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High-speed, Rocksteady
The only feature film to mix reggae and stock-car racing

by stephen potter

I
nstead of ending with a car chase, 
this film starts with one: Royal Canadi-
an Mounted Police cruisers pursue two 
young men in a souped-up sedan down 

two-lane roads and through cornfields. The 
guys lose the cops and succeed in selling 
the drugs they’re smuggling into the coun-
try: prescription medications from Canada 
for a grateful group of hard-pressed elderly 
Americans.

Rocksteady, a good-natured coming-of-age 

story, is the first feature film from televi-
sion and commercial director Mustapha 
Khan ’84. Aimed, he says, “at car-crazy 
teenage boys who love action films, the 
purpose of the car chase scene is to grab the 
audience’s attention. But the film is about 
something larger, the connections between 
fathers and sons. Rocksteady poses the ques-
tion every young man has to answer, ‘How 
do I grow up?’ He has to figure out if he’s 
a guy who can walk in his father’s shoes.”

The film’s protagonist, B.C. 
Cook, and his widowed mother 
are the sole Caribbean family in a 
small town in upstate New York. 
His late father held himself to 
a high standard, aware that the 
Cooks were the only Jamaicans 
most of their neighbors had ever 
met. B.C. has a talent for driving 
cars, handy for his prescription-

running exploits. 
He dreams of be-
coming a Holly-
wood stunt driver, 
but  has n’t  the 
wherewithal to 
enroll in a training 

school in Los Angeles; in fact, his mother 
faces eviction. So he, his stoner pal Rudy, 
and Faith, an attractive girl from their 
high-school days with a “thing” for B.C., 
form a team to enter stock-car races at the 
local dirt track, where the season-ending 
grand prize of $10,000 will cover the trip 
to California and tuition, too. A dream, a 
team, an interracial love story, and a reggae 
soundtrack (“rocksteady” is a reggae pre-
cursor), plus a lean $1.5-million budget—in 
the hands of an Emmy-winning director 
like Khan, the result is an entertaining, 
sleekly produced indie film. 

Stephen Hays, a hedge-fund founder 
turned independent film producer, initi-

Film director 
Mustapha 
Khan near his 
home and 

studio, in the shadow 
of the Brooklyn 
Bridge
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ated and funded Rocksteady; he wrote the 
screenplay with Kevin Shine, and Khan 
then streamlined its multiple threads to 
emphasize the father-son relationship. 
“I was a 20-year veteran director making 
my first feature film,” Khan recalls now. 
“It was familiar—at heart, whether it’s a 
commercial, a docu-
mentary, or a feature, 
I’m a storyteller—but 
very different at the 
same time. I have a lot 
of experience directing actors in narrative 
formats, but nothing really prepares you 
for directing your first feature.”

Going into the five-week shoot, his 
greatest concern was endurance. “There 
are a thousand decisions you have to 
make every day and they all affect what 
you see on screen,” he explains. “You 
have to make it seem like things are going 
great when they are falling apart—and 
you can’t lose momentum. And I knew I 
had to bring it in on time and on bud-
get so I could live to fight another day.” 
The film (www.rocksteadymovie.com), 
completed in 2010, has been on the fes-
tival circuit since last year, winning the 
Best Feature award at the Litchfield Hills 
Film Festival and a jury selection at the 
Jamaica Reggae Film Festival. It’s now 
available on iTunes, DVD, Netflix and on-
demand; executive producer Hays isn’t 
concerned that it’s never appeared in 
general release. “Eight out of 10 indepen-
dent features are never seen in theaters, 
but that doesn’t mean they aren’t artisti-
cally noteworthy or commercially suc-
cessful,” he says, noting that films with 
modest production budgets can generate 
steady income streams for years.

Khan, like Rocksteady’s B.C., is the son 
of a Caribbean immigrant; his late father 

moved from Trinidad and be-
came a physician in Camden, 
New Jersey, practicing on a 
street now named in his honor. 
The younger Khan’s life took an 
unusual turn at 13: he was or-
dained an evangelical minister 
and spent his high-school years 
as a preacher and faith healer 
in storefront churches in Phila-
delphia. He stopped preaching 
shortly before matriculating 
at Harvard. (“I consider myself 
spiritual, but not religious,” he 
says now.) In college he stud-

Cigarettes, observes 
Robert N. Proctor, Ph.D. 
’84, “remain the world’s 
single largest prevent-
able cause of death,” and 
following roughly 100 
million tobacco-related 
deaths in the twentieth 
century, far more mor-

tality “lies in the future”—an estimated billion deaths in the twenty-first. The author, 
now professor of the history of science at Stanford, has written a large, and hotly pas-
sionate, book on the subject, Golden Holocaust: Origins of the Cigarette Catastrophe and 
the Case for Abolition (University of California, $49.95). From the prologue:

this is a book about the history of ciga-
rette design, cigarette rhetoric, and ciga-
rette science. My goal is to treat the ciga-
rette as part of the ordinary history of 
technology—and a deeply political (and 
fraudulent) artifact.…It is also, though, a 
story of how smoking became not just 
sexy and “adult” (meaning “for kids”) but 
also routine and banal. The banalization 
of smoking is one of the oddest aspects 
of modern history. How did we come 
into this world, where millions perish 
from smoking and most of those in pow-
er turn a blind eye? How did tobacco 
manage to capture the love of govern-
ments and the high rhetorical ground of 
liberty, leaving the lesser virtues of lon-
gevity to its critics? And what can we do 
to strengthen movements now afoot to 
prevent tobacco death?

Think again about the numbers: in the 
United States alone, 400,000 babies are 
born every year to mothers who smoke 
during pregnancy. Smoking is estimated 
to cause more than 20,000 spontane-
ous abortions—and perhaps as many as 
seven times that. Seven hundred Ameri-
cans are killed every year by cigarette 
fires, and 150 million Chinese alive today 
will die from cigarette smoking. Tens of 
thousands of acres of tropical forest are 
destroyed every year to grow the leaves 
required to forge the nicotine bond.

…[I]f we believe that smoking really is 
a kind of “freedom,” this is partly because 
the cigaretteers have spent billions to 
make us think this way. The propaganda 
machine is powerful and operates on so 
many levels—science, law, government, 
sports, entertainment—that it is hard to 
think outside the pack. Governments are 
entranced, hooked by the bounty of taxes 

brought in by selling cigarettes. (No single 
commodity brings in higher revenues.) 
The mainstream media are often inat-
tentive, partly because the tobacco story 
is spun as “old news.” So we are brain-
washed, nicotinized, confused into equat-
ing fumery with freedom.

Healthy people tend to forget how cru-
cial health is for other kinds of freedom. 
The tobacco industry wants us to think 
about smoking as an inalienable right of 
all free people, but how free is the ampu-
tee suffering from Buerger’s disease, the 
cigarette-induced circulatory disorder ex-
pressed as gangrene of the feet? How free 
was my beloved grandmother, the once-
lively South Texas flapper, rendered wheez-
ing and immobile on her deathbed from 
the emphysema scarring her lungs? Health 
so deprived is surely a kind of violation, a 
slow robbery of the spirit to which the 
strong and healthy will never bear first-
person witness. The industry sells this slow 
asphyxiation—and the unwary buy into it.

o p e n  b o o k

T h i n k i n g  O u t s i d e 
t h e  P a c k

Visit www.harvardmag.
com/extras to view a 
video clip from the film.

Getting them while they’re young: tiny 
cigarette packs, meant for children to 
incorporate into their play with dolls 
or toy soldiers
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 The most complete experience you can have
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ç Year-round, Friday or Saturday departures 
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ç Pack your camera: a Lindblad Expeditions-National 

Geographic Certi� ed Photo Instructor always on board

TM 

Need to rent or sell 
your property? 

 
Have a unique product 
or service to advertise?

 
Looking for love? 

 
Reach 230,000 Harvard 
alumni, faculty, and staff 

in Harvard Magazine. 
The September-October 
deadline is: July 16, 2012

to place your ad, visit: 
classifieds.harvardmagazine.com

call: 617-496-6686
skype: hmagclassif ieds

or e-mail: 
classif ieds@harvard.edu

ied comparative religion and developmen-
tal psychology while acting and directing 
at the Loeb Drama Center. “My idol was 
Robert Coles,” he reports. “I wanted to 
study different societies through their 
children.”

That goal took him to an intensive film-
making course at New York University, 
which led to a job with di-
rector Spike Lee on School 
Daze. “I was driving a van,” 
Khan recalls, “but I got to 
know Spike and made other 
friends whom I’ve worked 
with throughout my career. 
My plan was to establish 
myself directing commer-
cials and go from there to 
doing documentaries on 
how people live.”

Using borrowed equip-
ment and finagled film, he 
made a reel of sample com-
mercials in 1988 that he parlayed into a 
contract to shoot real ones. In 1989 he shot 
his first documentary, Reflections of A Native 
Son. The story of a 15-year-old boy trying to 

grow up amid the grinding poverty of the 
South Bronx, it was inspired by research 
he’d done at Harvard; the central theme, 
Khan notes, is the same as Rocksteady’s. 

His work so impressed Bill Cosby that the 
star arranged for the 26-year-old to direct 
a large-budget commercial he was making 
for Coca-Cola. Khan then began making 
short films for Sesame Street; Dancing Shoes 
won a 1992 Daytime Emmy. He also re-
ceived a Primetime Emmy nomination for 

Khan directing Rocksteady (clockwise 
from above): shooting a stock car; 
orienting star Cedric Sanders;  
advising Rastafarian musician David 
Hinds and Sanders
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What Money Can’t Buy: The Moral 
Limits of Markets, by Michael J. Sandel, 
Bass professor of government (Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, $27). The proprietor 
of the vastly popular, long-running, and in-
ternationally broadcast “Justice” course 
ponders the “era of market triumphalism” 
(cost for an Indian surrogate mother: 
$6,250) and its limits.

Harvest the Wind, by Philip Warburg 
’77, J.D. ’85 (Beacon, $27.95). The author, 
also an alumnus of the Environmental Law 
Institute and Conservation Law Founda-
tion, tells the tale of “America’s journey to 

jobs, energy independence, and cli-
mate stability” (the subtitle) through 
visits with the people involved.

The Day in Its Color, by Eric Sand-
weiss ’81 (Oxford, $39.95). Quotid-
ian America, captured in Koda-

chrome images taken during midcentury 
wanderings by casual photographer Charles 
Cushman, comprise an amateur visual his-
tory in the best sense of the word. Along-
side the riveting images, Sandweiss, of Indi-
ana University, offers superb, and suitably 
unacademic, commentary and context.

Dignity: Its History and Meaning, by 
Michael Rosen, professor of government 
(Harvard, $21.95). A succinct exploration in 
philosophy, political theory, and more, but 
without the dread difficulties of diving deep 
into, say, the thickets of Kant. The text be-

gins, “Schopenhauer, the Ebenezer Scrooge 
of nineteenth-century philosophy… .”

The Founder’s Dilemmas, by Noam 
Wasserman, associate professor, Harvard 
Business School (Princeton, $35). Channel-
ing your inner Facebook? You might want to 
guard against the challenges that fell most 
startups. From examples in technology and 
life sciences, Wasserman offers evidence 
about family, teammates, investors, and 
other nettlesome, necessary people.

The Mansion of Happiness: A History 
of Life and Death, by Jill Lepore, Kemper 
professor of American history (Knopf, 
$27.95). Taking on three minor questions—

Listen to the Landscape
Composer Ben Cosgrove connects sound and place.

by david rice

“B
ecause they have no lyrics,” 
explains composer and musi-
cian Ben Cosgrove ’10, “the ti-
tles of my pieces are the only 

chance I have to give the listener a hint about 
where they come from.” Those titles, on his 
latest CD, Yankee Division, include “Prairie 
Fire,” “Oarlock,” “Nashua,” “Good Fences,” 
and “When You are a Road.” All resonate 
with places in Cosgrove’s native New Eng-
land; in fact, the CD takes its name from the 
Yankee Division Highway, another appella-
tion of the Route 128 beltway that rings Bos-

ton and separates it from the rest of Massa-
chusetts. Although the links between sound 
and place are sometimes clear—“Good Fenc-
es” echoes the famous Robert Frost poem, 
and “Nashua” calls up the eponymous New 
Hampshire town—Cosgrove’s intent is more 
to evoke than to mirror. “I don’t think of my 
pieces as ‘rendering places in music,’ but 
more as responding to places musically,” he 
says. “Writing music just happens to be the 
way I process the world.”

The 12 compositions on Yankee Division 
do things like combine plaintive guitar 

his work on Sesame Street’s 25th Anniversary 
Special: A Musical Celebration. 

The essential sweetness of Rocksteady may 
reflect the sensibility of Khan’s continuing 
work for Sesame Street. It is a film without a 
villain; characters who seem threatening 
turn out to be good. B.C. arrives at the track 
as an outsider, but doesn’t encounter racism. 
No one dies or is even injured.

 Khan acknowledges that Rocksteady’s 
world is not necessarily what audiences 
may anticipate. “I like to give people the 
unexpected,” he says. He admires Scottish 
writer-director Bill Forsyth, who in the 
1980s made Gregory’s Girl and Local Hero, up-
beat tales populated by quirky but funda-
mentally kind characters. “There’s enough 
darkness in the world,” Khan says. “I aspire 
to being a gentle filmmaker. It’s possible to 
be that and still be a serious one.”

Charles Cushman’s America, in Koda-
chrome: Phillips Avenue, Sioux Falls, 
South Dakota, 1959 (left), and Newberry 
and Maxwell Streets, Chicago, 1950 (right)

O f f  t h e  S h e l f
Recent books with Harvard connections
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