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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 reg-

gae 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 tradi-

tion 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 Ethio-

pian Emperor called, His Imperial Majesty Haile Selassie I Jah Rastafari and the great prophet 

Marcus Mosiah Garvey. Men who changed the lives of a vast section of the world population, 

who ended up naming themselves: 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, lets start a movement of Rastafari. It was 

a deep urge that just happened without plans or premise. 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 ac-

cepted within its folds. All he wanted was to be a reggae singer and not belong to the commu-

nity and he was respected for that by 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 cho-

sen. 

 

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, Rootsman used to get flooded with correspondence from around the 

African continent, becom-

ing the Spiritual leader for 

idrens asking for guidance 

and advise. Everywhere in 

Africa, governments devel-

oped a non- tolerance atti-

tude towards anyone who 

had the inkling of dread-

locks or Rastafari and 

Robert Mugabe of Zim-

babwe was the most op-

pressive of the Rasta com-

munity, to which he lik-

ened them to gays and ho-

mosexuals, even though 

Zimbabwe had a radio sta-

tion which provided reggae 

24 hours. When Bob Mar-

ley performed in Zim-

babwe 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 politi-

cally aware, we do not in-

clude politicians in our 

midst as they have an 

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


