1973, I arrived at The Greyhound very early with my girlfriend, Sue Rogerson, another student from my year at drama college. There were no tickets and you just paid at the door. It was still light outside when we went in because I was determined to secure a good position. As we walked through the foyer there was a poster for the album which Bob and his fellow Wailers were there to promote: Catch a Fire. He would appear to do just that in the doorway at the end of the night.

It’s strange to think of a group of that stature playing in a pub, but The Greyhound was massive, with a high dome-like ceiling. The crowd was predominantly from London’s West Indian community and there was a terrific sense of anticipation. The place filled up until there were even a couple of people hanging on to the rafters in the roof. The lights went down and I was straining to see through the mass of heads in front of me. You couldn’t make anything out – you just heard a drum beat. Boom-boom, boom-boom, boom-boom. And then, out of the darkness, came the sound of The Wailers: ‘I hear the voice of the Rastaman sing, Ba-by-lon your throne gone down …’ The place erupted!

I finally caught a glimpse of them. The three Wailers, Bob Marley, Bunny Wailer and Peter Tosh, all sitting on the floor atop a tiny rostrum, beating on their Nyabinghi drums, singing the ‘Rasta Man Chant’. They finished the song and stood up. Bunny had this red Fez on and Peter was wearing a woollen tam hat and dark glasses. Bob had on a red and black lumberjack jacket, which he never took off for the entire performance.

During the whole show they hardly said a thing. It was one song into the next and into the next. I was stood in the thick of the crowd, about halfway back and slightly to Bob’s left. The thing that blew me away was that it was like listening to their records, only better. This was sublime; the real music that I loved so dearly. Not only was I seeing one of the greatest bands in the flesh but their live harmonies were faultless. There was none of this modern Auto-Tune nonsense – The Wailers had been hard grafting for years down in Jamaica, rehearsing relentlessly before they had success. By 1973 they had been singing for ten years, since their earliest days together in the poor Trench Town neighbourhood of downtown Kingston where the great singer Joe Higgs gave them tuition in harmony work so they could pass their audition to perform at the studios of Jamaica’s most famous producer, Coxsone Dodd, in 1964. That’s a long time in the music game. That’s why that show at The Greyhound was amazing.

For a while I waited outside the pub, wondering if there might be a chance of seeing the group backstage. There was a side door to the pub but there were hundreds of people outside and it was just chaos. So I thought, ‘I’ve seen the band, I’m going home.’ And that’s when I saw Bob.

Almost seven years later, a similar thing happened. This time I was in St Peter’s Square, again in west London, making a routine Friday-afternoon visit to the headquarters of Island Records, the iconic Reggae label.

By then my love of Reggae had determined my way of life and I was working as a DJ on Capital Radio, the biggest commercial station in the country and host network of my weekly show, Roots Rockers.

I loved to go to Island Records. As you entered St Peter’s Square it was full of beautiful double-fronted stately houses and Island was at the far right-hand corner – you’d never have known it was a business premises. There was a slope down the side of the building with a gate and at the back they’d built a recording studio and canteen. I would head to the offices and PR department, where I spent most of my time selecting new releases for radio play.

I went there frequently because Island was so important. Its founder, Chris Blackwell, a white Jamaican entrepreneur who was educated in Britain, played a pivotal role in the global development of Jamaican music by releasing Ska and Rock Steady records in the sixties. I was always welcomed there. If I was going to be playing something on the biggest Pop station in London then that was important for the record company.

The open-plan ground-floor area where I’d hang out was overlooked by a gallery, which had a special listening room where you could hear the label’s latest recordings. As I climbed the staircase to the gallery that Friday, I looked up to see a familiar face coming down the stairs towards me. It was Bob again.

Few people even knew he was in London. It was April 1980 and he had been to Zimbabwe to perform at the country’s independence celebrations at the personal invitation of the new president, Robert Mugabe. Bob financed the trip himself to a large extent because he was so determined to perform at a momentous occasion in African history.

He was only in England on a stopover, breaking his journey back to Jamaica. When I looked up and saw him coming down the stairs I froze.

But this time I didn’t need anyone to push me forwards and I seized the moment. ‘Bob, Bob, I’m David Rodigan. It’s a real honour to meet you. I do a Reggae show on Capital Radio,’ I said, not presuming that he would have remembered the gushing student he met in a shop doorway after The Greyhound gig in 1973. ‘Would you please come on my Reggae show tomorrow night?’

I’d jumped the gate on protocol – that’s not the way you are supposed to approach Bob Marley. There were two or three people with him. He slowly turned to someone who was with him, a Rastaman. And the Rastaman nodded. So Bob said, ‘Yeah, mon, mi do that.’

Then – and as with that wave from the back window of the car, this is something I will always remember – he said, ‘Would you like to hear a new song I have just recorded?’

Would I like to? Oh, yes, I would! Aston ‘Family Man’ Barrett, who was now the bass player with The Wailers, was with him and we all went back up the stairs to the gallery and into the Island Records listening room. I was sitting on the sofa, struggling to believe that I had Bob Marley to my left and Family Man to my right. Bob took a cassette out of his jean jacket pocket, pushed it into the cassette player and pressed play. We sat there as the song ran for the full duration. It came to an end and he turned to me and said, ‘So, what do you think of the mix? Do you think that would sound good on American FM radio or American AM radio?’

I remember staring at the carpet and thinking that no one will believe this. I’m in a room with Bob Marley and he is asking me my opinion of the mix of his new record. I told him I thought it was a good FM stereo mix because FM radio was relatively new in 1980. He was well aware of the subtleties of US radio.

Then Bob said, ‘All right, tomorrow night you are going to get a world exclusive – I will bring in the master tape.’

Sure enough, the next night Bob Marley walked into the foyer at Capital Radio, a tall building we used to call ‘The Rocking Tower’, in Euston Road, central London. I came down Capital’s sweeping Hollywood-style spiral staircase and he was down in reception in his jean jacket and jeans. I said, ‘Gosh, Bob, you look really thin.’ He said, ‘Well, I’ve been on the road and working hard.’

We went upstairs and before we went into the studio I took him to one side. I said, ‘I just want to talk about your music and play your records, is that cool?’ He smiled and said, ‘That’s very cool.’ Many of his previous interviews had been with people asking him about his political views and Rastafarian faith.

I was so nervous that in the interview you can hear my voice is higher than it normally would be. My heart was beating so fast it was affecting my breathing. I was actually shaking because I was in the presence of Bob Marley and I was going to do a live interview with him.

It was a huge deal for me to get time with a man who was not just the greatest Reggae star in the world but arguably the greatest musical star of any genre. He was at the height of his international fame. I tried not to sound too hysterical in my introduction. ‘We have a slight change of plan from the advertised programme because Bob Marley has just flown in on his way back from Zimbabwe and he’s my special guest tonight on Roots Rockers,’ I told the listeners. A slight change of plan!

I began by playing some early material from his days with Bunny and Peter. ‘What The Beatles did for Pop music these guys did for Reggae,’ I reminded the audience. ‘Revival time with The Wailers!’

And then I turned to my dreadlocked guest. ‘He’s here with me live in the studio tonight with hair that is somewhat longer than it was in those early days. Bob Marley, welcome …’

During the interview I don’t sound as relaxed as I could be and I think the structure was too rigidly chronological. I asked him about his early times with The Wailers at Coxsone Dodd’s Studio One records. The group was worked hard by Coxsone for minimal reward but Bob answered with the utmost discretion. ‘It was good y’know, because [it was] my first experience within music, working with some good experience and trying to get the harmonies and t’ing. It was great.’

He confirmed that during this Studio One period – when he was living apart from his mother, Cedella, who raised him alone and later emigrated to the United States – he had been sleeping inside the studio building.

‘I heard you actually lived in the studio?’ I said.

‘Haha, sometimes!’

‘Coxsone made you a room out the back …’

‘Aha, yes.’

We discussed the group’s Upsetter period, working with the eccentric producer Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry, and then the founding of the band’s own pioneering independent record label, Tuff Gong.

But I was desperate to play Bob’s records as he sat alongside me. I lined them up, one after another. ‘Killers every one of them,’ I told the listeners at the end of a sequence of hits. ‘“Love Light”, “Nice Time”, “Bus Dem Shut” and “Hypocrites” – from Bob Marley and The Wailers.’

It was 1980, the time of a Ska revival in Britain when the 2-Tone record label in Coventry and bands such as The Specials and London group Madness were having hits inspired by Jamaican sounds of the sixties. I asked Bob what he made of it. ‘I was surprised a little, still,’ he said. ‘Knowing that Reggae music gone through so much development [and] these people have just reached the Ska!’

I had to ask him about Bunny and Peter, from whom he had separated after the success of Catch a Fire and its successor album Burnin’, the two records that propelled the group to international fame. Now it was Bob Marley and The Wailers (comprised of Family Man, his drumming brother Carlton and other musicians, along with the superb female vocal trio of Rita Marley, Marcia Griffiths and Judy Mowatt: the I-Threes). Bunny and Peter were pursuing solo careers. ‘Why is it that you parted company with Peter and Bunny?’ I asked.

‘The understanding is that every one of us have our work to do and sometime during life you have to start do it,’ he said. ‘Everybody get big, having children and having responsibilities and you can’t just walk up and down, like, y’know. Sometime people have certain things to do and we can’t be together all the while.’

‘Do you miss them not being in the band any more?’

‘Yeah, of course. Mi bredren mi really love, y’know what I mean?’

‘I know this is an obvious question but people do ask it. Is there any chance of the band reforming with the original members?’

‘Well, as long as we are doing the same work there’s a possibility all the while.’

‘But not in the near future?’

‘Could be!’

But at the back of my mind I knew the real highlight of the interview was to come at the end. It was already cued up on the reel-to-reel by the engineer in the master control room. Just as I had been trying to rein myself in at the top of the show – talking of the slight change of plan – I tried not to go overboard as I told my listeners they were to hear the upcoming release from Bob Marley before any other audience on earth.

‘Well,’ I said. ‘You’ve got a new single coming out in a few weeks’ time called “Could You Be Loved” and we’ve got it here on tape. Everything’s ready, we’ll hear a bit of a sneaky preview …’

Then the unmistakable twang of the bassline came in. And that was the first time it had been played on air, that Saturday night.

‘A Rockers preview for you there,’ I said nonchalantly after letting the tape play all the way through. ‘Coming out in a few weeks’ time, the new single from Bob Marley and The Wailers, “Could You Be Loved”. Good luck with the single, good luck with the new album when it comes out and thanks very much for coming on the show.’

Bob used one word to respond. ‘Nice!’

The following year he died. The worryingly thin physique that I’d noticed in the foyer at Capital was not just the result of a punishing work schedule. When rumours began to circulate that he was seriously ill they were denied but eventually it was apparent he had cancer.

It was a tragic loss for everyone. I remember getting the phone call when he passed. It was in the evening and I jumped into the car and raced into Capital and spent the whole night preparing the tribute, editing together bits of the interview I had done with him. I went in on the breakfast show, presented by Mike Smith, and announced that there would be a full tribute to Bob on the network. His loss was catastrophic. We all felt so close to him because we connected personally with his wonderful songs.

My first real awareness of The Wailers had been in the mid-sixties when Island released the Put It On It’s Rock Steady album which featured their song ‘Put It On’ and had two cartoon characters on the sleeve with their arms aloft. I thought The Wailers was a great name but only because I imagined someone at sea in a boat – I thought it was The Whalers, as in fishermen. The music wasn’t so much Reggae as Rock Steady, a music form that evolved from Ska with a much cooler, slower beat. I remember the thrill of hearing the words of the title song – ‘I’m gonna put it on …’ – in my local music shop, Russell Acott’s in Oxford High Street.

Acott’s was a large traditional shop with a downstairs department where they sold classical music, sheet music, pianos and other musical instruments. On the first floor there was the record department selling everything from The Bachelors to Jim Reeves. Luckily for me, the assistants behind the counter, Margaret and Janet, were passionate about Jamaican Ska and Rock Steady. Island Records and other labels were releasing seven-inch singles and the two women bought them from the travelling record salesmen who would bring them to Oxford because of its small West Indian community. You could choose the songs you wanted to hear, and they would pile up your chosen records and you would be told to go into your private listening booth and stand there while they would play your selections. You then decided whether you wanted to purchase or not.

My nirvana moment with The Wailers was the Soul Rebels album, released in 1970. There was a girl on the cover photographed in the jungle, wearing a camouflage outfit and holding a machine gun. The Wailers weren’t on the front but there was a picture of them superimposed on the back. I remember like yesterday the moment I went into the listening booth at Acott’s. I heard: ‘I’m a re-bel, soul rebel, I’m a cap-turer, soul ad-venturer, see the morning sun’ – and these harmonies came in – ‘on the hill-side …’

I couldn’t believe the beauty and power of the words; the cadence of the singing, this bassline and these drums. The language was so raw and lean but set to the music it became incredibly soulful. I bought the album that day and played it and played it and played it. It was produced by Lee Perry and I guess you would say it was the first album by The Wailers – although previous to that there was one album made at Coxsone Dodd’s Studio One which was accredited to The Wailing Wailers and featured the group wearing Beatles-style suits.

Soul Rebels was the cornerstone album for me. There were the three of them: Bob, Peter and Bunny – the three that we internationally agree to know and love as The Wailers.

Catch a Fire, the album which was essentially being performed at The Greyhound the night I saw Bob in the doorway, took the group to another dimension. The album had this magnificent sleeve, which was a work of art in itself. It was an album in the style of a Zippo lighter that you could lift the lid off. There was a picture of them all together on the Thames embankment in London coming down some steps. Bob had a mackintosh on, with the beginnings of dreadlocks. I thought they looked like rock stars. I bought it immediately and took it home. Catch a Fire had everything you wanted in terms of Reggaetivity. It was electric and full of soul but there were musical layers on top that were fascinating, like this electric slide guitar. There were critics who said there were too many overdubs and it was too rock-orientated but it didn’t repel me. At that time I was listening to many other forms of music on the radio – I wasn’t living in a cocoon. This was the band I loved and I thought Catch a Fire enhanced their music even more.

You had tracks such as ‘Concrete Jungle’ and ‘Slave Driver’. The lyrics!



Every time I hear the crack of a whip,
My blood runs cold.

I remember on the slave ship,
How they brutalized our very souls.





I remember when I first heard those lines, the power and immediacy of the lyrics sent shivers down my spine.

But I also liked ‘Baby We’ve Got a Date (Rock It Baby)’, which was a love song with sweetness and sentimentality: ‘I’ll meet you at your house at a quarter to eight.’ It reminded me of that feeling when you’re fourteen or fifteen and going on a first date, you have the absolute hots for someone and everything is new and fresh. My favourite Wailers’ albums are Soul Rebels, Catch a Fire, Burnin’ and Exodus.

When Bob Marley died I attended the state funeral on 21 May 1981. If you were involved with Reggae you wanted to be there to pay respects. I was invited because of my radio work and flew out with Trevor Wyatt, who worked in A&R at Island.

I felt so privileged to be present. The world’s press and television cameras descended on Jamaica. We stayed at the Sheraton Hotel in Kingston and you couldn’t move for journalists and film crews. I had never experienced anything like that and it really showed me how big Bob had become.

On the morning of the day before the funeral I went to visit Coxsone Dodd at Studio One, where the young Bob once lived in a back room. Now Bob’s body was lying in state in Jamaica’s National Arena. I went into the studios and Lone Ranger was on the microphone toasting ‘Tribute to Marley’ on a vintage Studio One rhythm. I was standing outside in the yard listening and Coxsone called me inside. He was bouncing tracks onto a multi-track recorder for a Best of The Wailers compilation. He told me he was going to the Arena to see Bob’s body. I later joined the queue for the lying in state but it was the slowest-moving line I’ve ever known. They said that a hundred thousand turned up to file past the body. I realized it was going to be impossible to get inside, and since I was going to the funeral the next day I returned to Studio One.

The night before the funeral I spoke to Neville Garrick, who did Bob’s album artwork and was responsible for the way everything was laid out at the funeral, where the coffin was to be rested on a trestle table decorated with the national colours of Jamaica and Ethiopia.

The ceremony took place in searing heat. The National Arena was covered and there were six thousand in the congregation with a lot of people dressed in white. The ceremony was conducted by His Eminence Abuna Yesehaq, the minister from the Ethiopian Orthodox Church of the Holy Trinity, and it was deeply moving, especially when Bob’s sons, Ziggy and Stephen, came on and started dancing and singing. In Ziggy, who had a little suit on and performed to one of Bob’s songs, you could see the father right there.

Then the casket – containing Bob’s embalmed body, his red Gibson Les Paul guitar, a Bible opened at Psalm 23 and a stalk of marijuana – was taken out and the journey began all the way back to Nine Mile, the country village in St Ann parish where he had been born only thirty-six years before. Huge crowds followed the cortège in various forms of transport. I did too.

It was so chaotic outside the National Arena that I can’t even remember who I travelled with in the car. There were people everywhere. It was the same when we reached the hills of St Ann and the driver stopped the car and said we couldn’t go any further. We carried on through the countryside on foot.

As I was walking on that long trek I heard a man remonstrating with somebody over a motorbike that had broken down. The voice sounded familiar and when I turned the bend, there on the other side of this hedge was the Reggae artist I-Roy. He recognized me too because I’d interviewed him on Radio London and Capital Radio and he was signed to the Virgin Frontline label in England. He began to laud and applaud me. ‘Do you know who this man is?’ he kept asking the mourners. Given the sombre nature of the occasion I was embarrassed to be singled out but I-Roy was a larger-than-life character.

Eventually we got to the valley where the burial would take place. There were crowds on hillsides in every direction and I thought that’s how it must have looked when Jesus gave the Sermon on the Mount. The internment took place on the highest hill in the village in a mausoleum decorated with the Rastafarian colours of red, green and gold.

There was a sense of loss: that Bob had gone way before his time. Although we knew his work was rich, powerful and deeply significant, I don’t think anyone quite understood at that stage the gap that was going to be left. Only with the passage of time were we able to realize just how important he was.
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