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  Our West Indian mail boat lay at anchor in a tropical green gulf.




  From the palm-fringed shore a great mass of mountains rose, fantastic and mysterious. Dark jungle covered their near slopes, but high beyond the jungle, blue-black, bare ranges piled up, towering.




  At the water’s edge, lit by the sunset, sprawled the town of Cap Haitien. Our boat lay so close that in the bright, fading light it was easy to distinguish landmarks.




  Here amid more modern structures were the wrecked mansions of the sixteenth-century French colonials who had imported slaves from Africa and made Haiti the richest colony in the western hemisphere.




  Here was the paved pleasance on the waterfront, scene of white massacres when the blacks rose with fire and sword.




  Here in ruins was the palace built for Pauline Bonaparte when Napoleon sent his brother-in-law with an imperial army to do battle with slaves who had won their freedom.




  On a peak behind the Cape loomed the gigantic fortress which the self-crowned black king Christophe had built after every soldier of that white imperial army was dead or had sailed back to France.




  And now above the present-day government headquarters in the town floated the red-blue flag made by ripping the white from the French tricolor. Thus it has floated for more than a hundred years as the symbolic emblem of black freedom.




  All this was panoramic as we lay at anchor in the sunset, but as night fell it faded to vagueness and disappeared.




  Only the jungle mountains remained, dark, mysterious; and from their slopes came presently far out across the water the steady boom of Voodoo drums.
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  Chapter I.


  SECRET FIRES
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  Louis, son of Catherine Ozias of Orblanche, paternity unknown—and thus without a surname was he inscribed in the Haitian civil register—reminded me always of that proverb out of hell in which Blake said, “He whose face gives no light shall never become a star.”




  It was not because Louis’ black face, frequently perspiring, shone like patent leather; it glowed also with a mystic light that was not always heavenly.




  For Louis belonged to the chimeric Company of saints, monsters, poets, and divine idiots. He used to get besotted drunk in a corner, and then would hold long converse with Seraphim and demons, also from time to time with his dead grandmother who had been a sorceress.




  In addition to these qualities, Louis was our devoted yard boy. He served us, in the intervals of his sobriety, with a passionate and all-consuming zeal.




  We had not chosen Louis for our yard boy. He had chosen us. He had also chosen the house we lived in. These two things had happened while we were still at the Hotel Montagne. And they had seemed to us slightly miraculous, though the grapevine telegraph of servants in Port-au-Prince might adequately have explained both. Katie and I had been house-hunting. We had been shown unlivably ostentatious plaster palaces with magnificent gardens, and livable wooden villas with inadequate gardens or no gardens at all, until we had begun to despair. One afternoon as we left the hotel gate, strolling down the hill to Ash Pay Davis’s, a black boy, barefooted and so ragged that we thought he was a beggar, stopped us and said in creole with affectionate assurance, as if he had known us all our lives, “I have found the house for you.” Not a house, mind you. Nor was there any emphasis on the the; there couldn’t be in creole. He said literally, “M’ te joiend’ caille ou” (I have found your house).




  What we did may sound absurd. We returned to the hotel, got out our car, took Louis inside—he had wanted to ride the running-board—and submitted to his guidance. He directed us into the fashionable Rue Turgeau toward the American club and colony, but before reaching that exclusive quarter, we turned unfamiliarly left and then up a lane that ran into the jungle valley toward Petionville, and there where city and jungle joined was a dilapidated but beautiful garden of several acres and in its midst a low, rambling, faded pink one-story house with enormous verandas on a level with the ground.




  Some of the doors were locked; the rest were nailed up. Behind the house were stone-built servants’ quarters and a kitchen, also locked. There was a bassin (swimming-pool) choked with debris and leaves.




  Who owned this little dilapidated paradise, whether it was for rent, how much the rent might be—these were matters outside the scope of Louis’ genius. He had not inquired before coming to find us, and he made no offers or suggestions now.




  We thanked Louis, dropped him at Sacré Cœur, told him to come see us at the hotel next morning, then drove to Ash Pay’s and discovered after considerable telephoning that the place belonged to Maître Morel and might be rented for thirty dollars a month. Toussaint, black Interpreter for the brigade who dabbled helpfully in everything, would get us the keys on Wednesday afternoon when Maître Morel returned from Saint Marc.




  Louis did not come to the hotel next morning, nor the morning after, but when we went with Toussaint three day later to open the house, we were received blandly by Louis, who was already at home in a corner of the brick-paved veranda to which he had in the interval transported all his earthly possessions, consisting of a pallet, an old blanket, an iron cooking-pot, a candle-stub, and a small wooden box containing doubtless his more intimate treasures. In the pot were the remains of some boiled plantain, apparently his sole sustenance.




  Neither he nor we ever mentioned the matter of employing him. Several days were going to elapse before we could move in, but I gave him the keys to the house then and there. I also gave him ten gourdes, the equivalent of two dollars, which was a large sum of money, and told him to buy for himself what was needful, suggesting a new shirt and a supply of food. He was undernourished, and with that new wealth he could feast for a week; the price of a chicken in Haiti is twenty Cents.




  Returning some days later, I found him with a new pair of tennis shoes, a magnificently gaudy new scarf knotted round his neck, lying on his back in the grass beneath the shade of a mango tree, blissfully and inoffensively drunk, singing a little happy tune which he made as it went, inviting the birds to come and admire his new clothes. His shirt was as before. His whole shoulder protruded from a rent in it. I examined the cook-pot. It contained the remains of some boiled plantain, and it had apparently contained nothing else in the interval. I have told you, I think, that Louis was a saint. Even so, I fear it is going to be difficult to make you understand Louis, unless you have read sympathetically the lives of the less reputable saints and have also lived in a tropical country like Haiti.




  Of course when we furnished the house and moved in, we had additional servants—the dull, competent butler, a middle-aged woman cook, and for blanchisseuse a plump little wench with flashing teeth and roving eyes who promptly fell in love with Louis, gave him money, and more intimate favors when he permitted it. Having four servants was not ostentatious in Port-au-Prince, even for us who in New York habitually have none. It was the general custom. We paid the four of them a grand sum total of thirty-one dollars monthly, and they found their own food. The last three were reasonably efficient, as servants, doing generally what they were told; but Louis, who never did what he was told, was nevertheless in actual fact, putting quite aside his fantastic power of holding our affection, the most efficient servant of them all. The things he wanted to do, he did without being ordered, and they were many. For instance, there was the matter of our small sedan. He knew nothing about its mechanical insides and could never learn to change a tire, but he took a passionate pride in keeping it clean and polished. He groomed it as if it were alive. When it came home covered with caked mud he dropped no matter what and labored like a madman. He would never clean up the garden, burn brush, carry stones, but during the first week he anticipated our intentions by appearing with vines and flowers for transplanting, the earth still clinging to their roots, which he had got from God knows where. And these also he attended devotedly as if they were alive in a more than vegetable sense.




  He delighted in doing personal things to please us. Sometimes when we thought we needed him he was as tranquilly drunk as an opium-smoking Chinaman or off chasing the moon, but at moments when we least expected anything he would appear with a great armful of roses for Katie or a basket for me of some queer fruit not seen in the markets. On rare occasions, sometimes when drinking, sometimes not, he was hysterically unhappy and could not be comforted. But usually he was the soul of joy. And in the household Louis gradually centered his allegiance and chief concern on me. I mention this because most people, whether servants, kinsfolk, intimate friends, or casual acquaintances, find Katie the more admirable human being of us two. But Louis put me first. He began gradually to give me confidences. He feit, as time passed, that I understood him.




  And what has all this to do with the dark mysteries of Voodoo? you may ask, but I suspect that you already know. It was humble Louis and none other who set my feet in the path which led finally through river, desert, and jungle, across hideous ravines and gorges, over the mountains and beyond the clouds, and at last to the Voodoo Holy of Holies. These are not metaphors. The topography of Haiti is a tropical-upheaved, tumbled-towering madland of paradises and infernos. There are sweet plains of green-waving sugar cane, coral Strands palm-fronded, impenetrable jungles of monstrous tangled growth, arid deserts where obscene cactus rises spiked and hairy to thrice the height of a tall man on horseback and where Salamanders play; there are black canyons which drop sheer four thousand feet, and forbidding mornes which rise to beyond nine thousand. But the trail which led among them and ended one night when I knelt at last before the great Rada drums, my own forehead marked with blood—that trail began at my own back doorstep and led only across the garden to my yard boy Louis’ bare, humble quarters where a tiny light was burning.




  In a cocoanut shell filled with oil the little wick floated, its clear-flamed tip smaller than a candle’s, and before it, raised on a pile of stones such as a child might have built in play, was a stuffed bag made of scarlet cloth, shaped like a little water-jug, tied round with ribbon, surmounted by black feathers. Louis had come on tiptoe shortly after midnight, seeing me reading late and Katie gone to a dance at the club, whose music floated faintly across from Turgeau in the stillness. He explained that a my stere, a Zox, which is a god or spirit, had entered the body of a girl who lived in a hut up the ravine behind our house, and that everywhere throughout our neighborhood, in the many straw-thatched huts of the ravine, likewise in the detached servant quarters of the plaster palaces of American majors and colonels, hundreds of similar little sacred flames were burning.




  Thus, and as time passed, confidence engendering confidence, I learned from Louis that we white strangers in this twentieth-century city, with our electric lights and motor cars, bridge games and Cocktail parties, were surrounded by another world invisible, a world of marvels, miracles, and wonders—a world in which the dead rose from their graves and walked, in which a man lay dying within shouting distance of my own house and from no mortal illness but because an old woman out in Léogane sat slowly unwinding the thread wrapped round a wooden doll made in his image; a world in which trees and beasts talked for those whose ears were attuned, in which gods spoke from burning bushes, as on Sinai, and sometimes still walked bodily incarnate as in Eden’s garden.




  I also learned from Louis, or at least began to glimpse through him, something which I think has never been fully understood ? that Voodoo in Haiti is a profound and vitally alive religion— alive as Christianity was in its beginnings and in the early Middle Ages when miracles and mystical illuminations were common everyday occurrences—that Voodoo is primarily and basically a form of worship, and that its magic, its sorcery, its witchcraft (I am speaking technically now), is only a secondary, collateral, sometimes sinisterly twisted by-product of Voodoo as a faith, precisely as the same thing was true in Catholic mediaeval Europe.




  In short, I learned from Louis that while the High Commissioner, his lady, and the colonel had called and taken tea in our parlor, the high gods had been entering by the back door and abiding in our servants’ lodge.




  Nor was this surprising. It has been a habit of all gods from immemorial days. They have shown themselves singularly indifferent to polite Company, high-sounding titles, parlors, and fine houses . . . indifferent indeed to all worldly pride and splendor. We have built domed temples and vast cathedrals, baited with glories of polychrome and marble to trap them, but when the gods come uninvited of their own volition, or send their messengers, or drop their flame-script cards of visit from the skies, it is not often these gilded temples or the proud of the earth they seek, but rather some road-weary humble family asleep in a wayside stable, some illiterate peasant girl dreaming in an orchard as she tends her sheep, some cobbler in his hut among the Alps. Perhaps in their own far-off celestial sphere the gods are surfeited with glory, and only for that reason visit earth at all. Perhaps they suffer from some divine nostalgie de la boue. Always when rich, mighty temples are erected where once the humble stable stood, there is a risk that the bored gods will betake themselves elsewhere without saying au revoir. And perhaps it was through some such habit of the gods as this that mortal I, who have stood with bowed head and good intentions in so many of this world’s great gilded cathedrals, mosques, and temples, have never felt myself so close to the invisible presence of ultimate mystery as I did later, more than once, beneath straw-thatched roofs in the Haitian mountains. And this despite up-cropping naïvetes, savageries, grotesqueries, superstitious mumbo-jumbo, and at times deliberate witch-doctor charlatan trickeries that must be included too if I am to keep this record honest.




  Louis and I began to go wandering in the hills together and sitting under trees, where he would tell me of the names and attributes of the many Voodoo gods—Papa Legba, guardian of the gates, who was the most benevolent; Damballa Oueddo, wisest and most powerful, whose symbol was the serpent; Loco, god of the forests; Agoué, ged of the sea; Maîtresse Ezilee, who was the mild Blessed Virgin Mary; Ogoun Badagris, the bloody dreadful^One whose voice was thunder. There were dozens of them, it seemed. It was like a nursery lesson in Greek mythology, except that to Louis these were not myths, they were more real than he or I.




  No need to catalogue all their names here; most of them will fall naturally into the record later. Perhaps before the book is ended I shall try to compile a table of theological Voodoo statistics, but it will not be as congenial a task as sitting with Louis under a palm tree.2




  One afternoon, quite of his own volition, he began telling me of the ritual ceremonies in which these gods were worshiped, and soon I realized he was eye-witness recounting things quite unknown to the outside world and extraordinarily at variance not only with fiction and stage versions of Voodoo ritual, but with the few records extant of persons who have claimed a direct knowledge. He was telling me, in his own rich creole, of choral processionals all robed in white, of men and women grouped, antiphonally chanting, of a sacred black bull covered with embroidered draperies, glittering with adornments, with lighted candles fastened to its horns, led to the sacrificial altar. . . . “Ah, monsieur,” he cried, excited, “it was belle! belle! belle!” He was seeing it once more as he sat there. I could tell it in his eyes. He was trying to make me see it. But now, lost in his own memory vision, he could only repeat that it was beautiful, beautiful, beautiful.




  Belle was a word Louis seldom used, probably because everything to him was beautiful, just as everything was holy to St. Francis, and a special phenomenon would have to be superlatively beautiful before he felt the fact worth mentioning. Only two phenomena in our immediate lives had hitherto, separately, called forth the adjective: Claire and the peacock. The peacock had been given us by Major Davis, but it was not aware that it belonged to us; it followed Louis about as if he were its mate. “Oh, la belle bête!” he exclaimed when it first spread its tail, and he called it by no other name thereafter. When Claire had appeared from New York to visit us, Louis had exclaimed with like ecstatic spontaneity, “Oh, la belle dame!” She will forgive me for suggesting that this was extraordinary. She had beauty, yes, but not of a flagrant kind. Leo Katz, sunken in mystic portrait painting, had limned her as a saint, and might as easily have made her a sibyl or a she-devil, but the social herd in Port-au-Prince, as at home, found her more often strange than surpassingly lovely. Louis was quick enough at remembering names, and hers was easy, but during her entire stay with us he found no other name for her. It was always “the beautiful beast,” and always “the beautiful lady.”




  Claire’s face glowed as Louis’ sometimes did with the inner light that never shone on land or sea; she also was of that strange Company, a little sister of the saints and succubi; and I think it was for this that Louis wisely found her beautiful.




  And now in memory he had evoked another vision of unearthly beauty.




  I said to him presently, “Louis, it was for this, and for this only, I think, that I came to Haiti. I would give anything in the world to see it. I would risk my life, do you understand?—except that that isn’t the way I want to see it.”




  “Ah, monsieur,” said Louis sorrowfully, “if you were only black!”




  Several days later Louis said, apropos apparently of nothing, “It’s more than a month since I have seen my mother at Orblanche. It takes a day to go and a day to return.”




  I said, “All right, Louis, but since when have you taken to asking anybody’s permission for your goings and returnings?”




  “It was not for that,” said Louis; “I thought you would come with me.”




  Chapter II.
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  Louis was flattered that I should have come with him; I was flattered that he should have asked me. So with our joint egos agreeably inflated we ambled along the narrow donkey path, I on a little saddled pony borrowed from DiveSco, he topping me on a bareback mule obtained by his own mysterious devices, and as we rode single file we sang, not always in unison:




  

    ’Ti fi pas connais lauer passer




    Aller caille maman ou;




    ’Ti fi pas connais lauer passer




    Reter caille maman ou.




    





    Chorus (repeated ad lib.) :




    





    Angêlica! Angêlica!




    Rêter caille maman ou.


  




  It meant, “Little girl, since you don’t know how to wash and iron, go on back home to your mamma and stay there.” There was another verse in which the girl replies, “Little boy, since you haven’t got any pennies in your pocket, you’d better beat it home to your own mamma.”




  From time to time inspired, Louis and I invented new verses, both indecent and mystical, until we emerged from the trail to the highroad, galloped into Petionville, and dismounted at the market behind the church where old women sat with their baskets and donkeys. We squabbled and bargained until we had filled a large sack with gifts for Louis’ mother. They were not expensive or lordly—such things as Louis might have bought returning to the maternal caille alone, dried fish, tobacco leaves, tablettes which are brown-sugar candy, gingerbread, a small sack of flour, a bottle of red rum, and (fools that we were) a lot of banana-figs that were crushed to a pulp as we jogged. “No matter,” said Louis; “the babies will lick them up.”




  So down the hills and over the plain of the Cul-de-Sac through fields of green cane, into another woods, to Orblanche, Louis’ natal village, a straggling collection of some dozen straw-thatched, wattle-and-mud-walled huts and houses with naked babies and half-naked wenches who cried, “It’s Cousin Louis with a white. Welcome, cousin. Welcome, white.” It might have been in the friendly heart of Africa.




  Louis’ mamma, Catherine Ozias of Orblanche, small, black, and wrinkled, lay in her house on a palm-fiber pallet, in a moderately clean white wrapper, ill, but not too ill to arise and bestir herself. She whimpered and sobbed, hugging Louis, as old mothers do, but not excessively. It was only when she stood back to survey him and observed he was wearing shoes that the tears of joy flowed free. For only those who have risen in the world wear shoes in Haiti. And because Louis wore shoes and introduced me as his “friend and protector,” she gave thanks to the bon Dieu and wanted to kiss my hand. The bon Dieu and Blessed Brother Jesus find themselves in strange Company in Haiti, both celestial and mortal. The Catholic priests, all save a few of the oldest and wisest rural ones, deplore this, but I suspect that Jesus himself might understand and be well content.1




  Louis’ mother exclaimed over the gifts as they were drawn one by one from the sack. Naked grandchildren crowded shyly in the doorway as she doled out candy and gingerbread. Under a palm-leaf canopy on poles in the yard, a chicken and millet in an iron bowl were set cooking.




  Louis drew his mother aside and began whispering earnestly with her, nodding in my direction. We went back presently into her house, into its main room, earth-floored, about nine feet by seven in size. We entered through the always-open doorway in which no door had ever hung. Her pallet lay on the earth; there was a little table on which were calabash Utensils, also three or four china cups and plates, some tin knives, forks, and spoons; her few other belongings hung from pegs in the mud wall. Partitioned off from this were two other tiny rooms, one open with another pallet lying on the ground, the second closed by a rickety wooden door. To this door Louis and his mother led me, and we entered, shutting it behind us. Built against the wall was a low altar on which were two Voodoo ouanga bags surmounted by feathers, a crude wooden serpent symbol, a crucifix, a thunderstone, a French colored lithograph of the Virgin Mary, a calabash bowl with green plantains and other offerings of simple food, and in the altar’s forefront a cocoanut-shell lamp with its tiny, floating flame. I wish I could make it clear how real this was despite its, to our eyes, anachronistic naivete. Forget the details and see only, if you can, that here a sacred flame was burning before sincerely worshiped household gods, just as such flames have burned not only for Louis’ savage forbears in the Congo jungle, but before the Lares and Penates of ancient Rome, and still bum today before household shrines in every so-called heathen land and in a few archaic Christian ones where religion is an intimate vital element of daily life.




  On the floor beside the altar was a small, cheap painted wooden chest which Louis brought out when we emerged. It contained the somewhat surprising family heirlooms and treasures. He fished out and displayed those which concerned him personally and would therefore be most likely to interest me. They did. There was an old-fashioned engraved certificate of first communion from the parish church at Croix de Bouquet, which Louis handed me as his own. It had come from an ecclesiastical engraver in the Quartier de Saint Sulpice at Paris. It depicted a Gothic interior with mitered mediaeval bishops communing little kneeling blonde girls in hoopskirts and early Victorian pantalettes, little white boys dressed like Frenchified Etonians. How different must the scene have been at Louis’ own first communion. I examined the writing. I said, “But look here, Louis, this doesn’t say your name, ‘Louis, fils de Catherine Ozias’; it says, ‘Auguste Jean Baptiste Ozias.’”




  “Ah,” said Louis, “it’s true, but I had long forgotten it. Auguste is my cousin. You see, the priest was in a hurry, he handed them out rolled up and gave me the wrong one, but Auguste has one too, so it’s all the same.”




  And now Louis pulled out of the box a flute. It was a proper black flute with German-silver keys. Writers of fiction generally must stick to probabilities, or at least possibilities, more or less, but in real life there are no such limitations. The impossible happens continually. Louis himself would have been incredible in any fiction, except perhaps that of Dostoevski or Melville. It seemed, as nearly as I could gather, that Louis in his childhood had for a time attended parish school, and that the amiable priests, despairing of teaching him to read and write, but heariug him often singing (and doubtless influenced unknowingly by his kinship with fauns and angels), had given him the old flute and taught him to play it. I am sure that if Louis had been born in an Italian hill village instead of the Haitian jungle, he would have preached to the animals and been canonized. Now he played a melody which I had often heard country people singing or whistling as they worked, and which I was to know later as the invocation to Legba.21 said, “Louis, why don’t you bring your flute back to town?” He said, “I mean to; I was afraid before that it would be stolen.” Where he had slept, how he had lived in the city before he attached himself to us, I wondered. He did bring back the flute and played it sometimes for us, but the best to hear was at a distance when he sat under a far tree in the garden for hours piping to the peacock, which would stand close near him as if enchanted.




  Ye patient, pious, and mildly tolerant priests of Croix de Bouquet, would it have caused you pangs to know that the flute you once gave Louis from the goodness of your hearts, which your own consecrated hands taught him to play, was now piping pagan melodies to Legba, serpent gods, and peacocks; to know that his pretty first communion papers engraved in the shadow of Saint Sulpice and brought in Christian vessels across the seas, now lay with ancient thunderstones upon a Voodoo altar?




  If so, I believe, your pious pangs would have been in part assuaged could you have seen that selfsame altar as I chanced to return and see it long afterward, late in a Holy Week when all its sacred objects, Christian and pagan together, were stripped from it on the evening of Good Friday, laid as if dead in rows before it upon the ground and covered over with palm fronds, to remain thus buried as Lord Jesus was until the Easter resurrection morn. During Golgotha’s tragedy, even the great Voodoo serpent-god Damballa must bow his hooded head. And with the half million Voodoo altars in Haiti, it was and has been, I am told, on each succeeding anniversary the same. Here are deep matters, not easily to be dismissed by crying blasphemy.




  In the afternoon Louis and I went to walk by the river and to call upon his uncle, Dort Dessiles, who was a papaloi. Louis took him aside as he had his mother, and again whispered earnestly, and I knew they were talking of the conversation I had had with Louis on the hill. Dort Dessiles, naturally, was not wholly trustful. After all, my face was white. I often regretted it in Haiti. Old Dessiles, nevertheless, was friendly, took us to his house for a glass of rum. He wanted to do what Louis asked, but he was afraid. Louis insisted. He kept saying that I was not like a white man, whatever that meant. Finally Dessiles and I had a long conversation. The immediate result was that we three went to another caille about a quarter of a mile distant, to lay the matter before a man named Dieron, who was a hougan, a sort of Voodoo high priest in the district. His relation to Dessiles, I gathered, was somewhat like that of a bishop to a vicar. When we parted with him the upshot was still uncertain. They had a curious faith in Louis, due, I think, not only to their village and blood relationship, but also in part to Louis’ other worldliness. They accepted me on faith as Louis’ friend. They talked with me frankly; they took me back a mile from the road and showed me the local houmfort (mystery house) and the peristyle under which blood-sacrifices from time to time took place; but for me, a white man, to be present at these ceremonials—ah, that was a hard matter, over which they shook their heads dubiously. I did not press it. “I am going to be in Haiti a long time,” I said; “maybe sometime later if we get to know each other better . . And we let it stand at that.




  I returned to Port-au-Prince the same night, by the moon, leaving Louis with his family, in his natal village. I guessed that he might accomplish more alone than with me present.




  He came back after two days, saying he was sure it could be arranged in the end, and during the next several weeks I made three visits with him to Orblanche, sometimes spending the night there. It was so well arranged finally—in anticipation—that my part in the preparations became as intimate as that of a city cousin engaged with country kinsfolk in trimming the family Christmas tree. I was to buy sweet cakes, candles, and ribbons. I was taken to admire the black bull chosen a week in advance and now penned up in Dieron’s compound. It was to be for the next Saturday night.




  Only one thing remained to be done, and it seemed a mere courteous formality. It was to inform Kebreau quietly and unofficially so that he might keep his royal back turned and his royal eyes closed on that night. Kebreau was the brown-skinned Haitian Lieutenant-Chief of Gendarmerie for the Croix de Bouquet district, but unofficially he was political “king” of the Cul-de-Sac plain. Kebreau knew that Dort was a papaloi, Dieron a hougan. Kebreau knew the location of their houmfort and knew that from time to time ceremonials technically against the law occurred there. Kebreau knew everything. But Kebreau was not active in persecuting the religion of his own devoted peasants. I am not suggesting that Kebreau was false to his uniform or that he connived overtly in the breaking of the law; he was one of the most conscientious gendarme officers in Haiti, but he couldn’t stamp out Voodoo if he had wished, and why should he try when many of the wisest and most efficient white captains and lieutenants of other rural districts closed their eyes to many things that went on continually around them—when at Léogane, for instance, and in a village just east of Gonaives there were unburned mystery houses, obvious and unmistakable, within clear sight of the great highroad over which the motor cars of white generals frequently passed.




  But it was a duty of courtesy to inform Kebreau unofficially, a matter of good faith, as Dort and Dieron explained; so on Thursday morning they were going to tell him.




  Thursday night late, a man came in to Port-au-Prince from Orblanche, Unding my house and asking for Louis, with the message that everything was spoiled—that Kebreau for some unaccountable reason had told them they must not do it.




  I was unhappy, and so was Louis. Düring the night, lying awake, it occurred to me that Kebreau might have heard they planned to have a white man present, and for that reason had refused to let them go on. I decided, therefore, that there was a bare chance things might be straightened out if I went to see Kebreau myself. I happened to know him personally, and this is how I happened to know him: Some months previous, Major R. H. Davis, Mr. Halliday, and I had gone on a wild-guinea hunt, motoring out through Kebreau’s district, and turning fifteen miles beyond into the thorn-bush desert near Thomazeau, penetrating ten miles from the main highway, on a dirt road over which autos almost never passed. Toward twilight, just as we got back to the car, a torrential rain feil, which lasted most of the night. We had chains and tried to go through, with the result that soon we were bogged to our axles. An old man appeared out of the mud, rain, and darkness, and I said, “Ou capab’ joiend’ gros cod de bef?” (Literally: You capable join [find] great rope two bulls?)




  “Non, blanc, pas capab’” he replied in hopeless tones, but when we showed him six dollars—we chose six because it was the exact amount he could earn by working for a solid month in the canefields—he decided he was capab and disappeared to try. Toward midnight he returned, wading through the mud, with a yoke of oxen and the entire male population of a village. Major Davis stayed at the wheel, trying to low-speed, while Halliday and I got out and pushed behind with the negroes, the old man cracking his whip and shouting at the oxen in front. The engine roared, the oxen tugged, Halliday fell down in the knee-deep goulash mud, got up, cursing, to push again, I fell down too, the negroes laughed, and the car never budged.




  The old man gave it up in disgust, and blamed us, saying philosophically, “Auto bagai de ville’ (It’s a toy that ought to stay in the city). But another old man, working with his wet black hands in the headlight glare, made a little cross with two sticks and a piece of string fished from his pocket, tied it prayerfully to our tail-light, and with mighty heaving the car came out of the hole. They dragged us eventually to the highway, where the “city toy” went completely dead. Well paid, they departed, and left us to our now hopeless misery. It was a dreary night, and not yet dawn. We were wet through and covered with mud. People now began to pass, like ghosts, with their donkeys on the way to market. We began hailing them, saying, “Are you going to Croix de Bouquet?” When one said, “Yes,” we gave him a half gourde (ten Cents) and said, “Tell Lieutenant Kebreau at Gendarmerie headquarters to send out and rescue us.” We sent a string of messages like that. And Kebreau, not content with sending a truck with a half dozen gendarme privates aboard, also a mechanic, also spades, tackle, and a thermos bottle full of coffee, came out himself in a touring-car to condole us and lend a hand. It was the first time I had ever seen him. He was a magnificent fellow, six feet tall, past middle age, handsome as a bronze Statue with his fine Kaiser Wilhelm mustaches and his skin almost the same color as his Sam Browne belt and polished boots. He was respectfully amused, but sympathetic. Furthermore, he took us to his own house at Croix de Bouquet, mud-covered scarecrows that we were, and spread before us a superb breakfast of state—was he not king of the Cul-de-Sac?—with cut-glass decanters cf rum, delicious and golden. Our friend Major Davis had an ingrown prejudice against sitting down at table with Haitians, whom he referred to collectively as “darkies” when he was in a good humor and “niggers” when in a less amiable mood, but I observed now that the rain and a salutary fasting had purged him of it. He clinked glasses with Kebreau, told him what a splendid chap he was, and we sat there for two hours lighting each other’s cigarettes, and growing more and more friendly.




  Now looking back on this adventure, lying in bed, miserable and disappointed, recalling also pleasant subsequent meetings with Kebreau, I made up my mind definitely to go out and see him next morning, and did.




  After five minutes’ candid conversation with Kebreau, I realized I was encountering some sort of blind obstacle that had no direct connection either with the laws against Voodoo or his personal willingness to forget them, or with the fact that I was a white man. There was something else. He told me frankly that there was something, but concerning its precise nature he remained reticent.




  When I returned and reported this to Louis, a light gradually dawned on him. “Ahhh,” said he, and “Ahhh” again. “Moon dit President jour çi li fache conf Kebreau, li vlé couper tête li” (People say President these days is angry against Kebreau and wishes to chop off his head).




  That afternoon I dropped in at headquarters to chat with Général Turrill, chief of the Gendarmerie d’Haiti. Naturally I did not mention Voodoo, but in the course of our casual talk I said, “By the way, why has Borno got his ax out for Kebreau?”




  What a world of irrelevant causes and absurdly disconnected eddying effects we blunder helplessly around in. Big events often upset smaller apple-carts, and it was an absurdly disconnected cause of this sort that had upset mine and Louis’.




  United States Senator Shipstead is just a name to me, which I may not be even spelling correctly. The Haitians called him Sheepstead, so I am guessing it would be that.




  He had come to Haiti on a junket, and Kebreau, so Général Turrill told me, had given a big rural barbecue in the senator’s honor. Kebreau, as I have explained, was more than an ordinary lieutenant of gendarmerie; he was a powerful politician. At this barbecue, sponsored by Kebreau, Senator Shipstead had made an “agricultural speech” to several hundred peasants. Apparently it was an old war-horse, the same sort of speech he must have made a hundred times at white barbecues in Iowa or wherever he hails from. It was about the importance of the small farmer, and contained reiterated phrases that were interpreted to mean, “Hold on to the land.” It sounded innocuous and may have been so intended, but at that moment in Haiti it was taken to be highly charged with specific local significance. The signing of a huge irrigation contract, backed by American capital, was pending, and President Borno, who believed in such developments, was eager to get it signed. But it involved either the purchase or confiscation of thousands of small farms, and Senator Shipstead, whose speech was quoted and made the text of fiery editorials in all the Opposition papers howling that Borno was in league with Wall Street to dispossess and rob his own peasants—Senator Shipstead, the Général told me, grinning (he was an old Marine Corps former fighting colonel who didn’t give a hoot in hell for politics), had thrown a monkey wrench in the works.




  President Borno was highly indignant, the Général continued, and Kebreau, whom he held somewhat to blame, was going to have to watch his Step very carefully for the next month or so. It was reported that the President had even sent his private spies into the Cul-de-Sac seeking to “hang something” on him which would justify an executive demand that he be kicked out of the Service.




  If I had ever read the newspapers, or taken any interest in politics, I might have already known most of this and guessed the rest. When I walked out of Général Turrill’s office, I knew that luck had broken against me.




  One of my reasons for recounting this chronicle of disappointment in such detail is that it may throw an interesting sidelight on the legal Status of Voodoo in Haiti today; another is that certain otherwise friendly and more than generous reviewers found what they called my “continuous good luck” in the Arabian desert a bit monotonous and too marvelous. But I suffered a hundred untold disappointments and obstacles that had to be deviously circumvented in Arabia. And I feel it best, therefore, to confess that I suffered many similar disappointments in Haiti before I finally reached my goal.




  Louis’ influence did not extend beyond his natal village in the plain, and my path eventually led up into the mountains. But it was Louis who had set my feet in it. Through him and his uncle Dort I began to understand more definitely what I sought, was able to avoid certain pitfalls, and Louis has my gratitude. Even so, with many a false start and wrong direction, my path was “roundabout” like Peer Gynt’s, and more than once the Great Boyg barred it. The trail led me once through deep ravines in which the sun never shone, thence winding narrowly up the edge of a sheer cliff to the door of a little man with a wizened face, a famous little man, a sort of Voodoo hermit-saint, who could have wisely taught me all I wished to know, and more, but who sneered at my sincerity and said, “There is no such thing as Voodoo; it is a silly lie invented by you whites to injure us.” Saints are not always amiable. It led once beyond the clouds on Morne Diable to a village whose inhabitants had seen no white face for eight years, and though on that occasion I rode with a doctor whose welcome remedies were freely given them, and though they entertained us hospitably for the night, when we arose next morning to go higher up the mountain, they laid hands on our bridles without violence, and said, “It is forbidden.” And once I fled, after being offered hospitality, from the habitation of a leering, evil old woman, full of too eager promises, with greedy fingers already clutching at my pocketbook, who would have cut her own daughter’s throat to oblige me, for a price. But also I made friends, occasionally saw strange sights, and there were habitations oft returned to where I became known and welcome.
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  Finally I went to live with Maman Célie.




  I had come for an earlier first visit weeks before, not entirely as a stranger, to this remote, patriarchal habitation in the mountains, sponsored by a man whom they trusted, and made welcome because I was his friend. But now, on Maman Célie’s own Suggestion, I had returned alone.




  Between Maman Célie and me there was a bond which I cannot analyze or hope to make others understand because in my innermost seif its roots went deep beyond analysis or conscious reasoning. We had both felt it almost from our first contact. It was as if we had known each other always, had been at some past time united by the mystical equivalent of an umbilical cord; as if I had suckled in infancy at her dark breasts, had wandered far, and was now returning home.




  Such mysterious returnings to a place where one has never been; such strange familiarness of a face that one has never seen; I think these things are within the secret experience of almost every human being, but if one has not at some time felt them, they cannot be explained.




  This habitation, lost in the high mountains, was primitive and patriarchal. There were half a dozen thatch-roofed buildings in the cleared compound; the little community was ruled by Maman Célie and Papa Theodore, her venerable, less active husband; its members were their grown sons and daughters, their grandchildren naked from baby-hood to puberty, playing in the sunshine among the pigs and goats; the oldest son, Emanuel, was past forty; the youngest unmarried daughter, Catherine, was sixteen. Maman Célie herself I guessed to be far past sixty. Her sweet black face, like that of an old prophetess, was deeply wrinkled, but her thinness and straightness, her vitality, made her seem sometimes curiously young.




  Patches of corn, millet, and cotton clung farther downward, above the jungle line, on the mountainside; a full mile below in a green jungle valley were their plantains, banana trees, cocoanut palms, and the clear spring with its rivulet from which donkeys toiled upward, festooned with calabash bottles like ambulant bunches of gigantic yellow grapes, often with children in procession single file behind, each with water-filled calabash balanced on his head.




  Many paths led from this spring, winding down over the mountains and far away, but the path to Maman Célie’s led upward only to our habitation and ended there. The next nearest family community was on the other side of a deep, mile-wide gorge; we counted them friends and neighbors; we could hear their cocks crowing at dawn, their dogs barking in the evening, and when darkness fell we could see their cook-fires burning; on the drums we could say to them across the chasm, “Come on such and such a day,” or “Expect us on such another,” exchanging simple messages; but to reach their habitation, scarcely a mile distant as the birds flew, we had to journey seven miles around, down past the spring where the bare gorge narrowed to become a fertile valley, and then up again on the other side, regaining the lost altitude.




  Thus we were isolated, not only from the organized world down yonder—the nearest gendarme post, chapel, rural clinic, market, were a long day’s journey beyond another range—but even somewhat from our neighbors, of whom there were perhaps fifty little family communities scattered far and wide on our own mountain.




  Almost every day, despite our isolation, some of these neighbors trailed up from the common spring, sometimes on donkey-back, more usually in procession afoot, family visiting family; but strangers never came.




  So far as the world of urban Port-au-Prince and Americanized Haiti was concerned, I might have been on another planet. Yet I do not wish to exaggerate this isolation. Both Maman Célie and Papa Theodore had been down there. They still went perhaps once a year. She went once, in fact, while I was living among them, being gone nearly a week, but that was a very special journey. In general, this mountain-inclosed life went on as if no Port-au-Prince existed.




  It was a life I enjoyed, and they let me share it simply, from day to day. I learned to make tambors marenguin (mosquito-drums, so called, though they were stringed Instruments of which the mechanical contrivance had survived from Africa) with the brats who were still a little afraid of me because of my white face. I rode often with Emanuel and Rafael, once trying with them to explore the bottom of the gorge. I sometimes lent a hand with them in the fields, if green checker-board squares tilted at an angle of forty-five degrees can properly be called fields; and in the evenings I sat with the rest of the circle while Papa Theodore asked riddles, or told tales of how a wily little negro named Ti Malice, a favorite character in all their fables, had locked up Gros Bouqui in the potato garden, or how he saved his own skin at the expense of Bouqui when they fell among cannibals. Many of these tales were of Congo origin, sometimes modified to the West Indian locale, and sometimes not.




  All this I found delightful, but between Maman Célie and me there was something deeper, which grew. I knew, of course, that she was a mamaloi. I knew also that the largest building of the habitation, the only one with locked door, was a houmfort. She knew likewise that I was profoundly interested in the religion in which she was an active priestess. And she also understood quite definitely that I wished to write about it. There was complete candor and confidence between us. She herself could neither read nor write, but she was keenly intelligent and understood clearly what I was and what books were. She understood, further-more, instinctively, that there was no latent intention of betrayal,1 that whatever I might write would not be with intent to do them harm. Instinctively she knew that whatever might grow tree-like from my interest, its roots were buried in soil common to us both.




  We talked frequently of the things I had heard first from Louis beneath the palm tree, but Maman Célie made haste slowly. She sometimes said to me, “Pétit, pétit ” meaning little by little, or Step by step. Perhaps she was wisely waiting until the people of the mountain became thoroughly accustomed to my presence. And finally one day, she said, “There is to be a big, big Petro ceremonial on Saturday and Sunday over yonder at the habitation of Theodore’s brother Ernest; all the mountain will be there, and it is understood you are coming too.”

OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/9788074844973.jpg
Virginia

Wog
Mrs. Dalloway





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
William Seabrook





OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/9788026837138.jpg
Fyodor
Dostoyevsky

The Cémplete
~ Works

Novels, Short Stories
and Autobiographical Writings






OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/9788074844966.jpg





OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/4057664138064.jpg
The Complete
Harvard
Classics

5

w W.W} F|





OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/9788026873129.jpg
P Chorles
\ Dickens






