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During the late 60ôs, the sound of Desmond Dekker with his ñIt Mekò, ñShanty Townò and 

ñIsraelitesò appeared as an initiation on the musical landscape of South Africa, followed by 

Burning Spears ôGarveyós Ghostô in ó75; which established what was to become the advent 

of Reggae in South Africa.  

 

It was the time of the repressive apartheid regime and the second biggest crime the 

indigenous black people could commit, was to smoke ganja, or ñdaggaò, as it is known in  

S. A. and reggae propagated it. Dreadlocks were like a red flag to any of the babylon 

oppressors. It was the time of unbridled brutality, where one could disappear without trace. 

When, being black, meant you were automatically an enemy of the system.  

 

Suddenly, within this racist, remorseless and tyrannical domination, elders like Johnny 

Mash aka Jah Rootsman, Carlos Djedje, Themba ñAsherò Mabuza, Puppa Rico, Boetie 

ñJudahò, ñBettah musô Comeò and a very few and chosen elect; defied the system by 

growing their locks, becoming the forefathers of Rastafari in South Africa. Because it had 

never happened in a racist regime, at first babylon did not know how to deal with us. The 

kneejerk reaction was to harass anyone with dreadlocks, under the pretext of searching for 

ganja, throwing them into the police van and driving around for hours, eventually leaving 

whoever it was, wherever they felt like.  

 



What they didnôt understand was that we had no control over the fact it would be dangerous. 

We were touched by the Almighty spirit of JAH RASTAFARI. They didnôt realize it was 

not our choice to be what we turned out to be. Most of us grew up as obedient, little 

Christians. They were not aware that our biggest critics and oppressors were within our own 

families; who rejected the notion of one of their men folk, to grow their hair long in the 

dreaded tradition of the ancient African warriors. Rastafari had to contain a battle within and 

without. The haunting sound of this strange Reggae Riddim and calls for Mau Mau, Jomo 

Kenyatta, the Ashanti made our predominantly, missionary educated families, uneasy. 

Rootsman, who comes from a so called ócolouredô community, found himself in a strange 

land in his own community, where he was reviled, rebuked and rejected for his new found 

love of an Ethiopian Emperor called His Imperial Majesty , King Haile Selassie I Jah 

Rastafari and the great prophet Marcus Mosiah Garvey. Men who changed the lives of a 

vast section of the worldôs black population, who ended up naming themselves: 

RASTAFARI after the great EMPEROR KING HAILE SELASSIE I, JAH RASTAFARI 

                                            
Bearing in mind, when we started, it was not a movement but a feeling. One felt the urge 

rather than voluntarily submitting to it. No one said, letôs start a movement of Rastafari. It 

was a deep urge that just happened without plan or design. Up to the mid 80ôs, anyone who 

had dreads was true Rasta until the emergence of the pseudo Rasta, Lucky Dube, who 

always maintained that he was only a reggae artist and not part of Rastafari. Dreadlocks 

became a fashion as opposed to being exclusive to Rastas. This is not meant as disrespect to 

the man as he was one the greatest proponents of reggae out of Africa and was recognized as 

such all over the world. It is just a fact that he never fitted into the Rasta community and was 

also never accepted within its folds. All he wanted was to be a reggae singer and not belong 

to the community and he was respected for that by all South African Rastas. No one went to 

him for help and he never offered any to us. He denigrated and ostracized himself with his 

negative utterances on the Rastafari way of life. We all know that dreadlocks do not make a 

Rasta. One gets chosen. 

 

Before then, for two decades of growth in South Africa, the African continent could only 

look at us in awe, amazement and admiration to have the audacity to defy the most 

repressive Babylon system and still develop as a movement. As a result of exposure in 

magazines like ñHITò in the mid 80ôs, Jah Rootsman used to get flooded with 

correspondence from around the African continent, becoming the Spiritual leader for idrens 

asking for guidance and advice on the Rastafari way of life.  



 

      
Everywhere in Africa, governments developed a non-tolerance attitude towards anyone who 

had the inkling of dreadlocks or Rastafari and Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe was the most 

oppressive and repressive of the Rasta community, to which he likened them to gays and 

homosexuals; even though Zimbabwe had a radio station which provided reggae 24 hours. 

When Bob Marley performed in Zimbabwe on 17 April 1980, it was for the pleasure of the 

Zimbabweans and not for the advancement of the regime then. Even though we as Rastas 

propagate the philosophy of freedom to all, as instructed by H I M and are very much 

politically aware, we do not include politicians in our midst as they have an agenda contrary 

to what we believe in; starting with honesty and righteousness.     

 

           
 

In South Africa, Rastafari was never an underground movement and we openly flaunted the 

fact that we follow the teachings of H I M Haile Selassie Jah Rastafari, that the holy herb 

was our holy and sacred sacrament, and do not recognize Babylon as our authority. By the 

late 80ôs the concept of ñRub-a-Dubôs sprang up all over the townships, where bredren could 

mingle and get to know each other for fya against babylon. Dubs started as gatherings with 

brothers playing the latest riddim over house speakers, on then, vinyls or LPôs, to which 

there would be skanking right throughout the night, usually. Ital would be provided by the 

host while idren would bring herb for reasoning and meditations. In the beginning, there 

were also no queens except for the queen of the host and those who were already married 

and brought their wives along.  

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 



 

                   
 

At the end of the 80ôs, Jah Rootsman then owned the ñIsland Coffee Barò in his hometown, 

Eersterust in Pretoria, next to Mamelodi. Idrens came from all over to pay homage, as it 

was a first for the son of Rastafari to control a public establishment. It reflected advancement 

of Rastafari and a dent in the system. Also, in the irit of Rastafari, Jah Rootsman used to host 

talent splashes at the Coffee Bar for him community. 

 In ô82, on his bright yellow Opel Rekord 

and in open defiance, Jah Rootsman stuck two huge stickers of the ñLion of Judahò on the 

front doors of his car, which used to enrage Babylon continuously and earned him the title of 

ónog a fokken dagga rokerô (another f*&^ng ganja smoker) from them as well as 

harassment. To ities, it was more fya. In 1983, he visited Zimbabwe in his car, which caused 

quite a stir for both the authorities at the border and bredren ina Zims. 

 

                
 

Jah Rootsman, being a performer and a DubMaster already from the 80ôs, introduced the 

concept of free mic in dubs where idren suddenly found they could toast, sing and chant to 

dub riddims, of which Jah Rootsman had the biggest collection and variety.  

 

 

 

 



 

As Rastafari is a progressive spirit, soon proper sound systems came into being as the 

attendance at dubs became bigger and lasted from mere weekends to over weeks in 

succession. More soon, Dubs became the focus in earthdays, weddings, Rastafari 

celebrations and commemorations. It was in the yard of Jah Rootsman that the first  Official  

Nyahbingi in the Country, was held. 

 

                              
 

Presently, South Africa has the most and biggest Rastafari community in the world, 

comprising of nationalities from all over the globe. It is a manifestation of I&I hard work 

and I man will always give yanks for the tribute bestowed on we. It is with gratification, to 

look back in the years when individuals were the Trailblazers, to now see the vast and 

collective Rastafari communities in livity all over the African continent and not only in 

South Africa. Elders who were there to plant the seed of Rastafari in South Africa should 

feel the pride of being Forefathers to a universal movement founded by the ideals of our 

King and leader, Haile Selassie I, Jah Rastafari.  

 

   
 

Jah Rootsman feels blessed to have been honored the company of the finest, sincerest and 

most righteous elders one can ever wish for in a lifetime. That some of them do not know 

how to express themselves or have no tolerance with the folly of the easy and petulance of 

youth, does not detract from role they played in establishing and making sure the irit of 

Rastafari did not die through hardships and oppression. Massive raspect.  

 

The youthdrens, whenever they look up to an Elder, should have this in the forefront of their 

minds. That it was the same Elders, whom some despise, who gave birth to them with their 

blood and pride for the opportunity to lift their hand in dignity and say: ñJAH RASTAFARI, 

SELASSIE Iò; freely, without shame, fear or repression. My eternal gratitude to these elders, 

who dared with their lives and dignity; to plant this profound seed of humaneness under the 

auspicious patronage of our King and Emperor, Haile Selassie I, Jah Rastafari. In my life, I 

never want to be anything else in life but Rastafari. It is fulfillment of life.  

 

 



During the 90ôs, dreadlocks became a common thing in South Africa, as a fashion and 

statement of defiance, yet anyone who had dreads, was still called órastaô. It became difficult 

to know who then was a Rasta and who not. The only difference was that where ever we 

were, we always gravitated towards each other like homing devices. The best was, even 

though the movement was growing rapidly, we knew each other and it did not matter which 

part of the country you came from, we knew each other and it was always a pleasure to touch 

óbloodô. I used to find it uncanny how that happened.  

 

               
 

In this period, we had groups like Angolah and the Groaners, Musical Roots of Mamelodi, 

who performed with Jah Rootsman for an SABC TV program called La Pologa, at which the 

first South African Rastafari song by Jah Rootsman, ñLion ina Jungleò was banned as it 

contained the words ñJAHò in the lyrics. Then there were stalwarts like Carlos Djedje, who 

brought his reggae brand from Mozambique and inspired many reggae artists and bands that 

followed in South Africa. I may be wrong but he was the first dreadlocked Reggae artist to 

grace the scene.  

 

       
 

1994, when our independence dawned on us, we as Rastafari were the most elated as what 

we were singing and reasoning about, came into being. We no longer used a raised clenched 

fist in greeting but the ñtwo sevens clashò. We were free from slavery and oppression; and 

we had Mandela released; only to realize that slavery and oppression was wearing a different 

coat. Our repression had just begun. A relentless pursuit against us followed in the guise of a 

campaign against drugs, under which our holy herb became classified. Plants were uprooted, 

bags confiscated en route and raids were held to oppress the oppressed. Elders and 

youthdrens were arrested and appeared in courts on ganja charges. 

                                             



       
 

      
 

Unconfirmed statistics maintain that South Africans are the largest users of ganja, than 

anywhere else in the world. Probably why we have such a high, concentrated, diverse 

community of Rastafari living here presently, comprising of the Twelve Tribes, 

BoboShanti, Nyahbingi and Churchical.  

 

    
 

In September 1995, Jah Rootsman, with fellow elders, organized the first march of Rastafari 

in the country, which was attended by the massive at large and was peaceful. Six years after, 

on 04 May 2001, Jah Rootsman again organized another great and the last march against the 

system and Rastafari from all over, 2000 strong, came out in support. It was a glorious day 

in the annals of our history.  

     
 

    
                               EVEN BABYLON LOST DEM POWER OVER WE 


