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Leonard Howell.


Introduction

When Bob Marley began his reggae crusade in 1972, he came armed not just with the best street poets songbook since Bob Dylan, but with a strange new spiritual nationality as well. The first time I interviewed Bob, in Boston the following year, he was much more interested in talking about being a Rastafarian than he was about selling reggae music, which was beginning to catch fire with its own irresistible momentum. Sitting in a Beacon Street motel room amid lounging members of his band and the aroma of cooking vegetables, Marley quietly said that he and the band thought that the Ethiopian emperor, Haile Selassie I, was a living god. Taking off his wool cap and shaking out his dreadlocks, the twenty-eight-year-old singer looked me in the eye and quoted the lyric he and Peter Tosh were singing every night to ecstatic audiences in small clubs around America: We know and we over-stand, Almighty God is a living man.

Not many of the rock stars I wrote about for Rolling Stone in the 1970s arrived with such unshakeable belief in a spiritual manifesto. And it wasnt just the Wailers. Most of the hot new reggae stars emerging from JamaicaBurning Spear, Big Youth, Max Romeo, the Heptonesalso wore flamboyant, ropy dreadlocks and sported the signifying red, green, and gold colors of the Rastas. All were careful to warn against the assumption that Rasta was just a fad or a hairstyle. The worst that could be said about such a person was Him have locks on him head, but not in him heart.

As Marleys fame spread through the Wailers early albums and their incandescent performances, journalists literally lined up to speak with Bob. His record company imported them to Kingston in packs. Reggae and the cultural shock wave pulsing outward from Jamaica was the best story most of them had ever seen. For the next three years, Bob Marley fenced with his many interviewers about his deeply held faith. Yes, he told them, Haile Selassie was Jah, Rastafari, who liveth and reigneth I-tinually. Marley spoke and sang in a Rasta jargon that was quick to catch on, and his words were punctuated with jabs of a burning marijuana spliff the size of a cigar. Reggaes popularity grew even faster when music fans on both sides of the Atlantic were made to understand that marijuanacalled ganja in Jamaicawas a sacrament to the Rastas.

Many of the journalists sent to interview Bob were openly skeptical about the divinity of the emperor, especially after Selassie was overthrown in a 1974 coup amid terrible famine and civil war in Ethiopia. Bob Marley remained adamant in his faith. Few of the writers who argued with him realized that Bob was on a personal crusade, and indeed had been dispatched on a dangerous international mission by important Rasta elders in Jamaica, who assured him that his ambitious pursuit of planetary renown was part of the plan to spread the word that a Black King had come to redeem the world, if only the world could be made to take heed.

When I next spent time with Bob Marley, at his house in Kingston in 1976, he was obviously tiring of the repetitive rigors of marketing Rasta to the world, but his belief in the power of Jah was no less diminished. He was performing his intense anthems and modern psalms in front of huge cloth backdrops depicting Selassie in his glory, and recording new songs like Jah Live and Exodus, which spoke of the metaphoric desire of Africans in the West to return to an African Zion represented by modern Ethiopia.

Yeah, mon, he told me one night, bored with my skepticism. Rasta must go home to Africa. I know it sound funny to some people some time. Sometimes sound like a mad ting. But it is our real desire to go home to Africa. Certain things that happened a long time ago must be revealed, he said with a cryptic smile and a pull on his spliff. Until that happens, I and I still in captivity. At the end of a long conversation, I asked Bob whether Rastas could be rebels too, and he just laughed. Many more will have to suffer, and many more will have to die, no ask me why. But Rasta not violent, yknow? Rasta physical! Then he turned the defense of Rasta over to his young keyboard player, Tyrone Downie, and spent the rest of the interview smoking and listening, leaning against his silver BMW as Tyrone preached the Rasta gospel of the Twelve Tribes of Israel, the powerful new alliance of Rastafarians that Bob and his friends supported.

Bob Marley had five years left at that point, and he didnt waste them. He toured constantly, wrote new songs every day, and gradually turned into a world champion of human rights. He put one of Haile Selassies most passionate anti-imperialist speeches to a reggae-rockers rhythm and called it War. He used his moral authority and Rasta neutrality to try to end Jamaicas murderous political strife. After performing at Zimbabwes independence ceremonies in 1980, Marley traveled to Ethiopia and visited the fertile valley that Selassie had set aside for black Americans who wished to return to Africa. In London, Bob met with Selassies grandson, who gave him a special ring that had been owned by the emperor. Bob wore it until the day he died in 1981, and he wears it still, in his tomb in the hills of the parish where he was born.

So Bob Marley spread the message of a new religion through his music, and over time it became a worldwide, star-quality alternative spiritual identity. It took only thirty years for Rastafarian culture and ideas to colonize a world through the power of Bobs music, attitude, and image; to permeate modern communications through radio, television, and even advertising. The Beatles are unknown in China and India, but one sees Bob Marley T-shirts from Shanghai to Calcutta, from Marrakech to Brazzaville, from Jakarta to Recife. Jah Liveindeed. The little half-breed singer from Trench Town did what the Rasta leaders had asked of him, and much more. No one expected it would happen, except for Bob Marley himself.

Many of us who closely followed Jamaican culture were surprised that, when Bob died, his widow handed his funeral over to the almost unknown Ethiopian Orthodox Church. This was the western legatee of the ancient Coptic Christian church, the one in which Selassie himself worshipped. It later came out that Bob had helped pay for the churchs tabernacle in Kingston. At his mothers urging, Bob had even been baptized by an Orthodox bishop, in a New York hotel room, after he collapsed while on his final tour in 1980.

The state funeral in Kingston thus proceeded as an Orthodox service, replete with hymns in Amharic and Geez, burning incense, and lines of richly robed and bearded priests carrying heavy silver crosses. A dramatic moment occurred when Bobs friend Allan Cole, a Jamaican soccer star who supported the spurned Twelve Tribes organization, strode up to the lectern and shouldered aside the presiding Coptic priest. Cole delivered a short eulogy on behalf of the Rastafarians, one decidedly not on the printed schedule. This capture of ceremonies, as it was later called, was the first time I realized how differentiated were the various Jamaican branches of the Rastafarians. Some believed Selassie was god. Some believed him a messiah, an incarnation of the Christ energy. Others saw him as a powerful leader whose words were divinely inspired. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church seemed to think the Rastas were pagans and idolaters.

This made one think. Anyone who wanted to reduce the Rastas to their square roots was obviously in for a struggle. The old joke was always that Jamaica is a place without facts. I knew, even back then, that it would take a heroic effort on the part of some reporter, as well as years of archival stoop-labor, to really locate the loose threads of Rasta history going back a hundred years, and then weave them into a tricolored tapestry of inspiration and soul. Who could do this? Who had the time and the patience? I didnt think I knew anyone who could fill these shoes.
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In 1982 I returned to Jamaica, at the invitation of Bob Marleys family, for a memorial concert to mark the first anniversary of his death. I rented a car in Kingston and drove for three hours up to Nine Miles, the tiny mountain hamlet in St. Ann parish on the north coast of the island, where Bob Marley was both born and buried. After an Orthodox priest chanted some prayers as night fell over the rolling green hills, the surviving Wailers and the I-Threes played a splendid set of Bobs songs for a few hundred friends and family members, plus a few media people who had worked with Bob during the glory years.

It was after midnight when I found my car in the pitch-black country night and headed down the rough gravel track toward the main road back to town. Leaving the village, I saw a young white woman, walking alone in the dark, trying to find a ride. My car was already full, so I motioned her to the car behind me, driven by my photographer, Peter Simon. A few miles down the road, we stopped at a tavern for some beer, and I learned that the hitchhiker was the legendary Paris-based writer Hlne Lee.

Hlne was and is the top French journalist covering black music. She first made her name writing about Bob Marley and the other reggae stars for the magazine Rock & Folk, and then branched out to cover Caribbean and African music in all its variations. She didnt just write about the music, she actually lived it. She has been married to two of the great superstars of modern African music, Salif Keita and Alpha Blondy, and helped launch their careers in Europe and America. Her first book, Rockers dAfrique (Paris: Albin Michel, 1986), still stands as the best study of African popular musicians yet published. (Full disclosure: Hlne also translated two of my books on Jamaican music, Reggae Bloodlines and Bob Marley.) In 1979, just as the African music scene exploded in France, she began writing about black music for the Paris daily newspaper Libration, where she continues to work as one of the best music journalists in any language. She has also produced superb television documentaries on ahead-of-the-curve French bands like the brilliant reggaerai avatars, Orchestre National de Barbs. In other words, for the last twenty years Hlne has provided a voice, a viewpoint, and a context for the some of the most interesting music being made on the planet.

Most writers who covered reggae music during its international ascendancy in the 1970s abandoned Jamaica after Bob Marley died. The big storyMarley, Rastas, ganja, Jamaicas socialist experimentsseemed to be over, and reggae itself changed from an accessible, almost wholesome roots music to the coked-up, techno-driven, and often obscene style known as dancehall. But reggae and Rasta culture has had a much greater effect in Europe and in Africa than in North America, and Hlne Lee became one of the only cosmopolitan journalists to delve even deeper into the history and background of Jamaicas indispensable contribution to world consciousness. Hlne had a burning desire to learn how far back the Rastafarian movement went, who had started it, who sustained it against violent colonial oppression, and who transformed it from a despised cult on a small island into a spiritual nationality that has captivated two generations around the world.

Most foreign journalists working in Jamaica rent cars at the Kingston airport, move into one of the expensive uptown hotels, and speak to the same cast of experts from academia, the media, and the political milieu. Then they go home and write the same old boilerplate about the struggle between rich and poor under the tropical sun. Hlne Lee, traveling on a backpackers budget, deploys a radically different approach. Instead of renting a car, she rides the crammed taxis and buses with ordinary Jamaicans. Instead of hotels, she stays with friends in some of the toughest slums in the Western Hemisphere. Instead of relying on the usual suspects, she walks in the footsteps of the people shes writing about, searches out their families, and gets her data from the invisible but articulate people who lived the story along with people like the first Rasta, Leonard Howell, and the most famous Rasta, Bob Marley. Hlne spent page_xiii]weeks researching the historical records in the archives in Spanish Town and the Jamaica Institute, and then in Harlems Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture. For the more crucial oral history, she traveled far and wide through rural and urban Jamaica, interviewing Rastafarian elders, various master musicians, people in politics and business, and especially the women who knew and, in some cases, loved the mysterious and shadowy founder of the movement, Leonard Howell.

The First Rasta is an extraordinary book, not just about the founding father of the Rastafarians, but about the last hundred years of Jamaican history. Hlne Lee writes not as an academic researcher but as a spiritual seeker herself. Her often lonely and grueling travels through the azure cane fields, lush valleys, and limestone mountains of Jamaicas interior read like a real-time adventure in ethnology and religious history. She digs for her story with unapologetic passion and first-person involvement, and then challenges the reader to separate the facts from the myths. Those who demand their history cut, dried, flash-frozen, and prepackaged can decide for themselves whether or not some of Hlne Lees astonishing conjectures about modern Jamaican political history are on the mark. Pick sense from nonsense, Bob Marley used to tell the writers who pestered him. In The First Rasta, Hlne Lee has picked a hell of a lot of sense from a murky and hidden river of memory, testimony, and even a bit of guesswork.

The First Rasta was published in Paris by Flammarion in 1999 and was an immediate sensation. Widely read, reviewed, and admired in France and in Francophone Africa, her book opened a window into a hidden world for thousands of curious readers. For this English edition, Hlne corrected and updated some of her data while living in the mud-walled desert city of Bamako, Mali. She translated her text into English with the help of Lily Davis, a Paris-based writer who produced the first mix of the manuscript. My own contribution is a simple edit and a few emendations for the convenience of an English-speaking readership. Whatever pleasure and knowledge the reader receives from this wonderful book is due solely to Hlne Lees ardor, passion, and quest for meaning in a world gone awry with what our hero Bob Marley called ism and schism. So take my advice and fasten your seatbelts. The First Rasta is a wild ride into the alternative history of our era. Im extremely proud to be associated with Hlnes brave and provocative work.

Stephen Davis


1

The Footsteps of a Spirit

A rusty placard at a bend in the road reads, De la Vega HeightsLots for Sale. It points toward a faded trail leading up into the hills. This is the entrance to Pinnacle, the taxi driver says. I give him twenty dollars and walk toward the entrance. Behind me the Lada taxi lingers while the passengers eyes follow me in silence. Not long before, as we were passing a house in the valley, the driver had knowingly commented, Two pickney [children] from Pinnacle bury in this corner. And now dem build a house pon the grave. The lady squeezed in next to me scowls, It full of duppy [spirits], this gully.

The road Im walking on looks abandoned. The tar is gray and eaten up by plants at the edges, but it seems like it was built to last. Who built it? And where does it lead? There is nothing in sight for miles. I tread on. The road winds into a maze of hills, right, left, right again, and after a while I lose my sense of direction. Under the tropic sun everything is silent; dried creepers hang limp from the trees. Is this really Pinnacle, the promised land of the Rastafarians?

Pinnacle. Every book about the Rasta movement mentions Pinnacle, but no one seems to know where it is, or what happened there. Was the most fascinating twentieth-century religion born here, in this brilliant chaos of green jungle and rugged limestone? Did the planetwide phenomenon of red, green, and gold culturereggae, dreadlocks, and an international champion of human rightsspring from this very spot?

As I turn around I notice a woman standing in the middle of the road looking at me. From this distance I cant see her face, but she is wearing the long dress and head wrap of a Rasta woman. After a few seconds she turns away and disappears to the left into the bush. I walk back to the spot. A footpath leading uphill is barely visible. Looking closer, I see that it must have been an old stone road, the kind that slaves built up to the old plantation great houses, wide enough for wagon traffic. Now I see only a vague flatness under the growth of wild bush.

A loud shriek from a bird makes me jump and look around. Perched on a hill, right at my back, an empty-eyed ruin stares at me. Farther up, an elegant arch of red brick rises between two rocks; it seems to support the sky. All around grow gigantic aloe spikes as large as spears. I walk past them and suddenly an incredible view opens beneath me, with every shade and tone of blue shimmering in the distance as far as the eye can see. Far below, Spanish Town, the old capital of Jamaica, sprawls out like an industrial wasteland. Farther to the left are Kingston and its upland suburbs against the misty line of the Blue Mountains. Southward lie the indigo blue expanse of sugar estates, the Hellshire Hills, and the sea. The view is dizzying, and I keep walking up the old road. There is not much left of the great house that used to stand on the top of the hill; all that remains is a stone platform and a red brick cistern with green weeds rotting in an inch of black water.

As I prepare to turn back, the woman with the long green dress materializes from behind the cistern, carrying something in her hand. She is much older than I had originally thought. Id been misled by her slender body and swift movements.
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The remains of Pinnacles great house (2001).  HLNE LEE.

You lookin somethin?

History  Im trying to learn about Leonard Howell.

Counselor Howell!

Do you know anything about Counselor Howell?

Well  not too much.

The woman squeezes her eyes shut in a silent laugh, then bends toward my ear. He was a powerful man! In her hand is an old red brick smoothed by age. She mutters, He loved to walk barefoot. His feet have touched this stone. Opening up her old patched-up bag, she ceremoniously puts the brick inside, adding, They say he is dead, but he is alive. She is still muttering, squinting in a smile. Then she looks straight into my eyes. You believe he is alive?

I am on the verge of answering a noncommittal I understand, when I remember that Rastas do not like the word under-stand. They do not like to stand under anything, preferring to over-stand, so I say instead, I know he is alive. He brought me up here! Who else could have brought me to this place?

She laughs and comes down the flight of steps. So you want to learn about Counselor Howell. What do you want to know?

Anything.

If you want to know, you have to come with me.

Come where? I think. And who is she? I follow her down the path, but suddenly, at a grove of flamboyants, she cuts left toward sheer cliffs that fall toward the Rio Cobre, far below. I try to keep up, but stumble and then lose sight of her. I want to call to her but dont know her name. A rock fall blocks my path. The sun is going down and her footprints vanish. I feel like Im chasing a phantom or a spirit.
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When Pinnacle, the first Rastafarian community, was burned to the ground in 1958, an estimated two thousand of its residents took refuge in Kingston. Ironically the Jamaican police had succeeded only in spreading the Rasta Menace they were trying to suppress. From then on, the preachers and disciples of this strange cult based their headquarters in the downtown ghettos of the capital, where they were feared and despised by the Jamaican establishment. The Rastas poverty, their boldness of speech, and their wild looks were a contemptuous challenge to the colonial order. Jamaican educators and preachers realized that the Rastafarians could become a real threat to established religion in Jamaica. The rich and especially the middle class saw them as a rebel army crawling nearer to their uptown lawns. After eighteen years of peaceful relations within the boundaries of the Pinnacle community, thousands of Rastas had been thrown into western Kingstons hopeless maze of decrepit shanties. The terrible conditions in Trench Town and the other slums left them in a desperate struggle to survive.

And strangely enough, they were not the ones to start the war. On May 7, 1959, a dispute between a policeman and a city worker in Kingstons Coronation Market turned into a riotous brawl. The city worker had been sporting a beard, which was the distinctive sign of the Rasta in the days when dreadlocks were still scarce. The police blamed the Rastas for the violence and retaliated by descending on the ghettos, burning Rasta dwellings, beating them, and cutting their hair. Fifty-seven of them were thrown in jail.

Something had to be done. An articulate leader of the Rasta community, Mortimer Planno, managed to contact the head of the University of the West Indies in Kingston. Planno suggested to W. A. Lewis that he send a team of academic experts to the ghettos to investigate the Rasta problem. This commissions published conclusions, the famous 1960 Report on the Rastafari Movement in Kingston, included a list of recommendations to the government.1

Among other things, the report advised the police to leave innocent Ras Tafari brethren alone, stop cutting off their hair, stop moving them on, stop arresting them on minor pretexts, stop beating them up. The purpose of the report was not so much to research the origins of the cult as it was to end the confrontation and violence. It didnt begin to penetrate the history of the movement. It describes Leonard P. Howell, Pinnacles founder, as genuinely regarded as being the first to preach the divinity of Ras Tafari in Kingston, and the most successful early preacher. But the few lines devoted to Howell prove only that no contact was made with him personally. The report states that he served in the British army that fought the Ashanti King Prempeh in West Africa in 1896, which would lead one to think that Howell was born before 1876. In 1960 he would have been at least eighty-four, a very old man indeed. If this was true, it was astonishing that the newspapers never mentioned the founding Rasta, and that the younger Rastas ignored him.

This assumption was misleading. In the 1960s, Leonard Howell was still alive and well. But he had become the victim of a conspiracy of silence and was in danger of being forgotten by history. When my fascination with this character began, I would try desperately to imagine how he looked. And when I met his son Blade many years later, my disappointment made him smile. Had I known his father, Blade hinted, I probably wouldnt have been so passionate in my research. But certain things do not happen by chance, and I felt compelled to learn more.
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According to his birth certificate (No.1695 HK, Clarendon Register), Leonard Percival Howell was born June 16, 1898, eighteen months before the turn of the century. Coming of age at a crossroads in world history, between the old world and the new, between black and white, Marx and the Bible, Howell lit a spiritual spark whose explosion sent shock waves even to the remotest villages on the planet. To millions of youth across the earth, Jamaica is the land of Bob Marley and the Rastafarians.

But the reality of the island is far removed from the clich. In Jamaica, Rastafarians still suffer for religious beliefs that society deems delusional. Police harassment continues to this day, since the Rasta sacrament of ganja, or marijuana, remains illegal. Female bank clerks are fired for growing locks. Rasta parents still have to go to court to demand that their children be enrolled into decent schools. Even history seems to conspire against them. No one has done any serious research on Leonard Howell, the first Rasta. In vain I looked up his name in the catalogs of university libraries; almost every single study refers to the University Report and accepts its vague approximations. After jailing Howell, wrecking his properties, stealing his money, arresting his disciples, and violating his rights in every possible manner, the establishment now strives to erase him from memory. His rich library was seized by the army and dispersed. His legal archives were burned. Only three pictures of him have been rescued; no recording of his voice, no film footage remain.

So who was the first Rasta?

Besides my burning curiosity, my only guide during my quest to learn more about this shadowy figure was an article published in the Jamaica Journal of February 1983 entitled Leonard Howell and Millenarian Visions in Early Rastafari by Professor Robert Hill of the University of California. I always carried a battered copy of this article at the bottom of my bag. Hill, a leading authority on Marcus Garvey, does not share the Jamaican disdain for the first Rasta. His article is a bubbling account of the ideas crisscrossing the politically and culturally tumultuous Caribbean of the 1930s. For me, it was a map to a fascinating treasure hunt.

But where to start? Look to a country place called Red Lands, Crooked River, Hill writes, for this is where Howell was born.


2

The Bird Hunter

Four graves rest in the tall grass. Each is a cement box, like a small coffin, sitting side by side. The two in the middle bear the names of Charles Howell (died 1935) and his wife Clementina Howell, born Bennett (died 1919)Leonards parents. The hexagonal grave on the right is his sister MorriosDied October 31, age 24. The inscription on the last grave reads  my wife Diana  but the date is blurred. Diana Walters was the second of Charles Howells three wives; she raised Clementinas children and died circa 1932. A year later the old man took a third wife, named Loretta Henrietta Persey. Where is her grave, I wonder. Nearby, under a breadfruit tree, a strange building sits, a concrete airplane covered with graffiti. This must be Lorettas grave, her nephew says.
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I catch a country bus early in the morning at the Coronation Market bus stop. We pass Salt Lane, the old Rasta headquarters, nowadays a slum so dangerous that it turns into a ghost town after sunset. Three hours of traveling takes us to Crooked River in the Clarendon mountains. It is raining. I ask an old lady taking shelter under a porch if she knows any of the members of Howells family. She takes me to a grocery store, saying the owner was born a Howell. Yes, the woman in the grocery knows the Red Land cousins and explains how to get there. Me show you the way to Pumpkins, the old lady announces, stuffing her shopping bag and her cane into the crammed taxi.

Pumpkins is a river crossing with an old iron bridge. The narrow road winds up the red earth hill to the edge of a plateau. Patches of fog settle slowly down the steep gully banks covered with dark vegetation. Bamboos and cottonwood trees have replaced old citrus groves. Houses perch on the ridges. Past Red Lands, we reach Red Hills, where Howells house stood on the plateaus rim with a splendid view. Nothing is left of the family house but a cement foundation surrounded by a stand of sickly yellow banana trees.
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The history of the Howell family takes us back into colonial Jamaica. Seized at gunpoint from the Spaniards in 1665, Jamaica became a British colony and was quickly turned into an enormous sugar plantation. Exploiting the labor of thousands of African slaves, English cane planters built immense fortunes as refined sugar energized early modern Europe. But these landowners didnt bother settling on this heathen island with its deadly yellow fever and other tropical diseases. Instead they appointed overseersmostly Scotsto run their plantations. Most of these overseers had little or no education; their manners were rough and their morality weak. Their mixed-race children got some education and became part of the ruling class of Jamaica, but the minimum quota of ten percent whites that the colonial administration tried to enforce was never reached, and the British lived in constant fear of slave insurrections.

Leonard Howells grandfather was born around the time of Emancipation in 1834. Legally he was a free man, but he had no land, no education, and no rights. Under the apprentice system that replaced slavery, workers were entitled only to a small stipend. Some of them sought the aid of the churches, especially the Baptist churches that fought for emancipation and helped manumitted slaves to buy plots of land to farm.

As far as we know, Leonards grandfather was a churchgoing Christian, owned a farm, married four times, and had many children. His granddaughter Daphney Howell remembers some of them: Tartar, who went to Portland to raise cattle; the two aunties who used to sing in church with voices like bells; the one who could cook wonderful pea soup and corn pudding. The interesting thing was that this grandfather was not a Baptist but an Anglicanthe planters religion. A loyal subject of the Crown, he encouraged his sons to join the British colonial army. This was how some slaves had earned their freedom, leading to a military tradition in the Howell familyseveral of his sons, nephews, and grandchildren joined the ranks. Did Charles Howell, Leonards father, fight for the British in the Ashanti War of 1896? It is possible, and could explain how his son Leonard knew of King Prempeh of the Gold Coast. Later Leonard would tell his followers the stories that he had heard from his father, some of which entered Leonards own legend.

Charles Howell had a talent for making clothes. His nickname was Tailor Howell, and his son inherited his taste for fine garments. But if in the off-season Charles indulged in tailoring, the rest of the year he and his family worked hard in the fields. Farming was the basis for his prosperity, especially during the banana boom of the first quarter of the twentieth century.
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Bananas were introduced to Jamaica as early as the late 1500s, but the Jamaican banana industry only began late in the nineteenth century. Even then, the fruit ripened too fast to be shipped any farther than Florida until refrigerated cargo ships were invented. In 1901 the United Fruit Company of New Jersey began shipping Jamaican bananas to metropolitan markets. United Fruit steamers became the most common transportation for thousands of immigrants to the United States and England.

But in Jamaica the United Fruit Company met with some unusual resistance. Some smaller Jamaican planters refused to sell their crops at the standard prices fixed by United Fruit. Charles Howells generation acted as their predecessors had when they first bought landthey got together and formed a cooperative, and by 1929 the members of the Banana Planters Association of Jamaica managed to carve out a decent share of the banana market for themselves.

This move brought about an important change. Some of the small planters began collecting substantial profits and became a political force. Charles Howell probably owed his prosperity to his mentality of self-reliance. By the end of his life he was said to have acquired a large portion of land, and he was also a justice of the peace. He had bought his wife a ladys saddle like those of the big planters wives, and rode with her on his properties. This was, however, a rare display of elegance. Howell maintained his peasant ways for the greater part of his life. The wagons could not come up the Red Lands road, so we had to bring the crops down on donkeys, remembers one of his grandchildren. He describes the heavy carts leaving for Old Harbor, where they were taken to ship by railroad. Claude McKay, the Jamaican voice of the Harlem Renaissance, described such a scene from his own childhood in his book Banjo: Black draymen coming from the hilltops, singing loudlyrakish chants, whipping up the mules bearing loads of brown sugar and of green bunches of bananas, trailing along the winding chalky ways down to the port 

With crop money, Howells father bought more land, enough land for each of his children to inherit a sizeable plot. When he died, however, most of them sold their land and went to live in town.
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Charles Theophilus (Friend of God) Howell attended the Anglican church on the other side of the road in Red Lands several times a week. Eventually he was appointed a lay preacher. Monogamythe missionary obsessionwas now expected of Brother Howell. Daphney Howell recalls, My grandfather kept saying that one should not have any children out of wedlock. He himself did not have any. But the Spanish Town Register records at least five children credited to one Charles Theophilus Howell between 1894 and 1920beside the nine that he had with his wife. Could there have been another Charles Theophilus Howell? It seems doubtful. Avinel Taylor, the only survivor of the nine children, knew of at least one half-brother, Leslie.

Concerning her elder brother Leonard Percival, called Percy, Avinel does not know much. When she was born in 1917, he had already left for America. When he returned in 1932, there was conflict with the family and he soon left the house. Avinel professes total scorn for Rastasthe contempt of an elderly coal seller who once saw her brother riding in his chauffeur-driven car. But it is too late to rewrite history, and Avinel is not particularly interested in the past. A better Howell family source about Percy might be Avinels son Lesford. He admired his uncle and once wanted to join him at Pinnacle. Today Lesford sells medicinal herbs in front of the Rex movie theater in May Pen. Every morning you can find him there. Just ask for Les or Kentuckythis is how people know him.

Lesford is just a regular guy. His graying beard makes him look fiftyish, but his voice sounds like that of a child with a bad flu. He weakly complains, Why not More? when people call him Les. But then, his uncle was the first Rasta. When I look straight into his eyes he recoils, troubled.

We walk together on mountain roads. At every step he picks up a leaf, telling me what it is good for. Nature is his capital. He collects rare medicinal plants, dries them, and sells them to his clients, mostly aging women. Uncle Percy, as he calls Leonard Howell, was a bush doctor too. Did he learn from him? No, Lesford says. The recipes have been in the family for ages; he also did some training with American alternative doctors. Modern ideas float in his magic. But yes, he says, Uncle Percy was a magician tooespecially with women.

His niece Daphney has similar memories of Uncle Percy. She welcomes us into her upscale May Pen shop, full of fancy lamps and plastic chaise longues. He was a gentleman, he knew how to dress, says the businesswoman with a dreamy smile. I remember the slick black suit he used to wear, with his bow necktie and white spats. Big shoulders. Always dressed in style. And he did not lock up his hair, he kept it short, well-oiled, and combed 

Did the ladies love him?

Daphney suppresses a smile.

He was a baaad boy! He had lots of women.

Daphney is one of the few members of the family who kept in touch with Uncle Percy after Pinnacle was formed. She met Leonard through her father, Vivian, when he came back from the States. The image of the handsome man from New York is imprinted in her childhood memories. Does she know anything about what happened before he left? She definitely knew some of Percys brothers, but has no idea of their ages. She was too young. But there is one thing she knowsthe reason why Leonard Percival left Jamaica.

There was a crime in the village, and Uncle Percy was the only witness. There was a path alongside the Howell land, planted with big trees. On the other side of the path lived a man and girlfriendhis concubine. They were always fighting. One day Percy was up in a treeyou know boys, always climbing trees, picking breadfruit or catching birdsand he saw the man running after the woman in the pathshe was screaming pure murderand then he stabbed her to death with his cutlass as Percy watched from above. Police wanted Percys testimony, but he refused to give it. Maybe he felt sorry for the man, because the woman used to cheat on him. But there was a lot of pressure on the boy, and after a while his father decided that it was better to send him away.

When did this happen? How old was Percy?

Anthony Johnson, in his book about J. A. G. Smith, the poor mans barrister and star lawyer of the black man, states that Smiths most celebrated victory was precisely this case.

For lack of records of the court proceedings, the fantastic case of Rex vs. Edward Rodney for the murder of his paramour Caroline remains part fact, part legend. It is a favorite tale of old-timers in the part of Clarendon where Rodney, who owned thirty-four acres of good land, lived with Caroline, who owned less than an acre nearby. The Crown alleged that he murdered her to gain her little plotthe murder being witnessed by Leonard Howell, a small boy in a nearby tree, who was so scared he ran away. This was the same Leonard Howell who years later founded the Rastafarian Movement. There are witnesses today to swear Jags got an acquittal while others swear he pleaded insanity with success.2

Johnson does not give a year for the trial, but J. A. G. Smith started his career in 1910, when Howell was twelve. At his 1934 trial, the first Rasta told H. M. Radcliffe, assistant attorney general representing the Crown, that he had left Jamaica in 1912; he would have been fourteen. That fits. A year later, with his strong physical appearance, he would not have been dubbed a small boy. The case Rex vs. Edwards was probably one of the first Smith won. This throws a new light on the reason why Leonards father sent him away to Americahe did not want the boy to testify against J. A. G. Smiths client, for the lawyer was the champion of the black man and the poor. And it is of interest to note that J. A. G. Smith often argued against H. M. Radcliffe, winning his first case against him in 1910. Radcliffe probably never forgot how Howell refused to testify for the Crown in the Rodney case, and when he had to prosecute him in 1934, he may have been prejudiced.
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My only hope to complete Howells family tree is the National Archives, which reside on a red brick square, a relic of colonial classicism amid the sprawling ghettos of Spanish Town.

Spanish Town was the first capital of Jamaica. Back in the day, the sea came right up to the borders of the town, but eventually the swampy coast was drained and turned into cane plantations. Spanish Town was where the slave ships first landed on their voyages from Africa. It is said that the slave merchants dumped the most rebellious individuals in Jamaica, keeping the good ones for the States where they could sell them for a better price. Jamaican planters were not too fussy about the rebels. The island was small, the living rough, and the white population reduced to a bunch of half-literate overseers.

This aspect of their history could explain the famously indomitable temperament of Jamaicans. It is remarkable that the small island has given so many prophets and revolutionaries to the black consciousness movement. Boukman, who turned the St. Domingue voodoo against the white slave masters and launched the Haitian revolution, was born in Jamaica. (Writer/director Perry Henzell believes that Boukman owed his name to the fact that he could read books.) Marcus Garvey, father of African Repatriation, was Jamaican. The first Rasta was too, and so was Bob Marley. This circumstance could also account for the legendary toughness of the Jamaican maroons, the runaway slaves who fought a merciless war against the British redcoats in the hills and gullies of Cockpit Country. After eighty years of bitter war, they managed to obtain a semi-autonomous status within the country that still exists to this day, at least on paper.

At the National Archives, I am rerouted to a wire-fenced compound outside the city that houses the civil registers of Jamaica. After paying a small fee we are admitted to the hot, crowded register room for four hours. The hunt becomes a race against the clock. Huge leather volumes stand on shelves in approximate sequence. Ten registers are missing from the 18911920 periodthe years when Charles Howell could have been having children. But the twenty remaining show fourteen children credited to Charles Theophilus or to Clementina Bennett (only one of the two parents is mentioned). This seems reasonable for the period. As a landowner, Charles Howell would have attracted any number of young daughters in search of a rich father for their babies. His son Leonard had the same problem. Women are like that. When you treat them good, they dont want to leave, he once said to his own son Blade. All but one of Charles nine lawful children are easy to spot: their survivors only remember their nicknames. Lennard (the registers spelling) Percival Howell was the first child of Clementina, born June 16, 1898. Vivian, father of Daphney, is probably Donard V. Howell, born in 1905. A year later Cordial V. was born, whom people remember as Cordy, or Cardiff. He became an employee of the coastal police in Jamaica, and spent a few years in New York. Hope, born in 1913, went to live in England and recently died there. Godman (Gady) also died in London. Hansford (Hansy) was the only one to work with Howell at Pinnacle. He ran the coal business from his house in the gully that lies above the entrance of the estate. With Morrios dead, there remains only one. Maybe this was Osbert, born in 1902. No one in the family knows anything about him.

So Lennardor Leonardwent to the States, leaving behind his ancestral Jamaican paradise where a child can survive on wild fruit and snared birds, barefoot, in complete freedom. Daphney told us the story of his departure like one of those family legends that people tell a hundred times but no one can actually confirm. Chronologically challenged, it engenders more questions than it answers. How old was Leonard when he was hunting birds? Was he up there by chance, or did he already know that from up high he could learn some of the secrets of the world? In the 1940s he told a journalist that he started his fathers work at age six. What had happened to turn a six-year-old into a mysticmaybe this tragedy of love and death? And what did he learn about the means that the system uses to pressure a stubborn child? Whatever the case may be, Leonard Howell was able to keep his secret. And he grew to understand that, when one knows the secrets of society, one has a powerful tool to use against it.


3

En Route to New York

The only public account that Howell ever gave of his travels was to journalist John Carradine of the Daily Gleaner, Jamaicas national newspaper, published in Kingston. He claimed that he had left Jamaica at the age of fourteen for the United States. [My] father wished to make a doctor of me, but I couldnt handle chemistry. When he learned this, my father abandoned me and cut off my allowance. I skipped from one job to another, until I came upon an American army colonel named Aites who happened to be a globe trotter. With Colonel Aites, I traveled over a large section of the inhabited world, from Asia across Europe where I witnessed scenes of horror in such places as Austria, as the war had just ended. After my travels and subsequent return to the United States, I became attracted to the Ras Tafarites and afterwards returned home to Jamaica to preach its tenets.3

Clearly this story, if not totally rearranged, is fairly limited and leaves out numerous episodes. Howell, like most of his comrades, rewrote his past. One thing is certain, howeverhe started his course in Coln, Panama, like many of his Caribbean contemporaries.

The turn of the twentieth century was an age of great migrations, one of the earliest and most influential of which led thousands of immigrants to Panama, where Ferdinand de Lesseps was orchestrating the construction of a new canal. The French company lost most of its employees to malaria, yellow fever, and other fatal illnesses and was inevitably forced to abandon the project. Caribbean immigrants, though altogether tougher than their European brethren, also died by the thousands. But many survivors stayed with the French and formed the first Caribbean community in Coln.

In 1904, Americans picked up the project where the French had left off, and a new wave of migrants flocked to Panama. Men dug, women cooked and washed or, in some cases, fell prey to human flesh merchants. But many workers did travel back home, carrying with them prideful economic independence and flashy fashions. As one Jamaican song goes, Coln man-a-come/ Brass chain lick him belly bam bam bam/ But if you ask him fe de time/ Him look pon the sun!
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When Howell left Jamaica, the Panama scene was in full bloom. The canal was still being dug, the Jamaican community was big, and, resourceful as he was, Howell had no problem finding his way there. He made several visits to Panama, working there at different times. In 1924, when he decided to settle permanently in the United States, he declared to the immigration authorities that he came from Coln and had left his Jamaican wife, Myra, there.

Panama played an important role in the developing African American consciousness. It provided a haven for the exchange of information and ideas, and from there people boarded steamers headed for exotic destinations. Howell was not the only one of the early Rastas to visit Panama. Joseph Myers, whose name often appears in the petitions of the Jamaican Back-to-Africa movement, lived in Panama. According to the University Report, Joseph Nathaniel Hibbert, born in 1894, emigrated to Bocas del Toro in 1911; after staying several years in Costa Rica he went to live in Coln, where he was ordained Master of a Masonic society called the Ancient Mystic order of Ethiopia. In 1931, one year before Howells return, Hibbert went back to Jamaica, where he was to become Howells lieutenant. Archibald Dunkley, who is credited with researching the Bible for apposite quotations about the king of kings, also visited Panama while he was working for the Atlantic Fruit Company. He went back to Jamaica around the same time (December 1930). Three forerunners of the movementAthlyi Rogers, Grace Jenkins, and Balintine Pettersburghappear to have met in Panama in 1924. But the most visible of all Jamaican migrants to Panama was, no doubt, Marcus Garvey.

Garvey was born ten years before Howell in St. Anns Bay, a small town on the north coast of Jamaica. His father was a visionary like Howells, but, unlike Charles Howell, Garveys father lost all his land. A self-taught historian, he spent his life locked up in his private library and wasted his money on fruitless legal battles. Young Marcus Mosiah, his only surviving son, had to start small in life. In 1900 he became an apprentice in his godfathers printing factory. At eighteen he was hired as a foreman by a Kingston printing company, where he led a workers strike in 1908 and was subsequently dismissed. In 1910, he left for Costa Rica, another big banana-producing nation. There he put out a news bulletin called La Nacionale, published specifically for plantation workers. In Panama he published another paper entitled La Prensa. Then in 1911 he went to England, where he worked several years for the Egyptian nationalist Duse Mohammeds African Times and Orient Review. Back in Jamaica in 1914, Garvey founded the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), which would in the following decade become the largest black movement in history. It claimed six million members under its red, green, and black banners and maintained several commercial enterprises in the United States, such as a chain of laundries, and the Black Star Line, a now-legendary shipping company. Did Howell cross this great leaders path? When he first left the island in 1912, Howell was no more than a teenager, but there is proof that they met later, first in New York and then in Jamaica.

How did Howell travel from Jamaica to Panama and New York? He was not a professional man like Garvey, and his father was just a small planter at the time. But he had the wide shoulders of a docker, and he probably found work on the ships, as did many of his contemporaries. Even rich kids of the brown middle class had to work their way to America, like J. A. Somerville who, at the turn of the century, so described his passage to New York on a cargo ship:

The name of the ship was the Tucapel. She carried a Chilean crew, hard-boiled men of the sea who spoke Spanish, wore earrings and carried bowie knives, with the hilts sticking out of their belt. On the sixth day we were told to scrub the deck. We had to uncoil a heavy hose that almost threw us overboard when the pumps began to work. We did not remove our shoes while washing the deck. This enraged the boatswain, who swore at us and jabbered in Spanish. When we refused to comply with him he took us for stubborn and wouldnt obey any orders. He was a ferocious looking man, and we felt sure that he had designs on using his knife on us; instead he pulled out a pair of handcuffs and manacled Jim and I to a post at the stern of the ship in the blazing sun. We remained there chained, thirsty, hungry, until we could stand it no more. When no one was looking we bribed the colored sailor to take a note (written on my passport) to the captain and the doctor. I still have the old passport 4

Traveling this way on boats was never easy. Black passengers, even when paying their fare, were limited to a section of the deck where they were unprotected from inclement weather. Thousands of youths stowed away on banana boats; when caught they were brutalized or jailed. In 1927, a twenty-one-year-old stowaway named Jonathan Gibson embarked on the Princess May in Kingston. He was caught and manacled like Somerville and his companion, but he had to stay there until their arrival in New York. By that time his feet were badly infected and had to be amputated.

But Howell was only fourteen in 1912, if his account is correct, and his planter father had connections on the banana ships; this may have ensured a safer trip for the teenager. Howells father had also arranged a place for Howell to stay once he arrived in New York. However, exactly what happened when Leonard disembarked in the big city remains unclear. It appears that he may have stepped off the ship into a reality that was bigger than all his dreams combined.
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In the first decades of the twentieth century, black New York was a cauldron of jazz, religion, and radical organizations headlined by powerful personalities. Many influential figureheads traversed the scene, especially among the West Indian population, who were less handicapped by feelings of inferiority due to their lack of contact with whites. Like J. A. Somerville, the young Howell probably exchanged the straw hat and red sash of Kingston dandies for a dark suit. His niece says that he stayed with a member of the family in New Yorkwas it one of Charles Howells brothers, or was it an elder half-brother? There were hundreds of Howells in New York. One of the most famous Harlem millionaires was Adolph Howell, entrepreneur of funeral parlors and black real estate. American archives carry no record of the teenager. His account to John Carradine states that he was studying medicine, but this story is a cover, probably borrowed from radical journalist W. A. Domingo, who came from Jamaica to Harlem in 1910, two years before him. Whatever the case, Howell admitted to Robert Hill that in 1916 he had gone back to Coln. England had just entered the war.

At that time, people were not calling it the First World War quite yet, as they hoped that it would be the last. How could Jamaica be linked to such a faraway conflict? For one who knows Jamaica only through reggae music, it would be hard to understand the powerful upsurge of pro-British enthusiasm that seized the island. Why die for the Empire? But when one considers the formation of Jamaican identity through colonial history, the reasons for this nationalism become clearer.

When Columbus arrived in Jamaica in 1494, the island was inhabited by the Arawak, a peaceful Indian population. After only thirty years of Spanish occupation, genocide was nearly complete. Jamaica retains very few Arawak traits (besides its name, Land of the Waters, and Wareika, a Kingston district that became famous in Rasta history). In 1655, when the British conquered the island from the Spanish, they found that an important Sephardic community had already settled there after their flight from Spain a century before. In Port Royal, Kingstons old harbor, a big market had developed, where pirate ships exchanged loot until the destruction of the port in the 1692 earthquake. Then African slaves joined Spanish, Sephardic, and British settlers. After Emancipation came Indian indentured workers. At the turn of the last century, Chinese and Lebanese immigrants completed the mix.

Social coherence in a country of diverse cultures can sometimes evolve around nationality. Queen Victoria, Missus Queen, had been credited by former slaves with their Emancipation and was cherished as a motherly figure. She was thought to protect the people from the arbitrariness of the Jamaican plantocracy, which led to bizarre consequences, such as the Queens Letter affair in 1865, which eventually resulted in many deaths. During the American civil war, conditions on the island worsened due to the Northern blockade of Southern ports; crucial staple foods (salted cod, for example) became unavailable, and a petition was sent by Jamaican peasants to the Queen asking her to alleviate their plight. She answered eventually, advising them to work harder and take care of themselves.

This callous display of indifference was such a shock to the population that some chose to believe that the Governor had interfered, which was close to the truth. Others joined the protest movements of William Gordon and Paul Bogle, whose rebellion in 1865 brought an end to the plantocracy and the return of Jamaica (which had been a semi-independent territory) to the status of Crown Colony. This fondness for Missus Queen was die-hard. Even Howell would indulge in a prayer to her in the introduction of his Ethiopian Salvation Societys rules. This was probably meant to erase the memory of previous occasions when he had referred to her as a harlot and a two-feet cat!

But people were also enlisting in the war for economic reasons. In 1914 the Panama Canal was completed and emigration to the Canal Zone interrupted. On August 1213, 1915, a hurricane swept through Jamaica, bringing a new contingent of distressed peasants out of the hills. On the limits of Kingston the fishing villages were swelling with country people looking for survival. Many of these people enlisted in the army in 1915, when Britain joined the Alliance. A draft was decreed in 1917 but never enforcedthe colony had already provided eleven thousand volunteers.

Nineteen-sixteen found Percy Howell in Panama, where work was getting scarce. His father had raised him with a respect for uniformsmany in the family had joined the ranks, and the eighteen-year-old boy probably enjoyed the idea of going back to Jamaica in a starched uniform. According to Robert Hill, he claimed to have joined the British West Indian Regiment (BWIR) and to have served at Swallowfield Camp in Kingston. He is also said to have been stationed at Port Royal and at Bumperhall Hospital, then in the process of becoming an army air base. But he never went to the front. What prevented him from doing so? Did he take part in the Swallowfield mutiny on January 20, 1917, or in the Port Royal mutiny on May 16? It would appear that he had, but he claimed otherwise. He told Hill that in May or June of 1918 he boarded a United Fruit ship to Panama with his regiment. From Panama, he would go to Europe.5
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He was supposed to go back to the front when he left Coln in 1918. There is little doubt as to why he changed his mind. Terrible stories spread about the war. There were the seven hundred volunteers whose ship was blown off its course into the Antarctic ices, and who came back with frozen fingers and ears. There were rumors of black soldiers being used as cannon fodder in the trenches, of soldiers sent to the front line without proper armament. Howell told Hill that he had found a job as a cook on an American army transport. He disembarked in New York from the S.S. Metropan on October 28, 1918, two weeks before the end of the war. For the next six years he went from country to country on five different ships, keeping New York as his home port. It was a fascinating period in the great city, and Howell probably shared the emotion of all of his contemporaries, from James Weldon Johnson to Claude McKay and Langston Hughes, every time he returned to New York, glittering symbol of the American Dream.


4

Harlem

The age of Pericles and Socrates in ancient Athens had nothing on the present age of Harlem in New York, wrote the New York News on August 28, 1926.

Coming out of the movies between 137th and 138th street on Seventh Avenue, we saw one of the biggest street corner audiences that we have ever met in this block, which is famous for street corner lectures, and the subject was Evolution. This was not a selected audience but the run of the street, and their faces were fixed on a black man who stood on a ladder platform, with his back to the avenue and the passing buses and his face to the audience who blocked the spacious sidewalk. And what was he talking about? The theory of evolution, and its illustrations in different lines of material and biological developmentthe Darwinian science of the evolution of life, and the Marxian philosophy of the evolution of capitalismand a possible development from capitalism to a state of communism.

Following Howells footsteps, I dive into this incredible Harlem of the 1920s, where black porters and housemaids were exposed to the worlds wisdom and got, as one put it, their Ph.D. on the street corner. Day after day, browsing through the shelves of Liberation Bookstore on Malcolm X Avenue, scrutinizing the microfilms at the Schomburg Center, I explored Harlem in search of Leonard Percival Howell, but in vain. Radical historians have dismissed this particular Jamaican as one of those quacks or crooks, as West Indian preachers were easily labeled. But it took little effort to imagine him standing on a ladder at a street corner, or in a bar among laborers and seamen, discussing the Russian Revolution or the coronation of an Abyssinian prince. Twenty years of Howells life could occasionally be glimpsed in old newspapers and microfilms as I tried to track him through the glory days of Harlem.

A good beginning was Claude McKay, a Jamaican like Howell but a bit older, who also arrived in New York in 1912. His novels, or new journalism as one might say today, gave a voice to the emerging New Negro. He was an audacious writer, father to a new black literature and a precursor of the Harlem Renaissance. Although he was admired in white intellectual circles, McKay never deserted his people and the idea of an Afro-American nationalism: Getting down to our native roots and building up from our own people is not savagery, it is culture.6 Fascinated by the October Revolution and the ability of a people to change the course of history, McKay went to Moscow in 1921 to witness the fourth congress of the Communist International. In the same period he drifted away from the Harlem radicals who he suspected had no other ambitions than to be accepted in white radical circles. Traveling on ships, McKay ended up in Marseilles, where he enjoyed life in the company of exotic black expatriatessouthern banjo players, Caribbean monkey chasers (as they were derisively called), New York adventurers, and African war veterans. In Marseilles, McKay chatted with Leopold Senghor and other African thinkers in the cafs, but he never identified with a formalist Negritude as defined by intellectuals; he already had a sense of root and culture, one of Rastas main tenets.

The Africans  were naturally defined by the richness of their fundamental racial values. Only when he got down among the black and brown working boys and girls of the country did he find something of that raw unconscious and the devil-with-them pride in being a Negro that was his own natural birthright. They possessed more potential power for racial salvation than the Negro literati, whose poverty of mind and purpose showed never any sign of enrichment, even though inflated above the common level and given the appearance of superiority.7

When McKay went back to New York, one year before Howell settled there, black Harlem was in the midst of its Jazz Age glory.

The Block Beautiful had gone black and brown. 125th Street was besieged and bravely holding out for businesses sake, but the invaders, armed with nothing but loud laughter, had swept around it and beyond. And higher up, the line of racial demarcation, Eighth Avenue, had been pushed way back and Edgecombe, Jerome, Manhattan, St. Nicolas, and other pale avenues were vividly touched with color. The Negro realtors had done marvels.8

Through hard work, thrift, and shrewdness, the black community was taking over traditionally white immigrant neighborhoods in upper Manhattan. The district, once Irish, Italian, and Jewish, had tried to stop the invasion, but once the United States joined the Great War, white men were sent to the front and southern blacks and Caribbeans filled the gap. Their wages were higher than ever before, and they began investing in brownstones. Maids bought houses, and Pigfoot Mary, who sold soul food on Lennox Avenue, became famous for buying a five-story building.9

In this new black metropolis, Caribbean immigrants had the impact of leaven in the black dough. Marcus Garvey, the most famous among them, had crowds flocking to his Universal Negro Improvement Association conventions at Liberty Place, and marching down Fifth Avenue in gorgeous parades. His Black Star Line almost succeeded as a shipping company entirely owned by blacks. Were the ships meant to carry the sons of slaves back to Africa? Garvey probably had no illusions of this, and his Back to Africa message was mostly metaphoric. But the Black Star Line surely entertained one ambiguitythough it enhanced Garveys image, the idea of a possible return to Africa enabled Garveys enemies to accuse him of abandoning Americas crucial black legacy of toil and sweat.

In Chicago, Felice had begun reading The Negro World, the organ of the Back-to-Africa movement, and when they came back she was as interested in Liberty Hall as she was in Sheba Place. She had even persuaded Jake to take a share in the Black Star Line. Lets get on too, Dad, she said. There can be somen in it. Times is changing, and niggers am changing too. That great big nigger man aint no beauty, but oh lawdy! he sure is illiquint. 10

After settling in Harlem in 1916, Garvey had modified his agenda. From an endorsement of the Tuskeegee modelimprovement of the Negro condition through educational and professional integrationhe turned to preaching political action, locally and internationally, liberation of Africa from colonial powers, and a campaign of economic independence. By 1921 he had enrolled several million black people (some say six million), and his parades down Manhattan gathered crowds of two hundred thousand. McKay did concede to the radicals that Garvey may be a charlatan with antiquated social notions, but the extent to which this charlatan had, in less than a decade, awoken the consciousness of the dark-skinned masses, proved him the most influential black leader to that point in history.

Theres no doubt that Leonard Howell was deeply influenced by Marcus Garvey, and that during his time at sea hed become familiar with Marxist doctrine. He had debated with the famous tabaqueros, Cuban cigar workers who paid people to read to themnewspapers, African history, novels, political essayswhile they worked. They closely followed new trends in international opinion and were often thought to harbor seditious ideas.

In his Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man, James Weldon Johnson tells the story of one such tabaquero, and Howells path probably crossed many. He also crossed paths with a young Marxist writer from Trinidad named George Padmore, who joined the Comintern before becoming disillusioned with Stalins African policies and joining ranks with Kwame Nkrumahs brand of Pan-Africanism. Padmore was still sending his publications to Howell in 1948.

But Howell was wary of politicians. In New York different parties competed for influence within the powerful Porters Unionas a porter, he knew their strategies. This is probably where he understood that trade unions were preoccupied more with economic issues than with ideology. This knowledge helped when he was confronted with the same situation in Jamaica many years later.

In 1924, when he decided to settle in New York, he took a room on Horatio Street in the Lower East Side. His landlord was an Episcopal minister named Charles Clark, who at the time of the 1925 census housed two black janitorsthe only black people in a neighborhood of Italians. Howell had naturally turned to the Protestant Episcopal church, the American counterpart of his childhood Anglican denomination. Like many West Indian immigrants, he probably didnt identify with the local black churches and their boisterous followings. In Jamaica you find them too, but Howell was not one for sentimental effusions. He barely shook hands with his own children. Later he is reported to have spoken in tongues and to have manipulated his followers emotions, but in New York he was still the well-behaved immigrant whose only ambition was to find work. And it was not easy.

Unless the job was definitely marked COLORED on the board outside, there was no use applying, discovered Langston Hughes when confronted with the problem. And only one job in a thousand would be marked as such.11 The only jobs available were those of porter, busboy, or janitor, but it is hard to see the proud Leonard Howell cleaning floors or handling suitcases. His daughter Katherine protests when people suggest that her father may have worked such jobs, or worked as a cook on ships. He couldnt even boil water! However, in 1924 he wrote down porter as his occupation on his application for U.S. citizenship. He also worked in Hoboken, New Jersey, and then in Astoria, Queens, where he was a small construction contractor with his own team of workers.

In 1929 Howell was back in Harlem. A former Garveyite declared to Hill that Howell opened a tea room on 136th Street,12 a famous haven for preachers and radicals and a stronghold of the UNIA. But the great association did not fancy what he was doing there, and declared against Howell in New York.13 What exactly was he doing that they disapproved of? Could the tea room have been one of the five hundred ganja dens that one particular police report of the day mentions?14 Howell was indulging, the Garveyite said, in a number of nefarious practices. He was even accused of being an obeahman.

Obeah is black magic, the Jamaican counterpart of voodoo. Leonard Howell was not a sorcerer. His magic potions were probably what Rastas of today would call roots, vegetable tonics of rich nutritional value. Howell knew obeah, but he never indulged in its practice. One of his followers remembers that only one time did he witness a sacrifice performed by Howell. He reportedly threw a living lamb into a bonfire, but close enough to the edge to allow the lamb to escapeprobably with the intent to create a new parable, that the lamb was ultimately to escape the fire and tribulation. But his followers misunderstood his gesture, and they caught the animal and threw it back in. Howell ran to the rescue of the lamb, but it was too late.

This explicit rejection of obeah is a characteristic of the early Rasta movement, and it ought to be considered by modern sects who sometimes endorse superstitious practices in the name of Ras Tafari. Balintines Royal Parchment Scroll of Black Supremecy has a powerful declaration on this issue, later plagiarized by Howell in his Promised Key:

People that is guilty of Obeah must not visit the Balm Yard nor in the Assembly of Black Supremecy. NO admittance for Fortune Tellers and Witch and Old Hige. No admittance whatsoever for Ghost, Witch, Lizzards, Alligator, Snakes, Crabs, Flies, Ants, Rats, and Mice, and Lodestones, and Pins and Needles. Jan-Crows, the Ravens, and Candles, and Fast Cups, and Rum Bottles, and Graveyards are not required. For this is the Ethopia Balm Yard, and we do not have leoprosy.15

Howell was not an obeahman, but he could have been a healer. Balm yards are traditional hospitals where sick and deranged people are brought to be healed by mystic men. Maybe he tried to adapt the concept of the balm yard to Harlems cityscape. What else could he dispense in his tea room on 136th Street beside comfort to the disillusioned and lost?

Howell did not stay long in Harlem, if we rely on a Jamaican police report stating that he was arrested in New York in 1930 for grand larceny and then deported in 1932.16

But Howell cant be found in the police archives of New York. There is no criminal file on him whatsoever. If he had ever committed a criminal offense, it must not have been here. And the reason for his indictment is unclear. The colonial police report, which is usually quite accurate, does not state any source or detail. His children, his followers, and the people who knew him closely reject any idea of larceny or theft. Howell, the Anglican preachers son, could be a rebel, but not a thief. Not one of the many indictments in his life ever got him convictedexcept later for sedition and ganja.

In 1930 there was another reason why Howell may have had problems with the lawhis healing practices. The year 1930 saw a full-fledged campaign against the illegal practice of medicine following the Jamaican Ginger affair. It all started on March 8 in Oklahoma, when eighty people were taken to the hospital with lower limb paralysis. Most confirmed drinking Ginger Jake, a Jamaican tonic popular during Prohibition because it contained alcohol. In a few days the epidemic reached Tennessee (103 victims), and Cincinnati (fifty victims). By May 1, twelve people had died, and the police took serious action: fifty-one people were arrested, including the manufacturer in Brooklyn (who was, incidentally, not a Jamaican). Public opinion was stirred and a huge campaign launched against quackery.

The leader of this crusade was Arthur J. Cramp, an officer of the Health Department of the state of New York, who had lost a ten-year-old daughter to quack medicine. He kept files on thousands of persons and products. His 1931 and 1936 reports, Nostrums, Quackery and Pseudo-medicine, recount hundreds of cases he initiated against all kinds of nostrums: morphine baby syrup, electromagnetic belts, magic spring water (the famous California Water, still in use by African and Caribbean healers), and any number of opium and cannabis decoctions prescribed for cough and nerve disorders. The complete Cramp file is classified, but it seems likely that Howell was concocting ganja drinks in his tea room like those he had his adepts drink at Pinnacle. In those times of crisis and prohibition, ganja was balm to the aching soul. People were down, and ganja made them feel better and more positive. Half the Harlem population was out of work, blacks had little access to medical care, some suffered malnutrition. In despair they turned to tonics and the promises of their labels. Many of them contained coca leaf extract, which numbs hunger and provides a kick: Celery Cola, Rococola, Koka Nola, Kos-Kola, Coke Extract, Kola-Ade, Juni-Kola, Kola and Celery Bitters, Millburns Kola, and finally the famous Coca Bola, a chewing gum containing 0.7 gram of cocaine labeled as a remedy and substitute for tobacco, alcohol, and opium.

Could Leonard Howell have invented Ganja-Cola?

[image: Image]

The sun is shining, weather is sweet. On Malcolm X Boulevard, once Lennox Avenue, elders slam down dominoes in the shade of shop awnings. Everything is cool. One Hundred Thirty-Sixth Street runs in back of the Schomberg Center. In Howells time, Puerto Rican Arturo Schomburg was still gathering books for his great collection, his monument of African achievement, and the Center building was still a public library. The street was full of artists, associations (including the American West Indian Association), and storefront churches. One Hundred Thirty-Sixth Street is where Ethelred Brown, a famous preacher and journalist from Jamaica, delivered his first sermons at the Harlem Congregational Church. As for Howell, he settled at 113W, a three-story brick row house with a high stoop at the front door and a basement flat. Today it is painted dark red, the roof is crumbling, all the windows are blocked with tin. A young tree shoots out of the brickwork at the top. An old man came by while I was standing there and I stopped him to ask if he had ever heard of a tea room that used to be there. He shook his head. Thirty years I have been living on the street, never heard of a tea room here. Always been flats. You want to buy it?

I am looking for a man who used to live here. A Jamaican healer.

The man looked suspicious. What you want the man for?

He was a mystic man, the founder of the Rastas.

Hey! That an important man then. Go to Schomburg Center, right here. They for sure have something on him. But I researched in vain in the Schomburg Center. No Leonard Howell is mentioned here, or any Harlem healers at all. It was surprising to see so many articles on Africas healers and medicines and none on African healers in American black communities. It seems that intellectuals of the Harlem Renaissance did not want to be associated with those ghosts of the past. In his search for the achievements of the race, Schomburg did not want to include those backward practices. His contemporaries saw healers and street preachers as enemies of black liberation, as poor imitations of European religions, as static representations of the spiritual past of men, and so on.17

So apparently no one got on Doctor Howells case. He managed to keep his practices secret. But Hope Howell, Leonards brother, told Hill that he had excellent hands with sickness and he helped many people, even well-to-do-people.18 He probably knew of some plantslike any African grandmotherbut he had a superior sense of human psychology. He didnt have to be a licensed physician to give his patients a strong sense of hope and a bit of confidence. Lately medicine has begun acknowledging its debts to traditioneighty percent of all modern medicine comes from plants. People are realizing the interconnectedness of mental and physical health. But in Howells times, science, rendered arrogant by its recent successes, rejected the mystical and holistic concepts that pervade traditional medicine, and discarded popular wisdom, especially when it came from blacks.

Nothing is yet certain concerning Howells departure from New York. The recent opening of the Ellis Island files to the public might potentially give us a clue, but in the meantime we cannot know if he was deported, as Jamaican police claimed, or if he went back on his own. But that month, November 1932, was surely a dark one. In the depths of the Great Depression, immigration was at a standstill, shipyards were closing, and winter was coming. At Ellis Island, a record one thousand rejected immigrants were awaiting deportation. Among this thousand, three hundred people were voluntary deportees, turning their backs on the promises of the New World. Leonard Howell may very well have been among them.
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