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Dedication


Fi Leonard Howell, weh refuse.

Fi di pickney dem weh scatter inna di cane at Pinnacle.

Fi everyone dem cut off dem locks by force

an grow dem back.

Jah live.

A NOTE PON DI LANGUAGE
— Winston Phillips, London, 2026


PROLOGUE: DI MAN PON DI HILL
━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━

Hear mi now.

Dis is whe it start.

Not wid Bob Marley an him guitar. Not wid di dreadlocks pon magazine cover. Not wid di red, gold an green flag pon somebody backpack inna foreign city weh dem never even know Jamaica from Jamaica. It start pon a hill in St. Catherine, 1954, wid a man name Leonard Percival Howell an five hundred people weh decide fi live free. Five hundred souls weh look at di system Babylon build — di poverty, di humiliation, di chain dem cyaan see but feel every day pon dem skin — an seh: no more. Wi done wid dat. Wi a go live different. Up pon Pinnacle hill, away from di road, away from di police, away from every force weh did tell dem fi stay small an stay quiet, dem build something. Farm. Community. Family. Faith. A whole world weh spin pon its own axis, answering only to Jah.

An den di police come.

August 1954. Di sun a beat down pon St. Catherine like Jah himself vex. Di dust red like blood pon di road weh lead up to Pinnacle. An here dem come — not one, not two, not a likkle patrol. A whole force. Hundreds of officers moving through di morning like a slow tide, an every man jack of dem come wid purpose. Come wid authority. Come wid di full weight of di Jamaican colonial state pressing down like a boot pon a chest.

Di children dem — di Pinnacle pickney dem — weh did grow up knowing di smell of di earth, knowing how fi plant yam an cassava, knowing di sound of di Nyahbinghi drum at night, dem look up from wha dem doing an see di khaki uniforms cresting di hill. An every single one of dem know, di way a child know someting in dem belly before dem brain even form di thought, dat today is di day when everything change.

"Run!" Smaddy holler.

An dem run.

Dem run through di cornrows, di likkle foot dem leaving prints in di soft earth between di stalks. Dem run past di communal kitchen where di morning fire was still smoldering, past di garden plots whe dem did tend wid dem own hand, past di housing structures dat di community build over years wid sweat an song an prayer. Dem run because when Babylon come, you run. You run because you haffi. Because di alternative is to stand still an let di system swallow you whole an spit out your bones.

Leonard Howell — di Gong himself, di first Rasta, di man weh tek Garvey's vision an plant it in Jamaican soil like a seed dat would grow into a tree nobody could cut down — him stand him ground at first. Him stand deh an look at di officers coming up toward him property an him know dis moment. Him did know it was coming. You don't build someting dat beautiful, dat defiant, dat free, widdout Babylon taking notice eventually. You don't refuse to bow down widdout somebody trying fi make you kneel.

Di officers move through Pinnacle like dem own di place. Weh dem did own it — in dem mind. Inna di eyes of di colonial law, all of dis — di land, di people, di crops, di faith itself — was suspect. Was trouble. Was someting dat haffi stamp out before it spread.

An so dem chop.

Not just arrest. Not just scatter. Dem take machetes — rhatid, dem use di same tool wi use fi work di land, fi survive — an dem chop di crops down. Ganja plants weh di community grow as sacrament, as medicine, as di holy herb dat connect man to Jah — gone. Cut down to di root. Di cannabis field dem weh di brethren tend like gardens, gone. Di ground left bare an torn up like somebody wound.

Dem carry off Howell inna handcuffs.

Again.

Dis was not di first time dem arrest Leonard Howell. It was not di second. Dis was a man weh Babylon had been trying fi silence since 1933, since him first start preaching dat Haile Selassie of Ethiopia was di returned Christ, di conquering Lion of Judah, di fulfillment of everything di scripture promise. Dem arrest him, dem lock him up, dem send him to mental institution — because wha else you do wid a man weh refuse to be crazy in di way you want him to be crazy? — dem release him, an still him come back. Still him stand up. Still him speak.

But dis time, 1954, dem tear down Pinnacle good an proper.

An di five hundred people weh had lived deh, weh had built deh lives on dat hill outta faith and will and love — dem scatter. Into Kingston. Into di yards. Into di concrete jungle dat di city was becoming. Into Back-o-Wall and Dungle and all di places weh poor people congregate when poor people have nowhere else to go. Dem carry Pinnacle inside dem. Dem carry di theology, di livity, di locks, di drum. Dem carry di whole philosophy of resistance down from di mountain an into di street.

An dat is how Rastafari become a movement.

Not wid a press conference. Not wid a manifesto. Not wid any great organized plan. It happen di way most great things happen — out of necessity. Out of suffering transformed into something dat refuse fi stay suffering. Out of five hundred people carrying a hill in dem hearts into a city dat wasn't ready fi dem. But di city would have to get ready. Because once Rastafari come down from di mountain, it wasn't going back up.

Dis is dat story.

Not di glossy version. Not di tourist version. Not di version weh start wid Bob Marley an end wid dreadlocks on di runway at Milan Fashion Week. Di real story. Di full story. Di story weh include di tears an di blood an di arrests an di women weh nobody write about an di contradictions an di humanity an di glory, all of it together, di way real history always go — complicated, painful, beautiful, an more true than any fairy tale.

A so it go. An wi a go tell it right.


CHAPTER ONE: BEFORE RASTAFARI — DI WORLD DAT MEK IT
━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━

Fi overstand Rastafari, you haffi first overstand di world dat mek it. An di world dat mek Rastafari was a world of extraordinary suffering, extraordinary resilience, an extraordinary injustice — dressed up in di fine clothes of civilization an progress an the British Empire an di church an everything else Babylon use fi make oppression look respectable.

Go back. Go back before 1930, before di coronation of Haile Selassie, before any of di founding Rastas even open dem mouth. Go back to di beginning of what it meant fi be Black in Jamaica.

DI PLANTATION SHADOW

Jamaica was a slave colony. Dat is di fact. Not a uncomfortable fact, not a nuanced complicated historical truth dat require careful interpretation — a straightforward fact. From 1655, when di English tek di island from di Spanish, to 1838, when Emancipation finally reach, Jamaica was a place built entirely on di labor of enslaved African people. Hundreds of thousands of human beings, kidnapped from West Africa, transported across di Atlantic in conditions so brutal dat many never survive di crossing, an set to work growing sugar — di sweet poison dat made English merchants rich an made Kingston one of di wealthiest cities in the entire British Empire.

Di wealth went one way. Always one way. Up. To di planter class. To London. To Bristol. To Liverpool. To all di places weh di money accumulate while di people weh produce it had nothing, owned nothing, were nothing in di eyes of di law. Not even di right fi have a last name of dem own choosing. Not even di right fi worship in di way dem ancestors did worship. Not even di right fi exist as fully human.

An when Emancipation come in 1838, what change? Di chain dem remove from di wrist, yes. But di land still belong to di planters. Di economic power still belong to di planter class. Di churches, di courts, di colonial government — all of it still answer to di same forces dat had built di slavery system in di first place. What dem call freedom was really just a new kind of unfreedom — one where you haffi work, still, or starve. One where di land you till wasn't yours. One where di wealth you create flow upward still, always upward, to somebody else.

Dis was di world into which Marcus Mosiah Garvey was born, in St. Ann's Bay, Jamaica, in 1887. An into which di founders of Rastafari were born. An into which Leonard Howell, Joseph Hibbert, Archibald Dunkley, and all di first generation come.

Wi haffi feel dat world properly before wi can overstand why Rastafari take root di way it did. Dis wasn't a movement dat spring up out of nowhere. Dis was a plant weh grow in particular soil — di soil of colonial Jamaica, of post-slavery poverty, of a society weh tell Black people dem were lesser, dem were savage, dem needed to be civilized, dem should be grateful — grateful! — fi di chains dem just barely remove.

JAMAICA IN DI EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY

By di time we reach 1920s Jamaica, what di island look like? It look like dis: a small island of roughly a million people, di vast majority of them Black and poor. Di economy still running largely on agriculture — sugar, banana, coffee — but di terms of trade always working against di small farmer. Di banana trade, dominated by United Fruit Company — dat great American corporation weh behave like a little empire all its own — paid di small cultivators whatever it felt like paying. If di price drop, di Jamaican farmer suffer. If di crop fail, di Jamaican farmer suffer. If di company decide fi change its routes, di Jamaican farmer suffer. Always di same people carrying di weight. Always di same people at di bottom.

Kingston was growing, crowded, unequal. Uptown Kingston had its grand houses, its merchants, its colored middle class trying desperately to carve out a respectable life under the shadow of colonial power. Downtown Kingston — Back-o-Wall, West Kingston, all di places dem call "the ghetto" — was a different world. A world of tenement yards where families live packed together in single rooms, where clean water was a luxury, where work was irregular and underpaid and humiliating, where di police treated di poor like enemies to be managed rather than citizens to be served.

Di church was everywhere. Anglican, Baptist, Methodist, Church of God, Salvation Army — di Christian churches had come in behind slavery an in some ways had been instruments of control, teaching di enslaved that their suffering was God's will, that patience and obedience in this life would be rewarded in the next, that di proper response to earthly injustice was heavenly hope. Not all church people were complicit in dis. Some fought for abolition, some ran free schools, some genuinely loved di people they served. But di overall structure of official Christianity in Jamaica was aligned with di colonial order. Di God dem preach was a white God, most times. Di Jesus in di pictures in di church was white. Di angels were white. An di message, even when it come from a Black mouth, was too often: wait, suffer, endure, your reward is coming in heaven.

Some people decide dat wasn't enough.

REVIVAL AN RESISTANCE — DI SPIRITUAL UNDERGROUND

Before Rastafari, deh was already a long tradition of spiritual resistance in Jamaica. Kumina — di African-rooted religion brought by Congo people — persisted in the parishes, drumming at ceremonies, calling the ancestral spirits, keeping alive connections to Africa that slavery had tried to sever. Myal — an earlier African-derived spiritual tradition — had fought against the spiritual damage of slavery. Obeah — the much-feared, much-misunderstood system of African spiritual knowledge — ran underground, persecuted by the colonial law but never fully stamped out, because you cyaan stamp out what live in people's deepest self.

Then there was Revival — Pukkumina, Zion Revival — di blending of Christian and African spiritual elements into something distinctly Jamaican. Revival meeting under a tree in the open air. Di Spirit moving through the congregation. People dancing, speaking in tongues, falling out. Leaders who weren't ordained by any English church but who possessed real authority — di authority that comes from di people themselves recognizing your spiritual gift. Revival was not Rastafari, but it prepared the ground. It showed that Jamaican people would find their own path to the divine, on their own terms, in their own language, through their own bodies — not just sitting quietly in a pew listening to somebody preach at them in proper English.

An then there were the Maroons.

Wi must talk about di Maroons. Cudjoe and Nanny and di Maroon communities of the Blue Mountains and Cockpit Country — these were enslaved Africans who escaped the plantations and fought the British to a standstill in the First and Second Maroon Wars. Nanny of the Maroons, weh Jamaicans now claim as a National Hero, was a warrior and a leader and a spiritual figure who, by the oral tradition, could catch bullets. Whether you take that literally or metaphorically don't matter. Di point is: before Rastafari, before Marcus Garvey, before any of it, Jamaica already had a tradition of Black people who said no. Who fought back. Who refused to be property. Who built free communities in the hills. The Maroons did on a smaller scale exactly what the Rastas would later try to do at Pinnacle — create a world separate from Babylon, governed by their own laws, in the hills, accountable to themselves.

Dis tradition was in di soil. Rastafari grow from dis soil.

MARCUS GARVEY AN DI PROPHECY DAT WASN'T A PROPHECY

Now wi reach Marcus Garvey. An wi haffi be careful here, because Garvey is one of di most misrepresented figures in di whole story.

Marcus Mosiah Garvey was born in 1887, in St. Ann's Bay, on di north coast of Jamaica. His father, Marcus Garvey Senior, was a man of some standing in di community — a mason, a man who kept a personal library, a man who took his dignity seriously. His mother, Sarah Richards, was quiet and devout. Young Marcus was bright — seriously, frighteningly bright — and he read everything he could get his hands on from an early age. Printers, books, newspapers — he absorbed the world through text.

But the world he was absorbing was a brutal one for a Black man with ambition. He traveled — to Costa Rica, where he saw Jamaican contract workers being exploited on the banana plantations. To London, where he encountered pan-Africanist thinkers and the writings of Egyptian-Sudanese journalist Duse Mohammed Ali. And everywhere he went, he saw the same thing: Black people at the bottom. Black people doing the work and getting nothing. Black people treated as less than human by a world that had organized itself, economically and spiritually, around the idea that Africa was dark and backward and its children fit only for servitude.

Garvey didn't accept this. More than that — he had a systematic, philosophical, organizational response to it.

In 1914, back in Jamaica, he founded the Universal Negro Improvement Association — the UNIA. Its motto: "One God, One Aim, One Destiny." Its program: the uplift of African people everywhere. Not integration into white society — Garvey wasn't a integrationist. Not waiting for white goodwill — Garvey had no faith in that at all. Garvey's vision was of a strong, self-reliant African people, building their own institutions, their own economy, their own nation. He spoke about the redemption of Africa. He spoke about a time when Black people would return to Africa as a free people, building a great nation on that continent.

He moved the UNIA to New York in 1916, and from Harlem he built something extraordinary. At its peak, the UNIA claimed millions of members — in the United States, the Caribbean, Central America, Africa, wherever the African diaspora was scattered. His newspaper, The Negro World, was read across the globe. His Black Star Line shipping company was meant to literally carry the people back to Africa — and though it ultimately failed, destroyed by a combination of financial mismanagement, government sabotage, and the ruthless opposition of J. Edgar Hoover's FBI, which targeted Garvey as the most dangerous Black man in America — the dream behind it was real and powerful.

What Garvey give to Rastafari was first and foremost a mental framework. Before Garvey, a Black Jamaican poor person looking at the world might see their poverty and their suffering as natural, as ordained, as just the way things are. Garvey said: this is not natural. This is not ordained. This is the result of
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