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FRANK JAN VAN DIJK

SOCIOLOGICAL MEANS:
COLONIAL REACTIONS TO THE RADICALIZATION

OF RASTAFARI IN JAMAICA, 1956-1959

The second half of the 1950s may be considered a formative stage in the
development of the Rastafarian movement in Jamaica. It was a period of
rapid radicalization and heightened (millenarian) expectations of an
imminent return to Africa, culminating in a series of violent clashes and
eventually, in late 1959, an abortive repatriation effort, commonly known
as the Henry-fiasco.

Somewhat surprisingly, this episode in the movement's history has been
rather ill-researched. In fact, more than thirty years after its publication, the
brief chapter on the movement's history in the famous Report on the Ras
Tafari Movement in Kingston, Jamaica by Michael G. Smith, Roy Augier,
and Rex Nettleford (1960) still remains the principal source on Rastafari in
the 1950S.1 Compiled in a mere two weeks, research included, and once
aptly described as a "remarkable piece of crisis writing," the Report is -
logically given its aim - hardly more than sketchy in its discussion of the
history of Rastafari. Moreover, it should, as Ken Post (1978:196) warns,
"be treated with some care, as it contains inaccuracies." Nevertheless, later
writers have virtually all accepted and reproduced the findings of this
report. By ascribing, as Robert A. Hill (1981:31-32) expresses it, "almost
semi-canonical status" to the historical chapter in the Report, these
scholars "have allowed themselves to be lulled ... into chronic historical
myopia." This has led to a constant repetition of various errors, misinter-
pretations, and unfounded speculations, not only in the literature on
Rastafari, but also in the comparative literature on religious movements (cf.
Glazier 1986:431; Van Dijk 1993:6-7).

With this article I hope to make a small, but long overdue contribution
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to our knowledge of the history of Rastafari and provide some new in-
sights into such crucial events as the destruction of Leonard Howell's Pin-
nacle community in 1954 and Claudius Henry's 1959 repatriation effort.

The second major aim of this paper is to illuminate the ways in which
the colonial Jamaican govemment reacted to Rastafari and the social
unrest it created. Several writers discuss the movement as if existing in
some sort of timeless vacuüm, virtually insusceptible to reactions from its
immediate social environment. One of the few to criticize such an
approach is Carole D. Yawney (1978:19), who notes that "cooptation and
repression need to be examined in more detail. One cannot ascribe certain
developments or the lack of them to the intrinsic properties or dynamics of
millenarian movements alone."

Those taking a broader view, however, tend to focus on repression
only. Horace Campbell (1985:96) writes that during the 1950s the state
used "three weapons" against the Rastafarians: "(1) the Dangerous Drugs
Law, arresting them for the possession of ganja; (2) the Vagrancy Act; and
(3) placing them in the mental hospital at Bellevue in Kingston." An occa-
sional author has hinted at the manipulation of the movement, but always
as occurring in the 1970s, when Michael Manley's People's National
Party (PNP) chose to pursue "democratie socialism," reggae music began
to make international headlines, and both the political parties and the
middle classes coopted elements of Rastafari. Colin Prescod (1975: 72), for
example, considers the "response of Jamaica's ruling classes to Rastafari...
a revealing example of the ad hoc sophistication of n^o-colonial politics
[emphasis added]" which he - without further explication - concludes to
have "at least diverted [the movement's] development." Though still
largely neglected, subversion and manipulation, as I argue elsewhere (Van
Dijk 1993), have been major factors in the relations between the Rasta-
farian movement and the wider Jamaican society, not only during the
1970s, but also in the final years of colonial rule. For while repression and
medicalization were indeed major strategies during the 1950s - and
continued to play a crucial role afterwards - recently released files from
the Colonial Office in London reveal that there were at the same time,
behind the scènes, persistent efforts to suppress the movement "by
sociological means," as Governor Sir Kenneth Blackbume expressed it.

PROLOGUE

While during the 1930s the newly emerged "Ras Tafarites" had continu-
ously made headlines, few details are known about the developments in
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the 1940s. Leonard Howell and his flock lived in self-imposed exile at their
Pinnacle estate, where after a police raid in 1941 (Hoenisch 1988) they
were left mostly undisturbed. By the mid-1940s Robert Hinds's once influ-
ential King of Kings Mission in Kingston was already falling apart, with its
leader, among other things, campaigning for Alexander Bustamante and
the Jamaica Labour Party (JLP). Little or nothing was heard of other early
preachers like Archibald Dunkley, Nathaniel Hibbert, Ferdinand Ricketts,
Vemal Davis, and Altamont Reid.

It appears that the Rastas carefully tried to avoid direct confrontations
with the law. During the 1930s the government had harshly repressed the
movement. Most leaders had been arrested, tried, and sentenced to long
periods behind bars or treatment in Kingston's mental hospital Bellevue
(Post 1978; Hill 1981). Repeated clashes with their lower-class neighbors
may have also contributed to the apparent lack of public agitation in the
1940s. Moreover, when World War II broke out, the Jamaica Constabulary
Force had made it quite clear to the Rastafarian leaders that marches and
meetings were no longer tolerated, "as it was considered that these meet-
ings would evoke racial feelings."2 Yet it may also have been that the new
opportunities provided by the formaüon of the first political parties and
trade unions in the late 1930s and early 1940s, and the new constitution of
1944 regulating increased internal self-government and universal adult
suffrage, took away some of the movement's sway over the lower classes.
Hinds's campaigning for Bustamante may be a case in point, as perhaps
the fact that Altamont Reid became a bodyguard of Norman Manley, while
Archibald Dunkley and members of the Ethiopian World Federation
(EWF) supported the PNP (Post 1981:354). As Public Opinion had
already noted in July 1941: "It is striking that the Ras Tafari could not
exist with trade unionism" (cit. in Post 1978:461). Rastafari, it seemed, had
temporarily succumbed to repression and the rise of party politics.

It was not bef ore the summer of 1951 that a tragic incident brought the
Rastafarians back on the front pages. It was the first of several events
which were to set the tone for the turbulent developments in the final
years of the decade. On Monday night June 11, 1951 a young couple, Sid-
ney Garrell and Bemadette Hugh, had gone to swim along the Palisadoes,
off Kingston. While in the water, a bearded man, allegedly a Rastafarian,
clubbed and stabbed Garrell to death. Hugh was stabbed in the breast, but
survived.3 When the murder became public on the following Wednesday,
it resulted in an unprecedented public outrage against the Rastafarians.

Within two days the police arrested a 42-year-old "Rasta" from a
squatter area, who was positively identified as the assailant. But that did
far from satisfy the public. The popular wrath was such that in one of its
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editorials The Daily Gleaner thought it necessary to wam, although
weakly, against jungle justice:

Public resentment and hostility to bearded men of the city and to their
anti-social cult has become violently focused in the last two days ...
Indeed we are well on the way to a very necessary outbreak of public
clamour for an end to be put to these queer sub-social and inimical
groups ... But the Gleaner bids the community to avoid even the fïrst
example of an outbreak of mob feelings in the matter.4

The editors added that "in general these Ras Tafarites who ... have created
dark kraals of wickedness in the city are given too loose a reign by the
police." Although the newspaper maintained that one could not make all
"beards" responsible for the savage actions of one or two, it in fact propa-
gated the opposite of what its editorial called for.

On the very same page, columnist Vere Johns called to "stamp out" the
Rastafarians once and for all. The author made a distinction between
"ordinary bearded criminals" and an especially dangerous sort:

The worst evil of all are the members of that bearded cult who style them-
selves the Ras Tafarites and claim some kinship with Abyssinia. In reality
this group has no religious significance, do [sic] not even know where
Ethiopia is, and merely adopted the untidy habit of letting hair and
beards grow through laziness and filthiness and a desire to appear more
terrifying ... I think that if a start is made by cleaning out these so called
Ras Tafarites it will have a salutary effect on the remainder of the wrong
doers.5

A few days later Johns elaborated on his ideas how to "clean out" the
Rastafarians. "On behalf of all the respectable citizens of the city," he de-
manded that all squatters be expelled from the areas they occupied, in
those days the Wareika Hills, the Palisadoes, and the Foreshore Road area,
also known as the Dung HUI. The columnist recommended "the setting up
of prison camps on fertile Crown lands far removed from any town or
city." Here, the squatters should be treated with firm discipline. Those who
"persisted in disobeying rules and indulging in acts of violence ... should
be tamed at the point of the tamarind switch or the Cat."6

A somewhat milder reaction came from a certain H.S. Burns, who
claimed to know "these bearded men."
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The average one is either ganja smoker, idler or criminal. Some are true
Christians, with a definite doctrinal belief. They profess the Coptic Faith
... Most of the bearded men only pretend to a belief in the Coptic Faith
because it suits their idle temperament and offers some security from the
eyes of the law. But there are genuine believers and they are Christians,
not criminals.7

The murder of Sidney Garrell by a bearded "Rasta" acted as a catalyst for
latent, but apparently widespread resentment against not only Rasta-
farians, but all "sufferers." And anger was not restricted to the elite. Doek
workers at Kingston's Waterfront went on strike because they refused to
work with bearded men from squatter areas any longer. They told them
"to go away, shave their beards and mend their ways."8

The govemment, in the meantime, took swift action. Within a few days
after the murder of Garrell, Security Minister L.C. Bloomfield announced
that an estimated 1,500 "Rasta squatters," most of them living on govern-
ment land in the Wareika Hills, would be evicted. The squatters claimed
that they had been there for some three years, had erected homes, culti-
vated crops, and had no place to go, but all to no avail. In an effort to calm
the public, Bloomfield announced that the police force would be
strengthened. He also launched a campaign against ganja, the alleged root
of all evil.9 In the following weeks the papers reported numerous arrests.

The two years following the murder of Sidney Garrell seem to have
passed without serious confrontations. Rasta leaders, according to George
E. Simpson (1955a: 145), "maintained well-disciplined control over mem-
bers during street meetings, and police regulations on marching and on the
duration of meetings were observed." Yet even at the time of Simpson's
research (1953) there must have been the first signs of growing militancy.
The waning control of the early preachers created room for the emergence
of a younger and more radical generation, which increasingly began to
demonstrate its open defiance of the law. During the 1930s Howell and
Hinds had bowed and thanked the judge after being sentenced to two
years in prison, while many of their followers had remained seemingly
dispassionate in accepting their own sentences (Van Dijk 1993:84-98).
By the early 1950s, however, such indifference was no longer a matter
of course. Young Rastas defended themselves fiercely in court and
threatened the judge with "fire and brimstone."

Already in the late 1940s some of those radical Rastafarians from West
Kingston, described by Barry Chevannes (1989:242ff.) as "activists," had
organized themselves in a group known as Youth Black Faith. They were
dissatisfied with the hierarchical structure of older Rastafarian organiza-
tions, denouncing the established leadership for its adherence to Revival
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traditions and observance of colonial rules. In their bid to defy both the
traditional leaders and society, groups like Youth Black Faith propagated
the wearing beards and locks, which at the time was still a controversial
issue, but increasingly came to symbolize radicalism (Simpson 1955a:134;
Chevannes 1989:228ff.; Homiak forthcoming).

On April 14, 1954 Youth Black Faith took to the streets in a march that
made headlines in the Gleaner.10 A "crowd" of twenty-two men and
eight women, armed with banners, bibles, and drums, and shouting slogans
like "We want to go to Ethiopia" and "Now, now, freedom," marched
along North Street. Youth Black Faith had not bothered to secure permis-
sion for its march and thus the police arrested the Rastafarians under The
Public Processions Law. At the station and even in their cells they con-
tinued to shout. What fascinated the Gleaner reporter most, however, was
that there was a policeman (a mechanic) among the demonstrators. He had
a day off, but was nevertheless immediately suspended from duty, without
pay. Brought before court two days later, he told the judge: "My name is
Ras Jackson, C. Jackson was my name when I was in Babyion, but now
my name is changed." All men, including one brought up in a stiff-jacket,
sported beards and "heavy tufts of hair." They repeatedly refused to give
their names and made themselves known as "Freedom," "King David" or
"Rastafari." Eventually, all were charged with contempt of court and put
behind bars. But the prison authorities apparently considered the loud-
mouthed Rastas such a terrible nuisance that after two weeks all were
discharged. Ras Jackson was examined for lunacy, but found to be sane.11

THE BIGGEST RAID

The members of Youth Black Faith had barely been released, when a
combined police and military force raided Howell's Pinnacle community in
St. Catherine. The event is, to briefly side-step the issue, a fine example of
the "historical myopia" among students of Rastafari. While great signifi-
cance has been ascribed to the break-up of this "seed-bed of Rastafarian-
ism," as Joseph Owens (1976:24) describes it, no one has so far taken the
trouble to do more than cite Smith, Augier, and Nettleford (1960). The
authors, however, merely mention the event, without providing details, and
appear to have made several questionable assumptions about both the
community and its destruction, which have subsequently reappeared in
other publications (e.g., Campbell 1985:94-96; Barren 1988: 86-89).

When Howell had retreated to Pinnacle in mid-1940, hundreds of faith-
ful from all over the island had followed him.12 Although few details are
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known, the community seems to have become a focal point of Rastafarian
activities in Jamaica, attracting large numbers of visitors for celebrations
and meetings. Yet, life at Pinnacle was hard. Howell, now known as
Gangunguru Maragh or simply The Gong and claiming divinity, ruled with
a rod of iron. His followers toiled in the fields, but had difficulties feeding
themselves. Neighboring peasants complained about thefts and harass-
ment by the Pinnacle residents, which in July 1941 provided the police
with a motive for a raid. The Gong and twenty-eight of his disciples were
charged with assault and imprisoned (Hoenisch 1988).

In the second half of 1943 Howell returned to Pinnacle. Intruders had
plundered and ruined the estate and the fields. It was then, according to
Derek Bishton's (1986:119) informants, that Howell decided to go into the
ganja business, which he was able to continue without interference for
more than a decade. Smith, Augier, and Nettleford (1960:9) maintain that
Howell's "second administration was fairly similar to the first" and de-
scribe the community during the early 1950s as "a state within a state." It
has thus remained somewhat of a mystery why Pinnacle was left largely
undisturbed for so long. The authors, surprisingly, argue that being a state
within a state, it is "understandable" that Pinnacle could thrive "without
the people or the Government of Jamaica being aware of it." But in view
of the continuous persecution Howell had experienced in the 1930s and
the authorities' persistent efforts to break up the estate in the early 1940s,
lack of awareness seems a highly unlikely reason for the untroubled con-
tinuation of Pinnacle. It has also been suggested that Howell had some-
how managed to ensure the protection of high-ranking government
officials.13 While not necessarily excluding the possibility of "confeder-
ates among the colonial establishment," it seems more likely that Pinnacle
was left undisturbed simply because it was no longer of great significance
after 1943, at least not as a Rastafarian center.

There is reason to believe that Howell had already in the early 1940s
lost most of his following and that the numerical strength of the Howellites
during the second phase has been overestimated. At the time of the first
raid there were reported to be "hundreds" of residents at Pinnacle.14 Yet,
while all males were rounded up, only seventy arrests were made. Post
(1981:353-54) maintains that when Howell retumed to Pinnacle in 1943,
his flock had been reduced to about a hundred. Some time during 1945,
according to the Constabulary Force, Howell was evicted from Pinnacle
for "failing in his obligation to Mr. [Albert] Chang," from whom he had
purchased the estate five years earlier. Later he succeeded in settling his
debt and once again returned, "with a limitcd number of his followers."
From then on, The Gong and his following led "a secluded life."15
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When in early 1954 the government had become seriously concerned
about Pinnacle, it was not because of any Rastafarian agitation, but
because there was evidence of large-scale ganja cultivation. Early on the
morning of Saturday May 22, 1954 a large joint police and military force
raided the estate and arrested 140 persons, about half of them women and
children. During what was described as "the biggest raid in local police
history" eight tons of ganja were seized. In the following days the police
repeatedly searched Pinnacle and destroyed thousands of ganja trees.16

Smith, Augier, and Nettleford (1960:9; cf. Barrett 1988:87-88) state that
Howell was arrested during the raid, tried but acquitted on appeal, and
afterwards "remained in Kingston, discredited by the brethren because he
had made claims to divinity." From the incomplete material available, it
appears, however, that Howell did no longer reside at Pinnacle at the time.
Neither are there any reports about his arrest during the raid. During the
early 1950s he had acquired property in Kingston and St. Thomas, and by
1954 resided on East Queens Street in downtown Kingston. There, on
April 6, he was indeed arrested, but his arrest does not appear to have been
directly related to Pinnacle or ganja. As the Gleaner reported, Howell,
"formerly of Pinnacle," was charged with the "unlawful possession of
thermometers, a stethoscope and other medical instruments." In court,
Howell's lawyer argued that his cliënt had bought the instruments
because he was "very concerned about medical supplies in connection
with his Back-to-Africa movement." As customary, the judge ordered
Howell to be placed under medical observation. A few days later he had to
be released, "following a medical report that he was of sound mind."17

On May 25 those arrested during the raid were taken to the Spanish
Town court, where they faced charges of either possession or cultivation
of ganja. While outside an estimated four-hundred curious onlookers had
gathered, the accused pleaded not guilty, but were refused bail. When trial
began on June 12 resident magistrate H.P. Allen swiftly handed down his
verdicts. One after another the defendants received sentences ranging
from six months to two years in prison, as usual with hard labor. About a
dozen children and some twenty women, charged jointly with their
parents and men, were acquitted. Only in a few cases did the judge show
compassion. Anne Jarrett, over 70 years of age and in poor health,
received six instead of twelve months on hard labor. "In prison," the resi-
dent magistrate said, "she would get the attention she obviously needed."

Two of Howell's sons, Martinal and Silbert, were acquitted after they
had produced receipts to prove that goods they had allegedly stolen were
rightfully theirs. They assured the court that they were "in no way
associated" with the community, despite the fact that they occupied the
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house in which their father, described as the "one time self-styled king of
Pinnacle," used to live before he moved to Kingston. Neither during or
after the trial further mention was made of Leonard Percival Howell.18

Following the raid, according to Smith, Augier, and Nettleford (1960:9),
Howell was discredited because of bis claims to divinity. His flock scat-
tered, mainly to Kingston, and is believed to have caused both the growth
of the movement in the capital and the rise of the radical Dread-locks
during the second half of the 1950s, a view shared by several other
writers. Leonard E. Barrett (1988:87-89), for example, considers "the
period between the destruction of Pinnacle and 1959 ... one of
regrouping" and attributes the movement's expansion in Kingston to the
sidewalk preaching undertaken by Howell's lieutenants. The author also
claims it was at Pinnacle that several "rites and rituals with which [the
Rastafarians] are now identified" originated (cf. Owens 1976:19, 24;
Williams 1981:31-32; Campbell 1987:95; Lewis 1993:7-8).

Yet, in light of the little that is still known about the Pinnacle experi-
ment, such conclusions are at best premature. First of all, if Howell's claim
to be the Black Christ contributed to his fall, this must have occurred after
the first rather than the second raid. As Hill (1981:49) already pointed out,
it was shortly after his retreat from Kingston that Howell began to claim
divinity. Second, given their relatively small numbers, it is improbable that
the dispersal of the Howellites had such a major impact on an already well-
established movement in Kingston, or that their scattering caused a major
increase in the visibility of Rastafari, if only because some of Howell's
most dedicated followers are known to have stayed in St. Catherine
(Nagashima 1984:39^0; Bilby & Leib 1986:225-26). Finally, there is little
evidence that at Pinnacle the foundations were laid for many of the
Rastafarian "rites and rituals," including the use of ganja and the wearing
of locks. There are no reports that locks were ever worn at Pinnacle. In
fact, Howell was known to have "a personal dislike" for dreadlocks.19

Notwithstanding its importance in the early days or its great symbolic
significance, Pinnacle was perhaps far more marginal to Rastafari than
generally assumed.20

THE EMPEROR'S GIFT

In September 1955, not long after Youth Black Faith had marched through
Kingston with placards like "We want to go to Ethiopia," the Rastafarians
were informed that Emperor Haile Selassie had made "five hundred acres
of very fertile and rich land" available to "the Black People of the West,
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who aided Ethiopia during her period of distress [the war with Italy, 1935-
41]."21 It was Maymie Richardson, an officer of the New York City-based
Ethiopian World Federation Inc., who brought the message to Jamaica.

The EWF had been established in 1937 to coordinate the various efforts
in the United States to relieve the plight of the besieged Ethiopians. After
the war, it continued as a cultural organization. The Federation had almost
immediately attracted the attention of several Africa-oriented groups in
Jamaica; already in August 1938 the first branch, Local 17, was established
on the island. Internal rivalries soon caused Local 17 to fall apart, but in
1941 William Powell, together with early Rastafarian leaders Vernal Davis
and Ferdinand Ricketts, founded a new branch, Local 31 - a moderate,
low-profile organization barring bearded and thus militant Rastafarians.

The message about the land grant struck like a bomb. Although the
EWF headquarters warned that there were no financial means to arrange
for the settlement of its members, the news that Haile Selassie had put aside
land in Ethiopia reconfirmed the idea that black people from the West
were indeed most welcome in Africa. It not only provided secular back-to-
Africa enthusiasts with a most powerful argument for migration, but it also
caused a hype in the Rastafarians' expectations of an imminent return to
the Promised Land. The rumor that all those who wanted to could shortly
board east-bound ships spread like a blazing fire. Smith, Augier, and
Nettle-ford (1960:11-13) recall that an employment survey in St. Elizabeth
was "almost to a man" regarded as a census to enlist prospective migrants
to Africa. For most Rastafarians it must have seemed as if their dream was
finally about to come true. Since it was the EWF which was assigned to
administer the land grant, many Rastafarians in Jamaica immediately
sought affiliation with the organization, hoping to get a say in its affairs or
- better still - to be among the first to leave for Ethiopia. Numerous new
Locals of the EWF were founded and in late 1955 and 1956 several
instances of Rastas gathering in the Kingston harbor were reported.

Smith, Augier, and Nettleford (1960:11), Simpson (1962:163) and, more
recently, Chevannes (1990a:136; 1990b:69) link the surging millenarian
expectations of imminent repatriation among the Rastafarians to large-
scale migration to Britain during the second half of the 1950s. It is,
however, a partial explanation at best, if only because for the past hundred
years (with the exception of a brief period between 1930 and 1945)
Jamaicans have continuously and in large numbers migrated to various
destinations. If rising expectations of repatriation to Africa and millenarian
outbursts among the Rastafarians were indeed linked to the volume of
migration to Western (Babylonian) destinations, one would expect to have
witnessed such outbursts during other periods as well or, the other way
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around, an absence of millenarian fervor during periods when migration
stagnated. No such correlation exists, however.22 In fact, the first outburst
of millenarian fervor among the Rastafarians, following Leonard Howell's
prediction that ships would arrive on August 1, 1934, took place at a time
when migration had come to a virtual standstill. The rising expectations of
an impending return to Africa and the accompanying process of radi-
calization among some sections of the movement should therefore, I think,
be placed in a broader perspective of socio-political developments, both in
and, as will be discussed further on, outside Jamaica.

During the 1950s Jamaica was moving closer to independence, leading
to full internal self-government in 1959. Economically, Jamaica experi-
enced a period of unprecedented growth, particularly in the sugar
industry, bauxite mining, and tourism. As a result, the average growth of
the Gross Domestic Product during the 1950s reached a staggering 7.5
percent, one of the highest in the region (Report on Jamaica 1949-1961;
Davies & Witter 1989:78).

The benefits of all this were, however, restricted to the established ruling
classes and a "vibrant, new and increasingly wealthy and influential entre-
preneurial class" of mostly mulatto Jamaicans (Stone 1989:27). The black
lower classes continued to endure extreme poverty and hardship. As
Governor Sir Hugh Foot reported to London in 1955: "The slums of King-
ston and Montego Bay are probably the worst in the world and
conditions in many of the country districts, particularly in the sugar areas,
are little better."23 The population was growing rapidly and in spite of
large-scale emigration, un- and underemployment was rampant. In 1955 62
percent of all males and 36 percent of all females in the rural areas were
looking for work, although offïcially the average unemployment rate stood
at 10 to 12 percent. The demographic pressure on the scarce agricultural
resources caused an accelerating drift to the urban centers, notably
Kingston. But unemployment was as widespread in the capital, while
living conditions for the newly arrived migrants were perhaps even worse.
During a survey in 1950 some 3,700 squatters were counted in Kingston
(Report on Jamaica 7949:138). By the end of the decade there were an
estimated 20,000 squatters in the metropolitan area. Those who did not
live on captured land, were not always better off. Almost 70 percent of all
households in Kingston lived in one-room accommodations, lacking even
the most basic facilities (Clarke 1975:77-87).

The growing gap between rich and poor, the uneven distribution of the
benefits of progress, the frustration of unfulfilled expectations, and the
increased pressure on the ghetto dwellers and landless peasantry no doubt
created a fertile soil for the further radicalization of Rastafari.
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It was in this situation that the movement received the news that the
Messiah was preparing for the return of his lost sons and daughters.

AN ODD REQUEST

In spite of events like the Palisadoes murder, the marches of Youth Black
Faith, the destruction of Pinnacle, and the fervent activity following the
message about the Ethiopian land grant, the colonial government was not
profoundly worried about the Rastafarians. Press commentaries suggest
that the Rastas were viewed as an integral part of the urban "lumpen"
and landless peasantry, prone to occasional outbursts of violence, drug
addiction, and various other forms of deviant behavior, which the elite
associated with the "uncultured, illiterate, and backward" masses. Rastas
were not considered a threat and thus required no special attention.

The custos of St. James, Francis M. Kerr-Jarrett, however, thought other-
wise. In July 1956 he called a meeting with several church leaders from
Montego Bay to discuss the recent flowering of the Rastafarian movement
in the tourist capital. There had been several incidents in the area
involving the main Rasta formation, known as the Orange Street Gulley
group. As elsewhere on the island, its (bearded) members were, on suspi-
cion of various forms of crime and vice, harassed and repeatedly arrested.24

Following his meeting with the local church leaders, Kerr-Jarrett wrote a
letter to Governor Foot in which he suggested that Her Majesty's re-
presentative contact the Colonial Office in London to obtain "a refutation
of their [Rastafarians'] claim that Haile Selassie is God," which the custos
considered "a perfectly simple matter." Foot, although skeptical and not
convinced of the necessity to bother London with "such an odd and
minor matter," decided to approach the British ambassador in Addis Aba-
ba, Douglas Laird Busk, directly. In August 1956 he wrote:

I do not imagine that it is as simple as the Custos suggests to get such a
declaration from the Emperor, and indeed even if he did make a decla-
ralion I doubt if we could convince our Rastafaris that the statement came
from the Emperor ... I apologise for worrying you ... I do so mainly
because I thought that you might be interested to hear the strange
story.25

Laird Busk failed to reply, but that did not deter Kerr-Jarrett. Within a few
weeks he again pressured Foot to contact the Colonial Office, this time in
order to halt the flow of publications on Ethiopia reaching Jamaica. Prime
among these was New Times and Ethiopia News edited by Sylvia
Pankhurst, a prominent British suffragette who, upon the outbreak of the

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:14:23PM
via free access



COLONIAL REACTIONS TO THE RADICALIZATION OF RASTAFARI 79

Italo-Ethiopian war, had redirected her energies towards assisting the
Ethiopians, and promoting their cause and culture. But Foot was again
hesitant to turn to the Secretary directly and instead wrote a letter to one
of his acquaintances in the Colonial Office, M. Phillips. Explaining who
the Rastafarians were, provided some difficulties:

No one seems to know how it was first formed in Jamaica and indeed it is
very difficult to describe its purposes and beliefs. I think that it arises
from some kind of distorted negro nationalism and it is also tied up with
unpleasant practices, such as the smoking of ganja (our home-grown
drug), and a number of the followers of the sect live on the proceeds of
robbery and other crime. They say that their aim is to return to Africa
and they declare their allegiance to the Emperor of Ethiopia. I cannot
imagine why they should do so except perhaps that the Emperor is the
only independent Head of a State in Africa of whom they know - and
our Rastafaris have little knowledge about Africa.26

Despite the fact that the governor still thought it to be an "odd request,"
he agreed with Kerr-Jarrett that the Rastafarians were "an undesirable sect
and that we should do what we can to discourage its activities." He there-
fore, with the usual apologies, asked Phillips whether he considered it
"worthwhile having a word with [Pankhurst] or someone else connected
with the New Times and Ethiopia News to suggest that no good can come
from sending such publications to Jamaica?" Phillips replied that Pank-
hurst was no stranger to the Colonial Office, but advised against contac-
ting her since that would have "just the opposite of the desired effect and
lead to a lot of unfavourable publicity." The Colonial Office, however,
wanted to know more about the Rastafarian movement, particularly in
relation to ganja use, which "leads later to the use of heroin." Phillips thus
requested Foot to provide intelligence reports on the movement.27

The Colonial Office's request turned the scales. Governor Foot immedi-
ately ordered the Constabulary Force "to see that a special eye is kept on
Rastafari activities." He expected to submit the first reports within a few
months, but already informed London that "the Rastafaris have long been
a source of some concern and anxiety," the main reason being that

those who like to make use of violence have previously attempted to
engage the Rastafaris for their own evil purposes. I remember hearing, for
instance, that the Rastafaris were brought into violent strikes which took
place at the end of 1950 and early in 1951.28
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Yet Foot, a liberal mind, also had some compassion for the Rastafarians and
warned the Colonial Office that it "would be a mistake to assume that all
Rastafaris are criminals."

[M]any of them are good and regular workers who respond to fair
treatment and sympathetic handling. On the other hand there are pockets
of Rastafaris in the slums of Kingston and Montego Bay which seem to
be centres of various forms of crime and vice. Certainly the Rastafaris
provide an interesting example of reaction against the normal
conventions and they also illustrate a commendable desire to escape from
squalor and poverty by evolving some new pattern of communal life.
There may well be some good in the Rastafari cult as well as the obvious
bad.2*

In January 1957 the Special Branch of the Jamaica Constabulary Force
presented its first intelligence report. It gave a summary of the movement's
history and estimated the total number of Rastafarians to be somewhere
near 1,900, most of them living in Kingston, St. Catherine, and St. James.
The report also noted that "contrary to popular belief many Rastafarites
are employed in some accepted form of remunerative activity." The Trade
Union Congress, related to the PNP, had occasionally used Rastas as
"professional pickets and dues collectors."

Generally speaking, any unrest or disturbance will attract the Rastafarite
who will at once join in and demonstrate against anything and everything
regardless of politics in which they have never displayed any constant
interest. The Rastafarite is probably an opportunist.30

The Special Branch also had reason to believe that leftist groups tried to
incite the movement with anti-colonial ideas.

During the past year, it has been known that the Communist inspired
People's Educational Organisation (PEO) bookshop has imported books
for circulation amongst the Rastafarites and overtures to the Rastafarites
have been made by the communist People's Freedom Movement (PFM),
both in Kingston and St. James. It is difficult to assess the extent, if any,
of PFM success, but it is known that Richard Hart, a PFM leader, defended
a Rastafarite leader in Montego Bay and won the case, no doubt gathering
considerable prestige.31

Since the Colonial Office saw no reason to act on the intelligence reports
and 1957 passed without further incidents, the correspondence about the
movement ceased. In November Foot left Jamaica to become governor of
crisis-ridden Cyprus. He was succeeded by Sir Kenneth Blackburne.
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THE LAST CONVENTION

By early 1958 more than two years had gone by since the message about
the Ethiopian land grant. But although little had happened to bring the
return to the Promised Land any nearer, the expectations of an impending
return had by no means subsided. International developments no doubt
contributed to keep the hopes and desires for repatriation alive.

From a Rastafarian perspective, the 1950s must have been a decade in
which prophecy was rapidly nearing fulfillment. With the rise of the Soviet
Union, Babyion's sheer invincible power was finally falling apart. Caught
in an absurd nuclear arms race, the superpowers were keeping each other
in a lethal stranglehold. The Lord was gathering the nations in the Valley
of Jehoshaphat and nothing could prevent the Cold War from turning into
a Third and Final World War. As one Rastafarian leader confidently
quoted Revelation 11:14: "The second woe is passed, and behold the third
one cometh quickly."

At the same time, oppressed black peoples in Africa were shaking off
the colonial shackles. In the Maghreb armed rebellion forced France,
already humiliated at Dien Bien-Phu, to concede independence to
Morocco and Tunesia in 1956, and to fight a cruel but futile war in Algeria.
Meanwhile, guerrillas kept the French busy in the southern part of
Cameroon. Togo, Ivory Coast, and Madagascar achieved internal self-
government, and Guinea independence. Violent rioting in Leopoldville
(Kinshasa) forced Belgium to préparé for similar steps in Congo, while in
Guinea-Bissau a prolonged guerrilla against the Portuguese broke out.

Similar developments could be witnessed in the British territories, where
Kenya was the scène of a bitter war between the colonial settlers and the
Land and Freedom Army (Mau Mau). The staunch resistance of the Mau
Mau warriors, some of whose leaders wore locks, strongly appealed to the
imagination of the Rastafarians. Their example may, as Campbell (1985:95)
argues, very well have inspired the dreadlocks style among the radicals.
Sudan secured full independence in 1956. The Gold Coast colony of
Ghana achieved the same status one year later and under the leadership of
Kwame Nkrumah became the symbol of independent African moderni-
zation, providing Rastafarians and other Black Nationalists in Jamaica with
renewed hope for a speedy fulfillment of the Garveyite dream. As Sam B.
Spence, one of the leading EWF spokesmen, observed: "with the birth of
'Ghana' and other independent African nations, the movement is
growing."32 Many no doubt reasoned that once Africa was liberated from
white, colonial oppression, the liberation and repatriation of the Africans in
the West would be only a matter of time.
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In South Africa black and colored people proved that not even the most
draconian laws could keep them down forever. Although the struggle
against apartheid at times seemed hopelessly futile, countless acts of non-
violent resistance represented an equally large number of at least moral
victories. Despite excessively cruel repression and despite the arrest of
virtually all anti-apartheid leaders, the struggle continued unabated, and
by the end of the decade, with the foundation of the Pan African
Congress, increasingly came to include armed resistance.

In the United States the 1954 Brown v. The Board of Education ruling,
the Montgomery bus boycott, and the Federal-enforced admission of
black pupils to the all-white high school at Little Rock, Arkansas, proved
that the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference were increasingly
successful in their bid to enforce equal rights and justice. But here also
legal action and non-violent protest required more resilience and patience
than many were able to muster. During the second half of the 1950s voices
advocating a more militant course became louder and louder.

Everywhere oppressed black people rebelled against white domination.
In 1958 militancy even surfaced in the very heart of the British Empire,
when Notting Hill experienced its first race riot. Rastafarians and other
Afro-oriented groups in Jamaica closely followed these developments and
rallied to express their support for the black struggle. The Afro-Caribbean
League, for example, organized mass meetings to commemorate Ghana's
independence and to discuss the Notting Hill riots.33

A final development of great relevance to the Rastafarians was the
revolution in nearby Cuba. From a Rastafarian perspective, it was the
triumph of the original Amerindian inhabitants of the island, another step
closer towards repatriation in its broader sense. As Cuba was being
recaptured by the Amerindians, so Jamaica would soon be returned into
the hands of its original inhabitants, and the Africans would return to
Africa, the Europeans to Europe, and so on.

The Rastafarians' expectations about fulfillment of prophecy in 1958 or
1959 were no doubt also based on biblical chronology. After all, the first
large-scale deportation of Israelites into Babylonian captivity took place in
597 B.C. (2 Kings 24:14-16). On October 12, 539 B.C., fifty-eight years
later, Babyion feil at the hands of the Persian King Cyrus, "the Lord's
Anointed," who issued a decree allowing the captives to return to Judah
(Ezra 1:1-4). One year later the first group returned (Ezra 2:64).

In March 1958 hopes for deliverance once again manifested themselves,
when Prince Emmanuel Charles Edwards organized "the first and last"
universal Rastafarian convention. This 21-day "grounation" was an-
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nounced in widely distributed pamphlets and, according to informants of
Smith, Augier, and Nettleford (1960:15), even attracted the attention of the
newly arrived governor, who was said to have paid a visit to Prince's
Coptic Theocratic Temple in the slums of West Kingston shortly before the
grounation began. Hundreds of Rastas from all over the island came to
attend the convention. Some, convinced of their immediate repatriation at
the end of the garnering, had reportedly sold out their possessions.34

The Jamaica Times claimed that the Rastas had "summoned" Governor
Blackburne and Chief Minister Norman Manley to meet them in order to
discuss their immediate departure to Africa. "They termed the West Indies
'a pit of heil' and they want to return to 'David's Royal Kingdom'," the
newspaper reported.35 Initially, the authorities paid little attention, but as
soon as the press began to report on the unusual assembly and rumors
about ritual sacrifices surfaced, police harassment increased.36

Towards the end of the convention, Prince sent a telegram to Queen
Elizabeth n. Referring to biblical chronology, he bluntly stated: "We the
descendants of Ancient Ethiopia call upon you for our repatriation for this
is the 58th year. Emergency answer." At Buckingham Palace, an annoyed
secretary dispatched a copy to the Colonial Office and in the accompany-
ing memo equally brusquely demanded information: "Who are these?!"
The Colonial Office briefly explained what it knew about the Rastafarians
and Her Majesty's Private Secretary requested to inform Prince about the
proper procedures with regard to addressing the Queen.37

The Rastas did not wait on their "emergency answer." On Saturday
March 22, at the end of the convention, some three-hundred Rastafarians
tried to "capture" Kingston in the name of Haile Selassie. Shouting slo-
gans and carrying banners of red, gold, green, and black, they assembled in
Victoria Park. The invasion, however, was unsuccessful. The police drove
them out and arrested several Rastas for possession of ganja (cf. Barrett
1988:92-95; Smith, Augier & Nettleford 1960:14-15).

The grounation, according to Smith, Augier, and Nettleford (1960:15),
was "the decisive point in the deterioration of relations between the
Government and the public on the one hand, and the Ras Tafari movement
on the other." In the following months numerous Rastafarians were arres-
ted, beaten, and abused. Dreadlocked Rastafarians in particular suffered
from police harassment and the wrath of the public. According to Homiak
(forthcoming) "they could not ride upon public transportation and were
frequently subject to having their locks forcibly trimmed by the police."
On May 7, 1959 the security forces also retaliated against Prince
Emmanuel, burning down his camp in West Kingston (Van de Laar 1989:
28-29). Hardly a month later, an incident occurred which Barrett (1988:93)
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wrongly interprets as a Rastafarian attempt to "capture" Spanish Town's
Old Kings House, once the residence of the governors of Jamaica. In fact, a
group of nine Rastafarian families, squatters on lands belonging to an es-
tate near Spanish Town, had occupied the steps and demanded a meeting
with Mayor Leslie. Their shacks had been demolished at the orders of the
Parish Council and they wanted to file a complaint.38 The mayor promised
to see what he could do, but by the end of the month the police chased
them away. With no place else to go, the Rastas moved to a cemetery on
the outskirts of Spanish Town.39

While some Rastafarians became increasingly bold, the police was bent
on preventing even the slightest chance of unrest. In October security
forces twice raided a Rastafarian community in Geneva, Westmoreland.
The (unknown) leader of the group was sent to prison, which reportedly
led to a decline in the activities of Rastafarians in the north-western part of
the island.40 Such local successes, however, were immediately frustrated
by a growing number of incidents elsewhere. In West Kingston a group of
Rastafarians clashed with the Fire Brigade, while in St. Catherine an inci-
dent occurred during which the police shot and killed a 32-year-old Rasta
by the name of Herman McKenzie.41 Commenting on the Kingston
incident in his Gleaner column "Today," G.St.C. Scotter compared the
problem of the "small but irritating minority [of] 'bearded men"' with the
problems the British at the time experienced with Cypriot "terrorists."
Somewhat disappointed he wrote: "but if we were to consider deporting
them I suppose the only place we could send them to would be Abyssinia,
who probably would not want them anyway."42

THE LEPERS' GOVERNMENT

The chain of incidents during 1958 renewed the Constabulary Force's
interest in the Rastafarians. The Intelligence Unit decided to carry out "a
general survey" of the movement. As it advised the governor:

The tendency on the part of Rastafarians to join in any trouble or
demonstration, coupled with their known addiction to ganja, makes it
necessary for a close watch to be continuously kept on the movement and
the possibility that they may incite unemployed or malcontents to
violence cannot be overlooked.43

One of those closely scrutinized was Claudius V. Henry, who had lived in
the United States for several years and after a vision had come to regard
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himself as the Repairer of the Breach referred to in Isaiah 58:12.44 In April
1958, four months after his return to Jamaica, he was introduced to Edna
Fisher, the leader of a small group of EWF followers, who regularly met at
her home at 78 Rosalie Avenue, West Kingston. Henry presented himself
as the biblical prophet Cyrus, the liberator of the captive Israelites, the
Lord's Anointed. He also claimed to have visited Ethiopia in January
1958.45 Henry soon assumed control over the group at Rosalie Avenue
and from there rapidly gained a wider following. Within a few months his
regular Wednesday and Saturday night sermons drew large crowds,
including many Rastafarians. The Repairer of the Breach also traveled
through the island to organize public meetings.46 By the end of the year,
unobstructed but closely watched by the police, Henry formally opened
the African Reform Church of God in Christ and declared himself the
leader of "The Seventh Emmanuel's Brethren, administrating The Lepers'
Government, God's Righteous Government of Everlasting Peace."

In March 1959, Claudius Henry began to distribute some 5,000 blue
membership cards, in which he announced a conference in April and a
repatriation deadline in October. Part of the card read:

Pioneering Israel's scattered children of African Origin back home to
Africa, this year 1959, deadline date Oct. 5th, This New Government is
God's Righteous Kingdom of Everlasting Peace on Earth, "Creations
Second Birth". Holder of this certificate is requested to visit the
Headquarters at 78 Rosalie Ave., off Waltham Park Road, April lst, 11.
a.m. through April 7th. Please preserve this Certificate for removal. No
passport will be necessary for those returning to Africa. Bring this
Certificate with you on April lst, for "Official Stamping."47

While many in his rapidly growing ranks may have believed that he could
work miracles (Chevannes 1976:268-70), Henry counted on a less mira-
culous fulfillment of his own prophecy. In March 1959 he wrote a long
letter to the British Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Referring to numerous
biblical passages, he warned "the honourable Gentlemen" that Britain
faced "a dreadful woe of destruction." The only way out was to submit to
the chosen Israelites, "God's Battle Ax" i.e. Henry's Lepers' Government.

If this offer of Everlasting peace, by our Government, be rejected by the
British Government because of foolish pride, and colour prejudice, then
the leaders of Britain will be committing to themselves "Suicide" and
"murder" not only to the British people alone, but also to the whole
world, which at this time are depending upon Britain for protection from
a Russian invasion, which will drag the world and many great nations into
captivity.48

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:14:23PM
via free access



86 FRANK JAN VAN DIJK

Considering Russia to be God's "weapon of war," Henry maintained that
the key to Britain's survival lay in providing transportation for the
immediate return of "Africa's scattered children." He thus demanded an
interview with Her Majesty's government to arrange for repatriation, "at
earliest convenience," but before "deadline date" October 5.

The convention at Rosalie Avenue during the first week of April 1959
attracted several hundred persons each day, including a few undercover
police officers. The church building was "equipped with a microphone,
and decorated with pictures of Haile Selassie. Others depict[ed] white
Americans lynching Negroes." Henry presented himself as "another
Moses, chosen by God to deliver them out of bondage and lead them back
to Africa." He insisted that he was widely supported, not only by ordinary
Jamaicans, but also by over fifty policemen and a large number of soldiers.
Contrary to Chevannes's (1976:275) statement that "no one [in Henry's
following] knew how repatriation was going to take place," Henry
informed his flock about his efforts to force the British to provide ships.
According to the Constabulary, the reverend also threatened that

if nothing were done [about repatriation] the audience should préparé for
bloodshed, as they would take charge of the Government ... We have no
machine guns, no planes, but we have bricks, stones, gasoline and
matches. With these weapons Jamaica will be left desolate as a
graveyard.49

To reinforce his demand for transportation, Henry announced a maren
through Kingston, scheduled for August 1, Emancipation Day.

Not only the police became worried by Henry's success and threats;
several Rastafarian leaders also thought that the clean-shaven, self-
declared prophet was way off limits. On April 5, 1959 Archibald Dunkley
called a meeting in West Kingston during which Henry's activities were
denounced as "a racket." According to Dunkley, it was impossible for
anyone to leave the island without a passport. Henry's threats of violence
would only foil the movement's repatriation efforts. He "advised ticket-
holders to keep calm" and thought that "if Henry's plans did not material-
ize he should not be allowed to remain in the island." The crowd agreed.50
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THE INTELLIGENT FORCES

While the Repairer of the Breach continued the preparations for his march
and "deadline date" with meetings in Clarendon, Manchester, and St.
Mary, the residents of downtown Kingston were once again surprised by
a violent incident. On May 7, 1959 a dispute between a Rastafarian gate-
keeper, Sidney Maitland, and a market policeman at the Coronation
Market, tumed into a large-scale battle. Police reinforcements were greeted
with a barrage of stones, bottles, fruits, and vegetables, and two police
vans were set on fire before tear gas dispersed the crowd. The police
chased the protesters, who fled to the slum areas of Ackee Walk and Back-
O-Wall, where numerous homes went up in flames and eighty-seven
persons, most of them Rastafarians, were arrested.51

The excessive use of force prompted two representatives of the United
Rases Organization, a Rastafarian group from Jones Town, to request an
inquiry. The Gleaner described them as admirers of Fidel Castro, wearing
their hair "Cuban revolutionary style." The two delegates, who claimed to
represent 65,000 Rastafarians, also demanded repatriation to Ethiopia.52

Both calls went unheeded, but when the more than eighty arrested and
handcuffed protesters were marched to the Sutton Street courtroom on
May 11, they were cheered by a large crowd of Rastafarians predicting
"fire, thunder and earthquake!" for the police.53

The "disgraceful" riot at the Coronation Market and the almost island-
wide excitement caused by Claudius Henry for the first time aroused
serious interest for the Rastafarians' cause in the press. Several columnists
called on the government to investigate into the problem of "the unkempt
cult of the Lions of Judah." Various options were advanced, ranging from
"a one-way group ticket on a slow boat to Africa" to giving the courts
"the power to award a thorough hot bath and a haircut." All commen-
tators, however, agreed that it was high time to take the matter "more
seriously than we have done so far."54 The editors of the Gleaner also feit
that the fervor caused by this "so-called Back-to-Africa Movement" was
getting out of hand. Although they considered the whole affair to be bor-
dering on lunacy, they demanded that the government tackle the problem
without further delay. The best solution, they added, would be to secure a
statement from Addis Ababa informing the Rastafarians that they were not
welcome in Ethiopia.55

The editorial provoked a response from Sam Spence, one of the key
figures in the EWF and secretary of Local 13.56 Spence made no secret of
his contempt for Claudius Henry and other "obviously most illiterate and
uncultured" leaders in the Rastafarian movement, "whose frequent
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display of ignoble acts and silly speeches, have naturally led some people
to believe that all the people of the Back-to-Africa Movement are illiterate
and undisciplined." He warned, however, that "intelligent forces" were
agitating for repatriation as well. Moreover, since the Emperor himself had
made land available, Jamaicans were most welcome in Africa.57

The claim that Ethiopia would indeed be willing to accommodate
prospective migrants came as quite a surprise to both the Gleaner and
Governor Blackburne, who received a copy of Spence's letter. Both
decided to swing into action. The editor-in-chief, Theodore Seally, immedi-
ately wrote a letter to the Ethiopian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. After
explaining that the issue was creating "considerable upstir" in Jamaica, he
requested "some authoritative statement on the matter, so that truth shall
prevail and unrest obviated."58

Having witnessed a year and a half of incidents involving increasingly
boisterous Rastafarians, Sir Kenneth Blackburne also thought the time ripe
to grasp the nettle. On June 10, 1959 he dispatched extensive reports on
Claudius Henry and the Rastafarian movement to the Secretary of State in
the Colonial Office, Alan Lennox-Boyd. In the accompanying letter he
informed Lennox-Boyd that Henry was "a charlatan and rogue of a
dangerous kind ... not to be confused with the Rastafarian movement." He
hoped that the police would "shortly be able to obtain evidence to justify
prosecution" of the Repairer of the Breach.59

The govemor, however, saw little use in repressive measures only. "In
the long term there is little doubt that the only method of suppressing the
movement will be by sociological means," wrote Sir Kenneth, carefully
emphasizing to be speaking on behalf of Chief Minister Manley as well.
Both men thought that "no real impact will be made on the minds of these
people unless they can be convinced that their faith in a return to Africa is
misconceived and that their belief that they will be welcomed on their
return by the Emperor Haile Selassie is without foundation." Thus the
governor reminded of his predecessor's failed attempt to enlist the support
of Haile Selassie and requested Lennox-Boyd

to approach the Government of Ethiopia in order to secure a definite
statement that Government and the Emperor of Ethiopia have no interest
whatsoever in these unfortunate and misguided people in Jamaica; and
that there can be no question of them being admitted to Ethiopia either
now or in the future.60

Yet Sir Kenneth also had a plan of his own and expressed "optimistic
hopes" of converting the Rastafarians with the assistance of the Moral
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Rearmament movement (MRA), a world-wide Protestant organization
headed by the former Lutheran minister Frank N. Buchman, bent on
delivering mankind through its four "moral absolutes" of Honesty, Purity,
Love, and Unselfishness (Eister 1950).

Governor Blackburne's hopes to have the MRA convert the Rastafari-
ans were based on an idea by - again - the custos of St. James, Francis M.
Kerr-Jarrett, the MRA patron in Jamaica.61 Three years earlier he had pres-
sured Governor Foot to take action against the Rastafarians. Kerr-Jarrett
had kept a keen interest in the movement ever since. He had supplied
Rastafarian groups with literature about the MRA and was also believed
to have supported some financially.62 In late May or early June 1959 he
was approached by Brother Aubrey Brown, the leader of the Orange
Street Gulley group from Montego Bay. Brown had expressed his wish to
visit the MRA's conference center on Mackinac Island, Michigan, and to
learn more about the movement's teachings. After some deliberations,
Kerr-Jarrett arranged and financed a visit to Mackinac for seven members
of the group, including Aubrey Brown. The Gleaner, which now closely
followed the developments in the Rastafarian movement, considered the
MRA's involvement "one good way of tackling this urgent problem."63

When the seven Rastafarians returned from the MRA conference on
August 22, 1959, they were welcomed with an official reception in
Montego Bay's Town Hall. From the fact that an estimated three-hundred
Rastafarians in "full regalia" squeezed themselves into the hall, it appears
that fascination with Moral Rearmament was not restricted to only a small
fringe in Rastafari. The press in any case considered it "a history-making
occasion." Welcoming the Rastafarians, Montego Bay's mayor declared
that "it's my city and it's your city ... there are no two classes of citizens ...
Let us, therefore, build together in peace and freedom." Brother Brown
reportedly told the audience: "I do not have tongue to teil you how
greatly respected we all were by the nations there."64 An MRA supporter
later reported the contents of Aubrey Brown's speech to the newspaper:

[B]efore we can do anything at all, we have to be morally re-armed - no
thieves, no liars, can enter there and I want you to understand that we
don't want lazy men or women ... What I saw there (at Mackinac) is the
greatest thing I have seen in my life - a mighty force. I have never seen
anything as big as this before, and I am proud to be a son of St. James ...
I was treated like a son of God. Men of every nation wanted to talk with
me. Dr. Buchman gave me a seat at his right hand.65

Brown was obviously impressed and had clearly enjoyed the respect paid
to him. Many members of his group, however, thought otherwise. Shortly
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after Brown's return, some forty Rastas deserted the Orange Street Gulley
group and joined the Railway Lane group of Leonard Morle, who in
February 1957 had broken away from Brown's group after declaring King
Saud (ibn Abdul Aziz) of Saudi Arabia to be the Messiah. There were, as
the Constabulary Force reported, "considerable ill-feelings against Brown
who is accused of abandoning their original object of fighting for the right
to go back to Africa and selling himself to build a new Jamaica."66

THE IMPRACTICAL PLAN

While the Rastafarians from Montego Bay had been away to Mackinac
Island, Claudius Henry had continued his agitation for transportation to
Ethiopia. Following his letter of March 1959 to the Foreign Office, Henry
was informed that all petitions to Whitehall should be submitted through
the govemor, who would direct them to the Colonial Office. In May Henry
thus wrote a second letter to London, this time to the secretary of state for
the colonies and in quite a different tone:

We regard this period of our history as the most important of all ages,
when the prophesies are being fulfilled on every hand ... [T]he time has
come and now is, for us the descendances of the slaves that were brought
here from Africa by English slave traders to return to our ancestors home
land known as Africa ... We ... have tried hard to get in touch with repre-
sentatives of Her Majesty's Government, but we have been always treated
with utter dis-regard ... We have gone through organising nearly 15000
people who are now ready to go back home. We therefore through this
medium request an interview with Her Majesty's Government to discuss
means of transportation. Kindly inform us when an audience may be had
with Her Majesty's Government as our deadline date is Oct. 5th. 1959.67

While awaiting an invitation from London, Henry actively campaigned in
the rural parishes. In May he distributed another 5,000 revised copies of
the blue membership cards, followed in July by 25,000 copies of two
different pamphlets, all as invitations to the Emancipation Jubilee march.
The police reported that the reverend warned that if his demands were not
heeded, August 1 would become "Bloody Saturday." The pamphlets,
however, called for a peaceful demonstration:

come in your hundreds and thousands and see the beginning of Israël's
Restoration and God's plan for our Miraculous Repatriation. We want to
assure the General Public that this good tidings of Repatriation, stands for
peace and "Freedom of Speech," every step of the way. "NO
VIOLENCE."68
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But the Commissioner of Police refused to grant permission for the
march,69 forcing Henry to cancel the event.

Nevertheless, during August and early September 1959 tension was
rapidly building up. Police reports spoke about increased unrest
throughout Jamaica. Rumor had it that some Rastafarians were threatening
"to burn down Kingston" if no transportation to Africa would be
supplied. The colonial government, however, had no intention to take the
demands seriously. In accordance with Manley and Blackburne's advice,
Lennox-Boyd informed Henry that Her Majesty's government was not
prepared to discuss his "impractical" repatriation plan since "there is no
reason to believe that any of the countries in Africa would be willing to
receive substantial numbers of persons from Jamaica."70

Ironically, it was precisely at this moment, while the unrest was nearing
its climax, that the Gleaner's editor-in-chief received a reply from the
Ethiopian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Contrary to what the Colonial
Office had just told Henry, the Ethiopians confirmed that

as a token of his appreciation for the services of the Ethiopian World
Federation rendered to the Ethiopian cause during the Fascist invasion of
our country, His Imperial Majesty Haile Selassie lst, has been pleased to
grant for the use of the Ethiopian World Federation lands not very far
from the capital city of Addis Ababa.71

Seally at once notified Governor Blackburne, who dispatched a copy of
the Ethiopian response to London. Probably against his own better
judgement, he informed Lennox-Boyd that since the EWF headquarters
were based in New York, "there is no direct evidence that land will be
made available, in Ethiopia, to migrants from Jamaica."72 Nevertheless,
Blackburne ordered the Constabulary Force to immediately gather intelli-
gence on the EWF and the land grant.

The publication of the Ethiopian letter in the Gleaner no doubt re-
affirmed many in the belief that repatriation would be only a matter of
weeks, perhaps months. Reverend Claudius V. Henry R.B., in any case,
seemed determined to fulfill his promise of transportation on October 5, in
spite of the negative reaction from London. On September 17 he left for
New York, where he said he would meet several African and black
American leaders to discuss his plans for the "Miraculous Repatriation."

With deadline date coming near, the rumors of imminent repatriation
became so persistent that a Gleaner columnist once again called for
"official pronouncement" on the matter:
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[A]ll over the country, public meetings and demonstrations, are being
sponsored by various factions of the "Back-to-Africa" movement and it
is even being said that a number of natives are gearing to be "shipped"
to Africa some time in October this year ... It is of striking interest that a
number of bearded brethren and their womenfolk have been busy
making purchases of items necessary for the pilgrimage. In some country
districts there is talk among some people of selling out their belongings
to join the crusade.73

Three days before the October 5 deadline date Henry returned to Jamaica.
He had not only gone to the United States, but also claimed to have visited
Ethiopia. The Gleaner reported that Henry had talks with government
officials there, but "declined to comment on the results of his mission."74

Within a few days, the full effect of the distribution of the thousands of
pamphlets and membership cards, viewed by many as a free passage to
Africa, became clear. During the weekend of October 3 and 4,1959 several
hundreds of Rastafarians and others longing to return to the Promised
Land gathered at Henry's Rosalie Avenue headquarters, all ready to set
sail for Ethiopia. Many, often from the rural parishes, had indeed sold their
belongings and were now looking for "the man who ah give out the
passport." Henry ordered them to "shave their beards, cut their hair and
clean up themselves in preparation for the trip."75

But as soon turned out, there were no ships on D-day. The bearers of
the blue cards were, of course, bitterly disappointed, but no disorder was
reported. Instead, they joined in singing and preaching, patiently waiting
for Henry to explain what was going on. Henry, however, failed to put in
an appearance, allegedly because he was too exhausted. Some returned
home, but others had to stay around, because they either had no money
for their bus fare back home or were too ashamed to face family and
friends. The Gleaner reported that Henry had told "that yesterday was
not the day on which the people would leave for Africa, as commonly
believed." He said that October 5 had been "a day of decision for
everyone," but declined to explain what he meant exactly.76

EPILOGUE

In the weeks following the failed repatriation effort, Henry's activities
were sharply denounced by several leaders of the Rastafarian movement
and the Ethiopian World Federation. The "hoax," however, did not deter
the various back-to-Africa groups from pursuing their goal. On the
contrary, the reconfirmation of the land grant and the publicity for their
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cause released new energies. Sam Spence, secretary of EWF Local 13,
emerged as one of the most eloquent protagonists. In two lengthy letters
to the Gleaner, he minutely explained the "noble aspirations of the
African peoples of the world." Spence accused the colonial government
of "trying to dodge the issue" and called for immediate "intelligent dis-
cussions at the highest level officially on the subject of Back-to-Africa."77

Governor Blackburne realized that the comparatively well-organized
and articulate EWF might be a f ar more influential force than the various
Rastafarian groups or the discredited Repairer of the Breach. He admitted
that Britain had indeed been sidestepping the issue, "and with good
reason," but nevertheless feit that "the stage has now been reached for us
to come to grips with the situation."78

Badly informed as they still were, the governor and the Colonial and
Foreign Offices nervously tried to collect further information. The
Constabulary Force produced several intelligence reports on the EWF and
the British Embassy in Addis Ababa was asked to provide detailed
information on the land grant. Blackburne still hoped that some official
Ethiopian statement could be obtained, in order to prove that Jamaicans
were not welcome in the Empire, but the Colonial Office eventually replied
that they saw no chance of securing such a statement: "The Ethiopian
government are always very reluctant to commit themselves, and it would
be particularly difficult to get the Emperor to rebuff groups of Jamaicans
who appear to regard him as a Messiah." In fact, London even advised
against approaching the Ethiopians for further information: "A possible
complication is that ... the Ethiopians might get the impression that we
were ourselves interested in assisting immigration from Jamaica, and it is
not inconceivable that this impression might get back to Jamaica."79

By the end of the year it became clear that the "sociological means to
suppress the movement" had become pitiful failures. The colonial
authorities were continuously one step behind. Communications between
Kingston and London were slow, while intelligence was in most cases
merely of an ad hoc character and not always very thorough. That no one
seemed to be aware of the Ethiopian land grant, published on the front
page of the Gleaner in September 1955, is a remarkable omission.
Moreover, although the Constabulary Force kept a close watch over
potential troublemakers like Claudius Henry, it had largely neglected the
self-declared "intelligent forces": an attitude betraying a gross misunder-
standing of the extent to which the quest for repatriation had permeated
Jamaican society. Finally, the authorities' reactions also disclosed an at
least partial misapprehension of the dynamics of socio-religious move-
ments. Blackburne and Manley no doubt correctly observed that
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repression would not contain Rastafari. But paradoxically, repression
seemed to increase. They also wrongly assumed that an Ethiopian state-
ment denying the Emperor's divinity or the possibility of migration would
have a discouraging effect on the Rastafarians. Govemor Foot had already
expressed his doubt of being able to "convince our Rastafaris that [such
a] statement came from the Emperor," if at all London would succeed in
obtaining it. The government-sponsored mission to Africa in 1961, the
1966 state visit of Haile Selassie to Jamaica, and the Emperor's "disap-
pearance" in 1974 would later prove him right.

While the colonial govemment was rapidly loosing track of the devel-
opments, it soon turned out that the failed repatriation attempt of October
1959 was only a temporary climax. Six months after the deadline date, in
early April 1960, the police raided Claudius Henry's headquarters and dis-
covered a collection of home-made weapons. Henry and fifteen of his
flock were charged with conspiracy to overthrow the govemment and
tried for treason.80 The preliminary hearings were barely over, when in July
his son Ronald and a small number of fellow desperadoes shot and killed
three Rastafarians and two British soldiers in the Red Hills. After a massive
manhunt lasting several nervous days Henry junior and his accomplices
were eventually captured (Van Dijk 1993:131-49). The Jamaican public
and govemment seemed convinced that the whole event was nothing less
than a Rastafarian coup attempt. Many questions need to be answered
about this episode as well.

NOTES

1. Simpson's early work (1955a, b,c, 1962) is the only contemporary source for the
1950s. Posfs (1978) study of the 1938 labor rebellion and Hill's (1981) account of
Leonard HowelTs early activities are the main sources on the 1930s. Hoenisch (1988)
writeson the raid on the Pinnacle community in 1941. Post's (1981) two volumes on
Jamaica during World War II provide useful, but fragmentary information on Rasta-
fari during the early 1940s. The most valuable studies for the 195Os are Chevannes
1976, 1989 and Homiak 1985, and forthcoming, based on oral history. Chevannes
discusses Hinds's King of Kings Mission, Youth Black Faith, and Henry's African
Reform Church. Homiak reviews the rise of the dreadlocks.

2. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (January 5,1957); cf. Post 1981:95.

3. The Daily Gleaner, June 13,1951, p. 1.

4. The Daily Gleaner, June 14,1951, p. 6.

5. The Daily Gleaner, June 14,1951, p. 6.
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6. The Daily Gleaner, June 19,1951, p. 6.

7. The Daily Gleaner, June 18,1951, p. 6.

8. The Daily Gleaner, June 15,1951, p. 1.

9. The Daily Gleaner,Jane 16,1951,p. 1.

10. TheDaily Gleaner, April 15,1954,p. 1.

11. The Daily Gleaner, May 3,1954, p. 4. Chevannes (1989:248ff.) also refers to a
march in 1952, while Smith, Augier & Nettleford (1960:11) mention a march early in
the 1950s. It is unclear whether this is the same or a different incident. In September
1954 Youth Black Faith once again clashed with the police, when several members
were arrested in an attempt to free three others from jail (Chevannes 1989:252-54).

12. There are conflicting estimates about the numerical strength of the Howellites at
the initial stage of the Pinnacle community. Post (1981:189) maintains that "over
500" adherents followed The Gong to St. Catherine, but also notes that during the
late 1930s Howell's Ethiopian Salvation Society in Kingston had some 2,000
members. Smith, Augier & Nettleford (1960:9) mention 1,600 residents in Pinnacle's
early days, while the police reports a number of 1300 (PRO, CD 1031/2767, January
5, 1957). There are also widely divergent estimates about the total numbers of
Rastafarians during the 1950s. Simpson mentions 1,800 in Kingston at the time of nis
research (1953). The Constabulary estimated the total number island-wide to be
somewhere near 1,900 in 1957 and at 1,640 precisely in 1959 (with no more than
700 in Kingston). One year later, Smith, Augier & Nettleford (1960:17) estimated the
" declared RasTafari brethern" in Kingston alone at 10,000 to 15,000.

13. According to Rastafarian columnist Arthur Kitchin, writing in the Gleaner
(April 25, 1981) many years later: " It is claimed that Howell was one of the major
ganja exporters during this period, with confederates among the colonial
establishment and the fledgling government led by National Hero, Sir Alexander
Bustamante. Hence, he was allowed to operate without fear of arrest for nearly a
decade until his activities were curtailed."

14. The Daily Gleaner, July 17,1941, p. 1.

15. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (January 5,1957).

16. The Daily GleanerMvj 25,1954,p. 1; May 27,1954,p. 1; May 28,1954,p. 1.

17. The Daily Gleaner, April 8, 1954, p. 4. The suggestion that Howell was not
among those arrested is to be treated with some care as the newspaper collections of
the institutions consulted (The Institute of Jamaica, The Main Library of the Univer-
sity of the West Indies and the Gleaner Company in Kingston, the Newspaper Library
in London, and the Library of Congress in Washington) were all imperfect. The issues
of May 23 and 24, 1954, for example, appear to have been lost. I would, of course,
welcome any additional informaüon.

18. The Daily Gleaner, June 6,1954, p. 5; June 15,1954, p. 4; June 17, 1954, p. 5;
June 18,1954, p. 5; June 22,1954, p. 4.

19. Chevannes 1989:33; The Daily Gleaner, April 25,1981; Van Dijk 1993:109-10.
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20. Pinnacle was destroyed after the raid and Howell is said to have remained in
Kingston. He was allegedly sent to Bellevue Hospital in 1960. Why and how long he
had to stay there is not clear, but he certainly did not die in Kingston's mental
asylum, as Barren. (1977:87) initially assumed. Together with a few dedicated adher-
ents The Gong (re)settled on a new site, also named Pinnacle, in the vicinity of the
" front Pinnacle" (Nagashima 1984:39-40). They lived in almost total seclusion, but
were occasionally subject to police raids. In 1978 Howell was arrested and fined
£1200 for possession of ganja. His newproperty was also repeatedly ransacked by
burglars. In May 1979 gunmen invaded his home, demanded ganja and money, and
molested the 81-year-old Rastafarian (The Daily Gleaner, May 23, 1979, p. 1). One
year later, Howell lost Pinnacle in a court case, the details of which remain obscure.
Apparently a resourceful man, he took up residence in one of Kingston's most
luxurious hotels where, in February 1981, The Gong quietly passed away (The Daily
Gleaner, April 25, 1981). A group of about twenty Howellites still lived on the out-
skirts of Spanish Town during the early 198Os (Bilby & Leib 1986:25-26; Bishton
1988:109-15).

21. The Daily Gleaner, September 30,1955, p. 1.

22. Between 1881 and 1911 43,000 Jamaicans migrated to Panama, while thousands
went to Costa Rica, Honduras, and Cuba during the early twentieth century. In the
decades before 1921 46,000 Jamaicans migrated to the United States. Between 1953
and 1962 some 175,000 Jamaicans left for England, the largest numbers (some
71,000) leaving in 1960-61, the years following the Rastafarians' repatriation efforts.
After independence migration (mainly to the United States) continued on a compa-
rable scale. Between 1962 and 1989 575,000 legal migrants were registered (Roberts
1974:7-10; Economie (and Social) Survey Jamaica 1960-89).

23. PRO.CO 1031/1337 (May 6,1955).

24. In one such case, in May 1954, the local magistrate had ordered those not native
of St. James to leave the parish immediately, but apparently this had little effect, The
Daily Gleaner, May 3,1954, p. 4; May 28,1954, p. 8; June 3,1954, p. 5.

25. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (August 16,1956).

26. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (September 10,1956).

27. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (November 9,1956).

28. PRO, CO 1031/1958 (November 19,1956).

29. PRO.CO 1031/1958 (November 19,1956).

30. PRO.CO 1031/2767 (January 5,1957).

31. PRO.CO 1031/2767 (January 5,1957).

32. PRO.CO 1031/2767 (May 30,1959).

33. PRO, CO 1031/2489 (April 24, 1959).

34. Public Opinion, March 15, 1958, p. 4.

35. The Jamaica Times, March 8,1958, p. 4.
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36. The Daily Gleaner, March 22,1958, p. 3.

37. PRO.CO 1031/2767 (March 20,1958).

38. The Daily Gleaner, June 13,1958, p. 1.

39. 7/rii>une,June30,1958.

40. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (January 13,1959).

41. The Daily Gleaner, October 17,1958,p. 1; November 26,1958, p. 1; December
l,1958,p. 4.

42. The Daily Gleaner, October 20,1958, p. 10.

43. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (November 1958).

44. Chevannes 1976; The Daily Gleaner, October 5, 1960, p. 4; October 25, 1960,
p. 1; October 31,1960,p. 4.

45. The Daily Gleaner, October 22,1960, p. 1.

46. One such meeting in Manchester, in September 1958, attracted the attention of
the police. They reported the " inflammatory remarks" to the attorney general, but
he " advised against prosecution." PRO, CO 1031/2768 (April 9,1959).

47. PRO.CO 1031/2768 (March 2, 1959). The text cited here differs from the one
quoted by Smith, Augier & Nettleford (1960:15-16) and, as far as could be
ascertained, all other authors on Rastafari. There were two versions of the cards in
circulation: one printed in March 1959 and inviting the holders to the April
conference (cited here), and another printed in May, serving as an invitation to attend
the Emancipalion Jubilee on August 1, 1959 (cited by Smith, Augier & Nettleford).
Although most authors, following Smith, Augier & Nettleford, claim that Henry sold
these cards at a shilling a piece, police intelligence reports note that the reverend did
not charge them (which would have been reason for charges of fraud), but solicited
voluntary donations.

48. PRO.CO 1031/2768 (March 25,1959).

49. PRO.CO 1031/2768 (Aprü 9,1959).

50. PRO, CO 1031/2768 (April 9,1959).

51. The Daily Gleaner, May 8,1959, p. 3; cf. Smith, Augier & Nettleford 1960:16.

52. The Daily Gleaner, May 11,1959, p. 3.

53. The Rastafarian gatekeeper was convicted to a sentence of £12 or 90 days in
prison, but the trial of the 87 arrested was, perhaps deliberately, postponed until June
15,1959. The Daily Gleaner, May 12,1959, p. 4.

54. The Daily Gleaner, May l l ,1959,p . 8.

55. PRO.CO 1031/2767 (May 29,1959).

56. Sam Spence, bom in 1922, had founded the Brotherhood Solidarity of United
Ethiopians (BSUE) in 1941. After Maymie Richardson's visit to Jamaica, the BSUE
merged into EWF Local 37. Spence, a government employee, became its president,
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but two years later dropped out to establish Local 13.

57. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (May 30,1959).

58. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (June 3,1959).

59. PRO, CO 1031/2768 (June 10,1959).

60. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (June 10, 1959).

61. The Daily Gleaner, June 28,1959, p. 4.

62. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (January 13,1959).

63. The Daily Gleaner, June 28,1959, p. 4; cf. The Daily Gleaner, June 23,1959.

64. The Daily Gleaner, August 25,1959, p. 10.

65. The Daily Gleaner, October 3,1959, p. 12.

66. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (January 13,1959 and September 1959).

67. PRO.CO 1031/2768 (May 28,1959).

68. PRO, CO 1031/2768 (May 11,1959).

69. The Daily Gleaner, October 11,1960,n.p.

70. PRO, CO 1031/2768 (September 2,1959).

71. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (September 9,1959).

72. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (September 30,1959).

73. The Daily Gleaner, October 2,1959, p. 10.

74. The Daily Gleaner, October 4,1959, p. 1; cf. October 25,1960, p. 1.

75. The Daily Gleaner, October 7, 1959, p. 1.

76. The Daily Gleaner, October 8,1959,p. 1; October 6,1959, p. 1.

77. The Daily Gleaner, September 24,1959; October 25,1959.

78. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (October 27,1959).

79. PRO, CO 1031/2767 (November 11,1959 and December 30,1959).

80. Henry was sentenced to ten years, but released in 1967. He had dropped the
idea of repatriation and began to build " God's Righteous Government on Earth" in
Jamaica and founded the New Creation Peacemakers' Association in Clarendon.
From the proceeds of several successful enterprises Henry created a thriving commu-
nity. During the election campaign of 1972 he again made headlines declaring PNP
leader Michael Manley part of the Holy Trinity. Around 1980 he shifted allegiance
to the Marxist Workers' Party of Jamaica. The Repairer of the Breach died in 1986
(Chevannes 1976,1986; Van Dijk 1993).
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