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Dedication


For Leonard Howell, who refused.

For the children who scattered into the cane at Pinnacle.

For everyone whose locks were cut by force

and who grew them back.



Jah lives.

AUTHOR'S NOTE: WHY THIS HISTORY MATTERS

I grew up in Peckham, South London, in the 1980s and 1990s, in a household that smelled like jerk seasoning and Dettol in equal parts. My parents were Jamaican. My grandmother — Iris, to whom this book is dedicated — had been born in St. Elizabeth parish, in the hills above the Black River, and had come to England in the early 1960s with the generation that answered the call of the mother country, only to find the mother country was not particularly pleased to see them.

We were not Rastafari. We were Pentecostal, with a fervour that would have cured headaches on both sides of the Atlantic. But Rastafari was everywhere in the world I grew up in. It was on the walls. It was in the music that came through the walls from the neighbour's flat. It was in the language — the way certain uncles and older cousins would say "Jah" or "Babylon" as naturally as breathing, words that had entered the bloodstream of Black British culture so thoroughly that their origins had become almost invisible.

I knew Bob Marley before I knew much history. Most people in the world do. But as I got older and started asking questions — not just about Marley but about what Marley was singing, about the faith and the philosophy behind the music, about the people who had built this thing before the world ever heard of it — I found that the answers were not easy to come by. Not in the form I needed them.

There were academic books, and some of them were very good. Len Barrett's The Rastafarians, published in 1977, was the first serious scholarly treatment and remains essential reading. There were journalistic accounts. There were the memoirs of musicians. But I kept looking for the book that felt like it was written for me — for a Black British person of Jamaican heritage who wanted the full story told with full honesty, the beauty and the ugliness together, without condescension and without hagiography.

I could not find it. So I decided I had to write it.

This is that book.

What I found, as I dug deeper into this history, surprised me. Not the beauty of Rastafari — I expected that, or rather I already knew it, in my bones, the way you know things that have been part of the air you breathed. What surprised me was how deep the well went. How intellectually serious the original Rastafari thinkers were. How systematically the Jamaican colonial state tried to destroy this movement. How completely that destruction has been erased from the history we tell.

When people think of Rastafari, they think of reggae. They think of dreadlocks. They think of ganja. They might think of Haile Selassie. They almost certainly think of Bob Marley. And all of those associations are real and important. But they are the late chapters of a much older, much harder, much more profound story.

The story begins in the 1930s, in the slums of West Kingston, Jamaica. It begins with men — mostly men, and we will reckon honestly with that — who had nothing. Not land, not money, not legal protection, not political voice. Who had come from enslaved people. Whose grandparents and great-grandparents had been traded across the Atlantic as cargo. And who, in the face of all of that, decided to construct a complete theology, a philosophy, a way of life, a language, a cosmology, a political programme — something that said, in the clearest possible terms: we are not less than human. We are divine. The whole system that tells us otherwise is Babylon, and Babylon will fall.

That is an extraordinary thing to have done in 1933. It remains an extraordinary thing.

I want this book to do several things at once, which is a lot to ask of a book. I want it to be historically rigorous — I have done the reading, I have engaged seriously with the scholarship, and where facts are contested I say so. I want it to be emotionally honest — not cold or academic, but vivid and present in the way that great narrative history can be. I want it to be fair, which means being willing to name the contradictions: the treatment of women in the early movement, the complicated figure of Haile Selassie, the way commercial success has hollowed out some of what Rastafari stood for.

And I want it to be a love letter. Not a naive love letter — those are dishonest, and dishonest love letters are not really love. But an honest one, from a Black British man who grew up carrying this culture in his chest and who believes, with growing conviction as he grows older, that what Rastafari gave the world was one of the most extraordinary gifts of the twentieth century: a vision of Black dignity so complete, so radical, so joyful, that it transformed everything it touched.

The world is still living in that transformation, even when it doesn't know it. The natural hair movement has Rastafari roots. The language of resistance against oppressive systems — "Babylon," "Zion," "the system" — has Rastafari roots. The environmental consciousness embedded in the idea of livity has Rastafari roots. The simple radical act of a Black person saying "I and I" — naming themselves in the same breath as the divine, claiming divine presence as their inheritance — that has Rastafari roots.

Fifty years of scholars, musicians, priests, mothers, rebels, and ordinary people carried this knowledge from the hills of St. Catherine to the whole world. This book is for them. It is also for everyone who has ever felt the bass-line of a Marley song hit them somewhere below the rational mind and wondered: what is that? Where does it come from? What does it mean?

Come with me. We have a lot of ground to cover. And the story starts, as all the best stories do, with a man who refused.

— Winston Phillips

London, 2026


PROLOGUE: THE MAN IN THE HILLS
It is 1954. The name of the man who built this place is Leonard Percival Howell.

He is in his late fifties now, still upright, still broad-shouldered, still carrying in his face something that makes people pay attention when he speaks. He has been here before — this precise moment, or a version of it. The police came in 1941 and took him to Bellevue, the mental asylum, on the grounds that any Black man who taught his people they were the equal of God must be insane. They came again in 1943, with warrants and machetes, and tore the place apart. Every time, Howell has rebuilt. Every time, the people have come back. Every time, Pinnacle has risen from the red earth of St. Catherine like a rebuke.

This time will be different. This time, the state has decided it is done with patience.

The trucks come up the road that Howell's people built themselves, their tyres thick with dust. The police carry batons. Some of them have machetes. They move through the settlement with a thoroughness that speaks of planning, of coordination, of something more than a raid. They are not here to make arrests, or not only. They are here to end something.

The crops are destroyed first. The ganja plants — sacred to these people, called the wisdom weed, the holy herb, the foundation of their sacramental practice — are cut at the root. The kitchens are overturned. The drums that the Nyahbinghi drummers have played through a thousand nights of ceremony are smashed or seized. The dwellings — modest structures built by hand from wood and corrugated iron and determination — are pulled down or set to.

The men are beaten. Not arrested first and beaten later, in the yards of Kingston police stations, in the way that was already the established practice. Beaten here, on their own ground, in front of their women and their children. The sound of it is something the children who witness it will carry inside them for the rest of their lives.

And the children scatter. Into the cane. Into the hillside. Into the spaces between the police lines, small bodies flickering through the bush, carrying nothing but their fear and the animal knowledge of survival. Some of them are found. Some of them are not found until days later, hungry and silent and changed by what they have seen.

Howell is taken. Not for the last time, but for the last time that matters. The man who will later be called the Gong, the First Rasta, the Father of the Faith — the man who in 1933 stood in the yards of West Kingston and told people with nothing that they were the children of God, that the African king on the Ethiopian throne was the returned Messiah, that Africa was not the site of their shame but the source of their glory — this man is put in a vehicle and driven down the hill and away from everything he spent his life building.

Pinnacle will not rise again. Not like this. The community disperses. Some go to Kingston, into the yards and lanes of Trenchtown and Back-o-Wall and the other places where the poor of Jamaica compressed themselves into the smallest possible space and made something extraordinary out of it. Some go inland. Some just go.

But something does not disperse. You cannot destroy an idea with a machete. You cannot bulldoze a theology. What the state accomplished at Pinnacle on that day in 1954 — and this is one of the great ironies of history — was to scatter the seeds.

The people who left Pinnacle carried Rastafari with them. Into Kingston, where the faith took root in the slums and the yards and the sound system culture. Into the music that was just beginning to coalesce out of the rhythms of R&B and mento and the Nyahbinghi drumming. Into the reasoning circles where young men with nothing but time and anger and brilliance talked through the theology and the politics and the music until the sun came up. Into the lungs of a boy from Nine Mile, St. Ann, who hadn't been born yet when Howell was building Pinnacle, but who would one day take what Howell started and give it to the world.

But that is getting ahead of ourselves.

I want to stay here for a moment. At Pinnacle. In 1954. With the dust still rising and the crops still burning and the sound of the children in the cane fields.

I want to stay here because this moment — this specific, ugly, ordinary, extraordinary moment — is the truth of Rastafari that most people never hear about. The world knows about dreadlocks and reggae and One Love. The world does not know about this morning. And you cannot understand the music without understanding the morning. You cannot understand the joy without understanding the terror that made it necessary.

Leonard Howell did not set out to found a religion. Or rather, he set out to tell the truth as he understood it — a truth he had assembled from the Bible and from Marcus Garvey's speeches and from his own travels across the Americas and West Africa and from the deep, bone-level knowledge of what it meant to be a Black man in a world that was still, in 1933, actively organised around the proposition that Black people were not fully human.

His truth was simple and, in the context of its time, explosive: that the Emperor of Ethiopia, Haile Selassie I — born Ras Tafari Makonnen, crowned in 1930 with the titles King of Kings, Lord of Lords, Conquering Lion of the Tribe of Judah — was the God of the Black people. Was, in the precise language of biblical prophecy, the returned Messiah. Was the proof, walking in flesh, that Africa was not the bottomless pit of degradation that colonialism had needed it to be, but the source of a civilisation ancient and royal and holy.

You can agree with that or you cannot. But you have to understand what it meant to the people who heard it.

These were the grandchildren and great-grandchildren of enslaved people. They had grown up in a society where the church — the very institution that was supposed to offer them spiritual equality — had spent three centuries providing theological cover for their enslavement. Where the Bible had been used as a weapon against them, a text that told them to obey their masters and await their reward in heaven while the plantation owners took everything of value on earth. Where their culture, their music, their hair, their cosmologies had been systematically destroyed, or pathologised, or outlawed.

And here comes Leonard Howell, standing in the yard in West Kingston, telling them: the book you've been given is incomplete. There are things in it they don't want you to see. And what those things say — when you read them correctly, when you read them with Black eyes instead of colonial eyes — is that you are not the slave. You are the chosen. The king is on his throne. The prophecy is fulfilled. Stand up.

The state called this madness. The state had Howell declared insane. The colonial power structure, which depended for its operation on the continued belief of Black Jamaicans in their own inferiority, had no other framework for what Howell was doing. What he was doing, in the clinical language of political science, was revolutionary consciousness-raising. In the language of theology, it was prophecy. In the language of a man who grew up in Peckham in the 1980s listening to his grandmother talk about Jamaica: it was someone finally telling the truth.

This is where the story begins. Not in a concert hall. Not on an album sleeve. Not in a boutique in Notting Hill selling Rasta-coloured bracelets. In the hills of St. Catherine, on a morning in 1954, with the smoke rising and the children hidden in the cane and a man being taken away who refused, until the end, to accept that the world was the way they told him it was.

His name was Leonard Percival Howell. And everything that came after started with him.


CHAPTER ONE
BEFORE RASTAFARI — THE WORLD THAT MADE IT

There is a particular kind of hunger that is worse than not eating. It is the hunger of a man who works all day and still cannot feed his children. It is the hunger that comes after emancipation — after you have been told that you are free — only to find that freedom, in the version on offer, means the freedom to starve more slowly than before.

This is Jamaica in the 1920s and 1930s. This is the world that made Rastafari.

The British had formally emancipated the enslaved people of Jamaica in 1834, with full freedom in 1838, following what was known as the Apprenticeship Period — a period that the enslaved themselves knew as another name for slavery. The great plantation owners received twenty million pounds in compensation for the loss of their human property. The formerly enslaved received nothing except their freedom, which turned out to be considerably less valuable without land, capital, education, or political rights.

By the 1920s, nearly a century had passed since emancipation, and the children and grandchildren of the enslaved found themselves in a situation that, if you were being generous, you would call structurally disadvantaged. The plantation economy had not been dismantled. It had been reformed: the formerly enslaved became a peasant class, working the same land for wages that kept them at the edge of subsistence, or farming tiny plots on the hillsides that the planters had not wanted, growing food for themselves and cash crops for markets controlled by the same families that had owned their grandparents.

The sugar estates still dominated the lowland landscape. The banana export trade, which had developed after emancipation as an alternative to sugar, was controlled by American companies — the United Fruit Company above all — which extracted the profit and left the workers with wages that fluctuated with commodity prices set in New York and London. When the banana industry collapsed in the 1930s, hit by disease and by the Depression, the Jamaican peasantry fell into a crisis that had no safety net, no welfare system, no political representation, and no visible end.

In the 1930s, the average annual income for a Jamaican agricultural labourer was somewhere between five and eight pounds sterling. A pound could buy you very little. Eight pounds a year, for a family, was destitution managed by the grace of God and the charity of neighbours.

The colonial government — a Legislative Council whose elected members were drawn from the propertied classes, the small fraction of the population with sufficient income to qualify for the vote — was not indifferent to this suffering so much as it was constitutionally incapable of addressing it. The priorities of colonial Jamaica were, in order: the maintenance of British sovereignty, the protection of property, the management of the sugar and banana industries, and, somewhere well down the list, the welfare of the Black majority.

This is not a caricature. These were explicit priorities, plainly stated in the correspondence between the colonial administration and Whitehall. The people who ran Jamaica in
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