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As told to RFG 
by Sharon Gordon and Carlyle McKetty 

With the passing of Bob Marley in May 1981, two questions 
dominated the minds of his bewildered fans: Who would replace 
Bob as the King of Reggae? and What indeed would become 
of reggae music itself? As we mark the 30th anniversary of his 
passing, Marley remains the King of Reggae, his family is a 
dynasty, and reggae continues to rock as artists and advocates 
continue to uphold the message of roots rock reggae. Over the 
past seven years, the New York-based Coalition to Preserve 
Reggae Music, Inc. (CPR) has emerged as a vital force in the 
movement to preserve the art form’s traditional message of 
healing and unity. 

“CPR is a non-profit organization on a mission to raise the 
bar in the creation, development, promotion and presentation of 
reggae music,” says Sharon Gordon, chairperson of CPR. 

“Our coalition continues to grow as more individuals who 
sincerely want the music to grow find that CPR is a viable vehicle 
for their aspirations. CPR is striving to elevate the profile of 
reggae music and reggae artists; we research, codify and share 
information about the genre, its development, its significance to 
social, economic and political development in Jamaica and its 
influence around the world,” says the Jamaica native, who has 
made New York her home for more than 30 years.

“As we rolled into 2005, [CPR co-founder] Carlyle McKetty 
and I had a desire to mark the 75th anniversary of the coronation 
of Emperor Haile Selassie I and Empress Mennen of Ethiopia 
with a commemorative event highlighting the unique relationship 
between reggae, Rasta, Selassie and Jamaica, and went about 
mobilizing friends and colleagues to join us in this venture. The 
event was named Reggae Culture Salute and the collaborators 
became the Coalition to Preserve Reggae Music,” she explains 
about the origin of CPR. 

“Although the friends and colleagues were in most cases 
affiliated with one organized entity or another (media house, 
band, community organization, etc.), we came together as 
individuals, friends of roots reggae, seeking to enjoy and preserve 
the essence, and we continue until this day to function in that 
way,” adds Carlyle, who has had a long history of organizing.
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Luciano at Reggae Culture Salute by Allyson Ione

Above: Order of Nyahbinghi by Roland Hyde

Below: Nyahbinghi drumming Photo courtesy of CPR
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The first Reggae Culture Salute on November 3rd, 2005 
featured Morgan Heritage, Third World and Luciano, and was 
such a resounding success that a New York Times preview of 
the following year’s show called it “the big show for the fall,” 
telling readers to expect “reggae’s traditional values” in an 
event free of homophobia as the event moved from the Roxy 
to the Manhattan Center. Like the initial year, each subsequent 
staging has been a multimedia presentation with veteran, 
cutting edge and emerging artists, Nyahbinghi drumming and 
chanting, video presentation and authentic Jamaican food. 

Other past performers include: Kenyatta Hill and Meta, 
who made their New York debuts at Reggae Culture Salute; 
in 2006, Nahki, Mikey Jarrett and Tony Tuff (who also 
performed a special tribute to Sugar Minott in 2010); as 
well as Steel Pulse, Etana, Capleton, Anthony B, Mighty 
Diamonds, Ranking Trevor, Big Youth, Ernie Smith, Warrior 
King, Everton Blender and Junior Wedderburn with his 
group Ancient Vibrations. CPR looks with enthusiasm toward 
its seventh staging of Reggae Culture Salute, scheduled for 
Brooklyn on November 5th, 2011.

CPR is governed by a seven-member volunteer board with 
day-to-day operations administered by TSO Productions (a 
boutique company specializing in niche marketing and public 
relations, which Sharon cofounded with Carlyle in 2003) 
mobilizing members and volunteers to get the work done. 
“We operate under the slogan ‘working together to make 

Above: Community Conversation panelists engaged by Sharon Bennett

Below: Forum audience at attention by Sharon Bennett
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things work,’ which is inspired by the lyrics of Bob Marley’s song 
‘Work,’ saying ‘We Jah people can make it work, come together, 
and make it work,’” sings Sharon.

Over the course of its seven years, the organization has 
broadened its base and expanded its scope in constant pursuit of 
innovations to elevate reggae music and culture – most notably: 
The Community Conversation Series, The Pinnacle Award and the 
Congressional Proclamation honor awarded to veteran reggae 
performers/cultural ambassadors. 

The Community Conversation Series are dialogues which 
focus on a variety of issues within the reggae community. The 
series of highly anticipated free community forums is now in its 
third year, and always open to the public. 

“We do six or more each year, and passions always run high 
as presenters and community members each speak their unique 
version of the truth about sensitive and often controversial matters 
regarding the music and the state of the industry,” says Sharon. 
“We usually do our forums in three-part harmony. The first part is 
a panel discussion, the second is commentary by special guests, 
and the third is the Q and A, which always dominates the forum,” 
beams Sharon with excitement. “The Community Conversation 
Series has been extremely successful in raising the bar in the way 
we engage each other in the community.”

Despite the raging fervor at the forums, Reggae Culture Salute 
remains CPR’s most significant gathering. Two years ago, this 
hallmark event grew in significance with the addition of The CPR 
Pinnacle Award for Excellence, honoring exemplary contribution 
to the development of reggae music. The Pinnacle Award is named 
for a resolute self-sufficient Rastafarian community in St.Catherine 
Jamaica that repeatedly endured extreme persecution by the 
Jamaican authorities until it was eventually burnt to the ground in 
1957, dispersing the residents throughout the island. 

CPR selects Pinnacle Award recipients based on the artist’s 
contribution to the music and the community, and also the degree 
to which their practice reflects reggae’s traditional values. 
(Suggestions are welcome - see contact information at end.)

“In 2009, the Mighty Diamonds were celebrating 40 years 
of being together, the same three brethren singing sweet reggae 
music and never wavering. It was only fitting that we consider 
them, and after a careful and thorough examination of their 
life and times, we selected them to be the first recipients of the 
award,” offers Sharon. 

The Coalition approached Congresswoman Yvette Clarke with 
the initiative to honor artists with Congressional Proclamations – 
the highest honor the US Congress can bestow upon a person 
or group. In 2010, Pinnacle Award recipient Ernie Smith and 
headliner Big Youth both received Congressional Proclamations. 

Ernie Smith is a cornerstone in Jamaican music. In 1972, from 
a field of more than 4,000 worldwide contestants, Smith won 
the Yamaha Music Contest in Tokyo, Japan, bringing Jamaica’s 
musical flavor to that nation, and paving the way for others. 
His music continues to provide social commentary. His charity 
underwrites training for emerging talent at the Edna Manley 
College in Jamaica.

Big Youth was the first deejay to take his Rastafarian 
sensibilities into the music, and did so long before the Rastafari 
movement was deemed acceptable. His music consistently 
spoke out against oppression and disrespect of females and 
offered social commentary that not only earned him the name 
the “Human Gleaner,” (a reference to the Jamaican newspaper), 
but also proved a detriment to his career – a circumstance that 
propelled him to become the first deejay to own his own record 
label, Negus Negast.

The awards came full-circle when in 2010, the New York 
organization Reggae AMPPS (Reggae Artists, Musicians, 
Producers, Promoters and Songwriters) chose Sharon and 
Carlyle to receive their Making a Difference Award. In addition, 
“in recognition of outstanding and invaluable service to the 
community,” Carlyle was honored by Congresswoman Yvette 
D. Clarke in February, 2011 with a Certificate of Special 
Congressional Recognition. Mighty Diamonds receiving Pinnacle Award Photo courtesy of CPR

Ernie Smith and Big Youth holding Congressional Proclamations with 
N.Y. Congresswoman Yvette Clarke by Allyson Ione
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CPRreggae.org provides a wealth of information about 
the organization’s history and current initiatives, the ”Reggae 
Reader” blog, and links to two CPR-produced radio shows: 
Real Talk, a reasoning and talk program hosted by Carlyle 
and Sharon (Thursdays, 7pm) and Sharon’s Reggae Calling 
(Saturdays, 6pm), bringing forward the best in reggae selections 
and interviews. Both shows are broadcast on Ustream.com, 
which allow audiences to interact with show hosts and guests, 
via the chat rooms.

In February, CPR received a $10,000 challenge grant from 
the MariMax Charities Foundation to establish the Ustream 
channel CPR Live™.

“With our own channel, CPR can archive programs and replay 
them at a more convenient time for our international audience,” 
says Carlyle. “We now do a live broadcast of each [Community 
Conversation] forum and are able to engage members and 
friends from far and wide in these events, through the chat room 
and over the telephone.” 

Completion of the challenge will see CPR assembling a mobile 
studio unit, which will allow programs to routinely originate from 
events, schools, businesses and other locations. Towards that 
end, The Coalition is driving to expand its membership and to 
secure donations and materials from the community at large. 

As always, CPR is on the move. A principal goal for 2011 
is to significantly increase its hours of live broadcasting, but 

there is more. The Coalition will also expand its recognition of 
the pioneers of reggae music with a project it calls The Legacy 
Project™. Meanwhile Sharon and Carlyle are busy preparing an 
October presentation for the Rex Nettleford Arts Conference in 
Jamaica at the Edna Manley College.

For more information on CPR or to become a 
member, visit their website at www.cprreggae.org. 
Contact (718) 421-6927 or info@cprreggae.org.   

A niece of Beres Hammond, Sharon Gordon grew up across the street 
from Carlton and Aston “Familyman” Barrett, and has been a reggaephile 
all of her life. In the ‘90s she marketed extensively for Buju Banton and 
Capleton. Gordon has spearheaded many events, including Reggae 
Gold Series at Brooklyn Academy of Music, Reggae Culturama, and 
the New York Reggae Music Festivals. Sharon has worked as publicist, 
event coordinator, M.C. and radio host for programs on several New 
York stations, and has contributed to several publications including 
Dub Missive and VIBE magazines, Jamaican Gleaner and Jamaican 
Star newspapers.

Besides being president of CPR, Brother Carlyle as he is popularly 
known, is a keyboardist whose engagement with reggae dates back 
to his teenage years when he first played in a band back in Jamaica. 
He has worked with artists such as Max Romeo, Ras Carby, the 
Skatalites and Reggaelution. His experience as a community organizer 
and training as an urban planner serve well in the staging of Reggae 
Culture Salute and CPR’s development.


