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  A veve for attracting Papa Legba.




  A NOTE ABOUT THE TEXTS




  

    I HAVE MADE MINOR IMPROVEMENTS TO SOME OF THE STORIES, PRIMARILY BY removing or toning down racial references and by updating some of the older stories for modern audiences. It is not the intention of this book to say anything about race. Hopefully that will be seen as incidental to the stories. The focus should be on the stories themselves, so I’ve tried to remove peripheral distractions that have nothing to do with the tale being told. Voodoo is a tolerant religion that accepts people of all races, and there are practitioners of a wide variety of ethnicities.


  




  Also, I have used the modern spellings of “fetish” and “Haiti” in my introduction, but used the older spellings “fetich” and “Hayti” in the main body of the book. For the general population, the term “fetish” has a very different meaning from the religious and anthropological meaning, so I used the older spelling to remind readers of this. I used the older spelling “Hayti” because some of the stories refer to human sacrifices and cannibalism, which was never a common feature of voodoo, and may only have occurred in very rare and extreme circumstances, so I want to remind readers that those tales are from the past and should not be associated with modern Haiti.
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  A veve for attracting Erzulie Freda.
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  Voodoo is a nebulous religion with many branches or “traditions.” As with all belief systems, things that were once believed have been altered or replaced by new beliefs, but since voodoo has no written documents and is based on oral traditions, it is even more susceptible to change. As a result, beliefs and practices vary greatly from place to place. The beliefs in Haiti are different from those in Louisiana. Even a city like New Orleans will have voodoo temples with different beliefs and rituals, while some incorporate many more Christian or Muslim elements into their practices than others.




  All this makes it difficult to outline properly. What is true for one group is false for another. Of course, you see the same thing in Christianity, with its many branches, sects, and cults. Voodoo is also a very intricate and detailed religion, so an overview can hardly do it justice, but this should provide a basic idea of what voodoo’s all about. Here, I’m presenting elements from the past and present and from a variety of locations. While it’s not very accurate for any specific time or place, it is a good generalized summary.




  To its practitioners, voodoo is much more than a religion—it is their entire world view. It influences all their actions and beliefs. Ethnobotanist Wade Davis—who wrote The Serpent and the Rainbow, among other books on voodoo and zombies—pointed out, “It’s not just a body of religious ideas, but a notion of how children should be raised, a notion of what education means, an awareness of politics.” Voodooists see everything in the world as voodoo, along with everything they receive in life and everything that happens to them. Voodoo controls pleasure and pain. It controls the weather, politics, and whether something good or bad will happen to someone on a given day. It is everywhere, including in other religions; thus voodooists have no problem also belonging to Christian churches. Voodoo is all about power, and its practitioners will use anything they believe is powerful, including quotations from the Bible and images of the devil. Voodoo is also the invisible world that permeates the physical one and directly influences it. On occasion the veil opens and direct contact with the spirits is made.




  The word “voodoo” comes from the African word for “spirit.” It is used in many different ways by different groups of people. In Haiti, for example, it refers strictly to the dances where loa (spirits) take possession of the bodies of the dancers. Some practitioners don’t like the term since the popular media has associated it with black magic and zombies, so they use “hoodoo” to refer to white magic and positive rituals, while using “voodoo” to refer to sorcery and dark rituals. Unfortunately, most people have been influenced by popular literature, movies, and Christianity, and thus have a false impression of voodoo as being a cult of Satanism or devil worship involving human sacrifices, black magic, deadly snakes, and wanton sex.




  As with almost every word or name associated with voodoo, there are a number of different ways the word “voodoo” can be spelled—such as vo-du, vodu, vudu, vodou, voudou, vaudou, vaudoux, vaudeaux, vaudun, vodun, or vodoun. Because of the negative connotations associated with “voodoo,” the alternate spellings are gaining popularity. The word originally meant “spirit”; thus “the voodoos” referred to the loa, or orisha, though some people, not knowing the difference, use it to refer to the voodooists themselves.




  Similar, related religions include Santeria (Puerto Rico), Shango (Cuba, Jamaica, and Dutch Guiana), Palo (Cuba), and the Brazilian religions of Candomblé, Umbanda, Quimbanda, and Batuque. They have many things in common with voodoo, though some originated in other parts of Africa. Voodoo came from West Africa—the area from which almost all the slaves in the Americas were shipped. The African religions that voodoo is based on might be among the world’s oldest religions. Some say they date back 6,000 years.




  It’s commonly estimated that there are currently 50 million voodooists worldwide, but that number seems greatly overstated. It’s probably too high even if one includes all the African-diasporic religions, since these are largely Caribbean religions and there are only 40 million people in the Caribbean, most of whom claim to be Catholic. Still, it’s very difficult to get an accurate estimate, especially since many voodooists are also Christians.




  VOODOO AND CHRISTIANITY




  Voodoo and Christianity are usually seen as opposites. While Christian churches tend to view voodoo as a form of Satan worship, many, if not most, voodooists are also Christians. They see little or no conflict between their two religions, even though the two are very different. The religions were forced together under Spanish rule, when voodoo had to incorporate a veneer of Catholicism in order to survive. For many, Christianity is a thin veneer that coats the African-inspired religion. For others, Christianity plays a much larger role.




  There are a few basic similarities. Both believe in a single supreme being, though Christians divide their God up into three separate personalities. Both also believe in an afterlife, though the nature of these is very different. They both believe in the existence of devils. Also, both voodoo and Catholicism have rituals that feature sacrifice and consumption of flesh and blood, though the Catholic version is supernatural.




  There are many more differences, such as the nature of good and evil. In Christianity the two are completely separate and the goal is to overcome evil and eventually it will be gone. In voodoo nothing is totally good or totally evil, and you can’t have one without the other or things will be out of balance. Also, Christians draw guidance from God through the Bible and prayer, while voodooists get it from the loa through possession, dreams, and divination.




  Because voodoo had to use a cloak of Christianity to avoid persecution, the two religions came to share many symbols. In voodoo, Christ’s cross is associated with Legba, Papa Guede, and the crossroads. Instead of dividing God into three beings, the voodoo Trinity represents the three primitive powers—the loa, the Twins, and the Dead. While the Virgin Mary, various saints, and archangels are used as representations of specific loa, often the similarities are only remotely superficial. Voodooists also have a loa that is something like a guardian angel and patron saint.




  Although voodooists have no problem blending the two religions, Christian missionaries steadfastly refused to accept voodoo, especially when confronted with animal sacrifices, veneration of fetishes, wild dances, and—most shockingly for them—the physical possession by the loa, which they viewed as demons.




  WHAT VOODOO IS ALL ABOUT




  Voodoo has no written codes or large-scale hierarchy, as do most other religions. Voodoo is very democratic. Anyone can join if they want and anyone can become a houngan or mambo (priest or priestess). Race, sexual orientation, even a person’s religion make no difference. In voodoo, it doesn’t matter if someone belongs to another religion—many voodooists do. They see no conflict here, though other religions usually do.




  A mambo can also be known as the mamaloi, or the mother queen. In Louisiana Voodoo she would be the voodoo queen. The houngan is also called the papalois (father king) or the voodoo king. While anyone can become a mambo or houngan, usually these figures are chosen by the spirits. Their main purpose is to look out for the well-being of their community.




  Voodoo is not a religion for loners. It requires a mambo or houngan, hounsi (female initiates and assistants), hounganikon (music and motion director), singers, drummers, sacrificial cook, and others. Sometimes there’s also a La Place (master of ceremonies). It is a community-oriented religion. Except for a few private ceremonies, voodoo services are open to the general public.




  Voodooists believe in a single almighty God, though they feel he is too busy to be concerned with worldly affairs. They call him Bondye (pronounced “bohn-dyay”)—meaning “Good God”—and the Gran Mèt or the Grand Master. He has no personality or emotions. They believe Bondye created the universe, so everything contains his essence, and it’s bits of his spirit that give people consciousness. But even though he is everywhere, he is distant and has delegated dealing with people to the loa. Praying to God is considered pointless and a waste of time. No offerings are made to him and there are no ceremonies for him, but he remains in the forefront of the voodooists’ thoughts and they constantly say phrases like “God willing” and “God is good.”




  For the most part, voodooists don’t concern themselves too much about morality, though they are against greed and dishonesty. Their primary focus is on pleasing and protecting themselves from the loa.




  In voodoo, people have little control over their lives. Much of a person’s life is determined before birth. It’s fate, destiny, God’s will. There are different paths a person can take within this framework, but those are controlled by the loa. If people want to change anything in their lives, they must appeal to the loa. If they have to make a decision, they consult the loa for the proper course to take. If people make choices on their own, they are in danger of going against the plans of their loa or God’s will, which would be counter-productive. They must be on the watch for signs and omens, while listening very carefully to messages from their loa for clues to their fate. Whatever happens is caused by their loa or their enemy’s loa. There is no free will in voodoo.




  HOODOO AND OBEAH




  Separate, but intimately related to voodoo, is the more general belief system called obeah (pronounced “oh-bee”) or hoodoo. It is also called conjuring, rootwork, and witchcraft, and is conducted by an obeah-man, conjure-man, or root-doctor. It’s closely allied with traditional folk medicine, but also includes the use of superstitions and magic to protect and improve believers’ lives. Voodoo and hoodoo are often mistaken for one another and sometimes the words are used interchangeably. In practice, they blend together and cannot be completely separated.




  In some Caribbean countries, obeah can refer to religions, such as voodoo and Santeria, but it’s also used for the more generalized rootwork and conjuring. While voodoo is community oriented and focused on the loa, obeah is used on an individual basis, focusing on a person’s protection, healing, love, luck, and in rare cases, revenge. It involves the use of charms, talismans, spells, and divination. Generally the power behind these things comes from the loa, a person’s ancestors, or from personal power that the individual or the obeah-man has built up. While voodoo tends to be more positive, obeah can easily move more towards sorcery. Keep in mind that some people use these terms differently, but when used in this way, voodoo dolls are actually obeah tools that have little to do with voodoo.




  THE LOA




  Loa, or lwa, are spirits with very strong individual personalities, much like the gods of the Hindus or the ancient Greeks and Romans. They’re not gods; they aren’t omnipotent or immortal. They are intermediaries between humans and God-spirits with which people can interact. They’re often compared to saints, but saints are generally presented as being essentially good, while loa are neither good nor bad. Like people, they can be both. They have likes and dislikes; they have favorite colors, foods, and even favorite brands of cigarettes or other products. Some prefer rum and others prefer schnapps. Loa can be extremely dangerous if offended, but they’re easy to please and are very predictable. They also reward those who honor them. If they’re not honored, their powers diminish, which makes them angry.




  Loa are constantly present. At any given moment, twenty may be in the room. There are thousands of loa and they are everywhere. They’re in stones, water, fire, and trees. They’re also in anything that has been consecrated to them—from bottles to dolls. Loa don’t become these objects, as they would if voodoo were an animistic religion. They just reside in the objects. Fetish objects are not considered to be gods. These items are viewed as serving the loa.




  Loa were once people who lived and passed on to the spirit world or are legendary figures, similar to King Arthur or Paul Bunyan. They are grouped into families and have a hierarchy with the great loa at the top that everyone honors, down to an individual ancestor that only that person and their relatives honor.




  Here are a few of the great loa of the Rada tradition:




  

    

      

        Legba (or Carrefour): the spirit for the crossroads, fertility, and communicating between all spheres. He is usually depicted as an old man with a peasant’s sack and a walking stick. He is always called first in any voodoo ceremony, before calling any other loa. He is chief of the loa and no loa can contact the living without his permission. He knows more about people than any other loa, including their futures. His symbol is the cross, representing the crossroads—the gateway between the living and spirit worlds. He is associated with St. Peter, St. Lazarus, and St. Anthony.


      




      

        Dambala (or Damballah-Wedo): the spirit of snakes, the heavens, and rainbows. He’s known as the Great Serpent and can’t talk, but does make hissing sounds. He’s associated with St. Patrick and Moses. Snakes are considered to be his servants; therefore all snakes are treated with great respect.


      




      

        Ayizan (or Aida-Wedo): the spirit of snakes, fertility, and rainbows. She’s the wife of Dambala and the lover of Loco, and is associated with St. Claire. Dambala and Aida-Wedo are the oldest and wisest of the loa. They are the father and mother. She is called upon for exorcisms.


      




      

        Loco: the spirit of trees and vegetation. He’s the loa of healing and the patron of root-doctors; he was also the first priest. He is called the King and is associated with St. Jacques Fremin.


      




      

        Ogoun: the spirit of war, fire, and power, very similar to Mars. He is depicted as a soldier, is very intolerant of injustice, and is associated with St. George, St. Andre, and St. Jacques. He often demands rum be poured on the ground and set on fire, by exclaiming, “My testicles are cold!”


      




      

        Agwé: the sovereign of the sea, much like Neptune, and is sometimes represented as a whale. He’s associated with St. Ulrich.


      




      

        La Siren: the mermaid loa of the sea and the wife of Agwé. She’s associated with St. Martha and is an aspect of Erzulie.


      




      

        Erzulie (or Ezili Freda): the female spirit of love, sensuality, and seduction, similar to Venus and Aphrodite. She is married to Dambala, Ogoun, and Agwé, but has affairs with other loa. She enjoys luxury and scandal. Oddly, she is associated with the Virgin Mary, in addition to St. Delores. Each loa has many aspects that manifest themselves as facets of that loa’s nature, thus Erzulie also appears as Grandmother Erzulie—a crippled, elderly woman who grieves for the lost love in the world.


      




      

        Papa Guede: the spirit of the Dead, resurrection, and magic. Papa Guede heads the Guede family of loa. There are more than thirty major Guede and hundreds or more minor ones. They rule the realm of the Dead and are very powerful. They love cigarettes and tobacco products and are depicted wearing burial clothes, mourning clothes and veils, or the suits of funeral directors. They are the guardians of children, since they want the young to live long lives. While other loa need to be called, the Guede are the only ones who can possess anyone at any time. They’re associated with mortality, but they’re also the masters of sexuality and love to lampoon sex. In spite of their dark appearance, they tend to be light-hearted and fun loving. They love to flirt, tell obscene jokes, defy authority, and steal things.


      




      

        

          The Guede are led by Papa Guede. He is also known by other names, such as Baron Samedi, and is usually depicted as a skeleton in a black suit, a top hat, and sometimes sunglasses. Despite having a bare skull for his face, he’s not a sinister character; rather he’s more of a fun-loving trickster and an erotic figure. His main symbols are the cross—symbolizing the crossroads—and coffins. He oversees shape-shifting into animals and changing the dead into zombies. He is associated with St. Expedite.


        


      


    


  




  

    During very difficult times in voodooists’ lives, they may realize they seriously need help and so they enter into a mystical marriage with a loa. Or it might be the loa that decides on the marriage through dreams or illness or by spontaneously possessing a person repeatedly. During the marriage ceremony, the union is blessed by a bush-priest and the temple’s mambo or houngan, and witnesses sign the marriage certificate. The person is then possessed by his or her loa and goes to a specially prepared bridal chamber in the temple. After this the person devotes a specific day of each week to the loa and must abstain from sex on those days.


  




  The Marassa, or the Twins, are also venerated. They symbolize harmony, but can be very jealous and vindictive. They also represent the duality of the world and the original union of opposites, such as earth with sky, day with night, and good with evil. All twins are called the marassa and are considered sacred and are treated as living loa. Both living and dead twins are thought to have supernatural powers equal to the loa. Some people believe they’re even more powerful. The next-born child after twins is thought to combine the powers of the twins into one person, and thus is considered even more powerful. This child—called dosou if a boy and dosa if a girl—joins the twins to form a trinity and is treated with even more respect than the twins.




  POSSESSION




  Drumming, chanting, and trance-inducing dances lead participants to ecstatic states, and ultimately some dancers and observers become possessed by loa. In voodoo, possession by a loa is called being “mounted” by a “divine horseman.” The person who is mounted and “ridden” is the “horse.” The process begins suddenly when the person starts shaking. Some say it feels like being hit in the back of the neck. It’s said they lose consciousness and have no idea what’s happening until it’s over and the loa leaves them. During the possession they have all the characteristics and mannerisms of whichever particular loa has mounted them, even when the loa is the opposite sex of the horse. Voodooists believe the person possessed has actually become the loa.




  Similar forms of possession can be found in Holy Roller churches, where worshippers spin like tops and roll around wildly on the floor, flailing their arms and legs, while shouting and babbling nonsensically. This practice can be traced to African-American churches of the late 1800s, and probably originated with churches that blended Christianity with voodoo. But while there are some similarities, voodoo possession is much more startling.




  The first loa that enters a person becomes the main loa and remains with that individual until death, at which point it must be removed by special ceremonies. Many loa will also ride the person throughout his or her life, but the first one is always that person’s chief loa and the others must obey it. A loa can possess more than one person at once and can be the chief loa of more than one person. Families have their particular loa, and children tend to inherit that loa from their parents.




  In voodoo it’s believed that each person’s being has two parts: a ti bon ange (“little good angel”) and a gros bon ange (“big good angel”). The big angel is one’s life force—what the ancient Egyptians called the ka. It is the spiritual engine that animates the body. It comes from and, at death, returns to a great pool of spirit energy that animates all life. Superimposed on the big angel is the little angel—a person’s character, personality, memory, and experiences.1 This is similar to the Judeo-Christian idea of a soul. The Egyptians called it the ba. It is also the person’s aura. This is what is replaced by the loa during possession and what leaves the body during sleep and out-of-body experiences. Because it so easily separates from the body, the little angel is the spirit component most in danger of being captured or damaged by a sorcerer to cause illness or insanity. Zombies are people who have had their little angel stolen and kept in a clay jar by the bokor, or sorcerer, who controls them. Then only their big angel animates their bodies.




  Those who have been possessed by loa also have a loa met tet (“master-of-the-head loa”). Some say this is the first loa who possessed the person; others say it’s the loa that possessed the individual at his or her initiation; still others say everyone is born with it. It becomes that person’s chief loa and remains with the individual throughout life. Some call it their patron saint. Without a loa’s protection, a person is a target or a plaything for devils, certain loa, the Dead, or that person’s enemies. Each person also has other spirits—generally two or three that can be either loa or the Dead—that play a similar, more minor role. The configuration of this collection of spirits influences a person’s personality. For example, if these spirits are capricious and unfaithful, so will that person be. Since a person should be true to these spirits, this makes the question of morality much more flexible in voodoo.




  Possession generally takes place after a lengthy period of rhythmic, trance-inducing dancing, though if it’s by one of the Guedes, it can take place immediately and unexpectedly. First the eyes roll and then the person starts trembling or convulsing. The mind goes blank, as though the person is fainting. This is when the individual’s little angel leaves the body and is replaced by the loa. During this time the loa takes over the body and the individual becomes the loa. The loa does whatever it wants—eats, drinks, smokes, dances, leaves messages—and then leaves. The person’s little angel re-enters the body and consciousness is regained, without any memory of what happened during the possession.




  A fascinating example of this was described by author Hugh B. Cave after witnessing the possession of a young boy about eight years old called Ti Bagay, which means “Little Thing.” Cave said, “He was so pitifully frail that he looked as though an ounce or two of anything alcoholic would probably kill him.” The boy was sitting on a bench talking with Cave when he was mounted by Papa Guede. Suddenly jumping up with a wild yell, he “took off like Michael Jackson,” heading straight for the poteau mitan—a sacred central post in the peristyle, or temple patio, where gifts are placed for the loa, including the props that each loa likes to use. In this case there were Papa Guede’s top hat, black coat, cigarettes, and a fifth of clairin, which is a clear, raw rum. The clairin was specially prepared for loa by infusing it with twenty-one habanera peppers, in order to make it too hot for human consumption.




  Cave reported:




  

    

      When Ti Bagay slapped the hat on his small head, only his protruding ears kept it from thumping his shoulders. He stuffed two cigarettes into his mouth and lit them with a flourish. Snatching the full bottle of spiked clairin off the concrete slab at the base of the post, he thumbed the cork out and began prancing around the peristyle.




      As I’ve told, Papa Guede delights in pinching female bottoms. Ti Bagay pinched away with equal enthusiasm. Guede gulps down his favorite drink—which, by the way, when mixed this way, is called in Creole a trompe. Ti Bagay gulped it down, too.




      He emptied the bottle. . . . Ti Bagay did not get drunk. Oh, he staggered a bit—perhaps as much from the speed of his dancing as from the trompe.




      And beads of sweat literally flew from him as he danced. And his eyes rolled at times. But he emptied that fifth of raw rum spiked with red-hot peppers and became neither drunk nor ill.




      It should have killed him, medics have told me.


    


  




  




  At the end of his possession, the boy calmly removed the top hat and coat, returned them to the poteau mitan, then entered the altar room, before returning to his seat on the bench. Cave then asked him:




  

    

      “Ti Bagay,” I said, “do you know what you just did?”




      He didn’t. He was not even aware that he had left the bench. When I enlightened him, he at first seemed astonished, then delighted that Papa Guede should have chosen him. He said he had never been possessed by a loa before.




      The service over, I made my way to the poteau mitan and picked up the trompe bottle from which the boy had drunk. There were a few drops of the fiery rum left in it. I poured them into my cupped hand and touched my tongue to the stuff, just to make sure. For hours afterward my mouth was on fire.


    


  




  

    Ethnobotanist Wade Davis once witnessed a “horse” spinning around, then suddenly falling into the fire. “She remained there for an impossibly long time,” he wrote, “and then in a single bound that sent embers and ash flying throughout the peristyle, she leapt away. Landing squarely on both feet, she stared back at the fire and screeched like a raven. Then she embraced the coals. She grabbed a burning stick with each hand, slapped them together, and released one. The other she began to lick, with broad lascivious strokes of her tongue, and then she ate the fire, taking a red hot coal the size of a small apple between her lips. Then once more began to spin. . . . The burning ember was still in her mouth.”


  




  Other observers have seen voodooists cut their bellies with broken glass and not bleed; chew up glass, swallowing some of it; splash sand into their open eyes; walk on hot coals; touch hot metal to their tongues and skin; plunge their hands in a pot of boiling water; and wash their faces in hot oil, all with no visible harm. Much of this is done to show the person isn’t faking possession.




  One of the purposes of the houngan is to make sure the divine riders don’t harm their horses. They are assisted in this protective role by other members of the community. When a person is mounted, people gather around him or her to remove that person’s personal property that might get damaged during the possession, and clear away things he or she might fall into or trip over. If the loa becomes too unruly, then houngan will make it leave by pushing his thumb against the horse’s forehead.




  Along with resistance to pain, those possessed also exhibit hypersensitivity and unusual bodily strength. Interestingly, these characteristics are also seen in subjects under hypnosis. In times of trouble or emergencies, voodooists call upon their loa to help them do things they wouldn’t normally be able to do.




  Possession is the central aspect of the religion. Voodooists believe people are born as animals; they become human when they are mounted by a loa; and at death, their spirits go their separate ways. Their big angel, or life force, returns to the vast pool of cosmic energy from which all life springs. Usually their little angel either fades away or joins their relatives as one of the Dead, and may eventually become a loa. By becoming loa themselves, voodooists become part of a continuing cycle of spirit life. Possession by the loa leads to becoming one of the Dead, which leads to birth as a new loa, and the cycle repeats itself when they take possession of others.




  Since loa are also considered to be manifestations of aspects of God, possession takes on even more significance. Wade Davis explains, “When they are taken by the god, they are no longer human. They are the god. It’s not magical, it’s very real. It shows you the power of belief!” He also quotes Haitians as saying, “White people go to church and speak about God. We dance in the temple and become God.”




  THE DEAD




  The voodoo trinity of supernatural beings consists of the loa, the Twins, and the Dead. A few important or powerful people—such as twins, priests, and certain celebrities—immediately become loa at their deaths, but most people join the Dead. The Dead are similar to loa, but not as powerful. They are ancestors who serve their descendants, focusing on their own family. The more they are honored by their descendants, the more powerful they become. If ignored, they’ll fade away.




  It is very important for voodooists to honor their ancestors so the ancestors don’t punish them or take revenge on them, and if they appease their ancestors they can appeal to them for help in their lives. They’re able to assist them in much the same way as loa, while those who are recently deceased are better able to understand their surviving relatives’ problems. Like the loa, the Dead often communicate with the living through dreams.




  In voodoo, the graveyard is more than a place where bodies are buried. It is a transitional place where the world of the living overlaps with the world of the Dead—sort of a crossroads where the physical and spirit worlds coincide. This makes it an ideal place for certain types of magic and for consulting with the Dead.




  DEATH, FUNERALS, AND THE AFTERLIFE




  Voodoo funeral rites are very involved and can take more than a year to complete. They’re designed to assist the person’s journey, protect against sorcery, and prevent the spirit or the corpse from returning home. It’s believed a person is made up of several important parts—the z’étoile, the big angel, the little angel, the body, and the nanm. If a person has been possessed, then he or she also has a master-of-the-head loa and some other special spirits.




  The z’étoile is a spirit component of a person, but it resides outside the body in the sky as the person’s star of destiny. This contains the blueprint for the person’s life—everything that fate has in store for him or her. This is also a bit like karma since a person’s destiny is determined by his or her previous life.




  The nanm is the energy that holds the body together and makes cells function. After burial, as the body decays and is passed into the soil as nutrients and food for worms and such, the nanm also enters the soil as energy. It is believed this process takes eighteen months, so the coffin can’t be moved or opened during this time.




  At death, a devotee’s big angel, the life force, leaves the body and soon rejoins the spirit pool in the high solar regions. So basically, at death the life force is yanked away, leaving the other four parts behind. The big angel is the first to depart the body, but will be reluctant to leave. It hangs around the house as a spirit zombie until the family removes the person’s intimate possessions and places them in the tomb or coffin.




  Though the person appears dead, he or she is still considered to be alive until the master-of-the-head loa and the little angel are released. This must be done before the funeral can take place. A mambo or houngan does it through a ritual called dessounen, which enables the loa to move on to another family member, if it wishes. Usually it does, since loa tend to run in the family. If the dessounen is not done, then the little angel will become a duppy, doomed to wander the earth. Duppies are similar to ghosts, but are very dangerous and take revenge through misfortunes and illnesses. The master-of-the-head loa will also not be pleased and take retribution on the negligent family.




  Dealing with the deceased’s little angel—the individual personality—is a very tricky matter. Once the big angel leaves the body, the little angel hovers about the body for about seven days. During this time it is extremely vulnerable and must be separated from the body in the dessounen ritual. It’s said that it’s obvious when the master-of-the-head loa and the little angel are released, because the body shudders and slowly raises its head, before dropping back dead. The loa may take possession of the mambo or houngan, making some prophecies for the family before taking possession of whichever family member inherits it.




  Many other procedures and rituals are required before the funeral. The corpse is washed, while being told important messages that the living want the deceased to carry to the spirit world. A night-long vigil, or wake, for the deceased is then held, which is designed to ease the despair and celebrate life. Meals are set aside for the little angel to strengthen him or her for the journey to Guinée—the land of the Dead, which is sort of a spirit representation of Africa in the primordial waters underneath rivers and oceans. There are also detailed rules that must be followed during the funeral, governing everything from how the coffin is held to who can and can’t touch dirt from the grave.




  Nine days after the death, the family performs the Ninth Night ritual. This is also called the denye priye, or the last prayer. This ritual releases the person’s little angel from the earth so he or she can report to God and make an accounting of that person’s life for judgment.




  Once the little angel is released, it makes the long journey to Guinée, where the little angel is relatively safe. Not everyone joins the Dead. Some people are reincarnated, while others are reborn in animals and very rarely even plants. If people engaged in sorcery or caused harm while alive, instead of going to Guinée, they might be imprisoned in a matrix that delays their spiritual evolution and they can become duppies.




  One year and a day after the dessounen another ritual is required to bring the little angel back from the dark abysmal waters of Guinée. This is called the ouete mò nan ha dlo, or “removing the dead from the low waters.” Failure to do this means the little angel remains in the cold waters, unable to interact with the living. If the little angel becomes angry, he or she may refuse to assist his or her descendants when it comes time for their little angels to be raised. When the little angel is retrieved, he or she is temporarily placed in a clay jar, where this spirit is fed and clothed before being released in a forest. The little angel is not only retrieved by this ceremony, it is transformed into a spirit being that no longer has need for a physical body. This is the person’s birth as a spirit—one of the Dead, a being made of God’s essence. As a spirit, or ancestor, one goes through sixteen incarnations before going to Dambala and becoming part of the pool of consciousness from which the loa spring, thus becoming the loa.




  The period of mourning lasts from six months to two years, depending on how close the mourner was to the deceased.




  Any death that’s not from natural causes—a death of God—puts the person in grave danger of being turned into a zombie or becoming a duppy. The most dangerous time for a corpse to be turned into a zombie is the thirty-six hours after burial. Some families keep a vigil over the grave during this time.




  DUPPIES




  If a deceased person’s little angel is not dealt with properly, it can become a duppy. When people commit suicide or are murdered, they die before their time, so God is not ready for them. These people must remain on earth as prowling spirits until their predestined time comes.




  While living, a person’s little angel can be stolen by an obeah-man. He might put it in a small coffin or a bottle that he carries with him, or he could nail it to a tree. If it is not returned, the victim’s health will slowly deteriorate until he dies. Both the process of stealing someone’s little angel and of getting it back is called “shadow-catching.” Today the two terms “shadow” and “duppy” have become synonymous and are used interchangeably.




  An obeah-man can put a duppy on someone to cause “spirit-sickness.” Duppies can also get you on their own. Not all duppies are dangerous, but most are. Often, duppies pelt people and houses with a rain of stones. Sometimes stones fall inside various rooms in a house. Some of the most dangerous duppies are from babies, because they’re difficult to identify and they have little human knowledge.




  In Cuba and Porto Rico, with the Other Islands of the West Indies, Robert T. Hill wrote, “Dead children are especially liable to return as duppies to haunt the mother, who, even though she may have been the tenderest of creatures, always recalls some act of omission or commission on her part which will cause the child to return and punish her. To prevent this, they are very particular to put heavy weights upon the graves; otherwise they will awake some night to find the duppy sitting upon the foot of their bed.”




  The term “duppy” can also refer to evil spirits that never were human. Also called “devils,” these are more like demons and can assume the form of animals that prowl the countryside searching for victims. The Rolling Calf and the three-legged horse are examples of these.




  When explorer Mary Kingsley described how Africans felt toward and responded to duppies, she could just as well have been describing those in the Caribbean. She wrote in Travels in West Africa, “Accounts of apparitions abound in all the West Coast districts, and although the African holds them all in high horror and terror, he does not see anything supernatural in his ‘Duppy.’ It is a horrid thing to happen on, but there is nothing strange about it, and he is ten thousand times more frightened than puzzled over the affair. He does not want to ‘investigate’ to see whether there is anything in it. He wants to get clear away, and make juju against it, ‘one time.’ ”




  There are a number of similar creatures in voodoo folk beliefs that aren’t really duppies. One is the loup-garou (pronounced “loo-guh-roo”). These are usually werewolves, though sometimes they are more like vampires or are described as half-man, half-ape. They also shape-shift into any sort of animal, not just wolves. If a dead person is not properly sung or prayed for before the funeral, a loup-garou will be drawn from its hiding place to feed on and damage the corpse. These creatures also suck the life force from people—especially children. The only protection against them is a bullet dipped in holy water or consecrated in a holy place. The term “loup-garou” is also used in folktales for women who steal children or infants to sacrifice during voodoo ceremonies.




  Bakas are malevolent powers that take the form of a small monster or animal and are sometimes called upon in dark magic. They are used to protect one’s house or property, but only in extreme circumstances since they are evil, bloodthirsty creatures that may turn on the owner or demand a member of the owner’s family as payment for their services. Similarly, loa can be purchased for the same reasons, but they could also become furious if neglected and cause all sorts of disasters to befall the purchaser. At night bakas roam the countryside, terrifying people by shape-shifting into weird creatures.




  CEREMONIES




  Voodoo ceremonies and rituals are conducted to contact, attract, and appease the loa, the Dead, and the Twins. They are attracted through the rhythm of the drums, the music, sacrifices, and the veve, which are intricate designs of flour, cornmeal, or chalk, used to attract loa. Each loa has its own type of drums, rhythms, and dance steps that are used to call it.




  Loa are dedicated to serving people, but they won’t do this unless they’re called and honored. Honoring the loa is done for the benefit of both parties. Loa gain food and offerings they need to maintain their powers, while the voodooists receive more abundant food, better health, good luck, protection, and special favors from their loa. If no one serves a particular loa, it will lose its power and fade away, but the loa don’t go quietly and will wreak havoc on those who neglect them. People honor loa with rituals, offerings, and sacrifices. They may have an altar in their home or use one in a temple. The altars have a haphazard appearance and are basically a collection of candles, incense, icons (usually of Catholic saints), dolls, decorated bottles, food, and other items that the loa like—such as whiskey and cigarettes. Special ceremonies are conducted on various holidays and at births, marriages, and deaths. In Haiti, the ceremonies are very chaotic, with all sorts of things happening all at once, while in the United States the ceremonies tend to be a bit more organized, proceeding from one thing to another in a more orderly fashion.




  While mambos and houngans lead their temples, they are not authoritarian figures who control their flocks. Everything is controlled by the loa, who on rare occasions might disagree with and harshly chastise the mambo or houngan.




  Animal sacrifices are one of the more startling aspects of the ceremony. Chickens, sheep, goats, doves, turtles, and bulls are sacrificed to attract, communicate with, and feed the loa. The blood is poured on the dancers and drunk by those possessed. Drinking the blood satisfies the loa, while releasing the life rejuvenates the loa. Then the sacrificed animals are often cooked and eaten by the voodooists. While this probably seems gruesome to many, the animals are killed quickly and probably less painfully than the animals that wind up as meat in the grocery store and restaurants. The main difference is that the animals are slaughtered as part of the feast and are consecrated and consumed during the ceremony. But animals are also killed that aren’t consumed. In Haiti and other places, the sacrificed goat is sometimes hung from a tree. Others—such as reptiles, amphibians, and black cats—are used, or parts of them are used, in obeah magic to make charms and potions.




  Animals sacrificed to the loa are very carefully prepared beforehand. They are carefully washed, powdered, perfumed, and fixed up as if they were about to be judged at a dog or cat show. Before the sacrifice, the animal is offered food on a ceremonial plate. If it eats, then the loa has accepted it. If it refuses to eat, then the animal is set free.




  The popular image of a voodoo ceremony is that of drunken people dancing naked around a bonfire that ends with a sex orgy. This is not true. While some loa get risqué and flirtatious, it is all symbolic and never ends in actual sex. Some people might strip to their waists, but there’s rarely nudity. Alcohol plays an important roll in ceremonies, though the participants drink little and very few get drunk. Some of the loa drink a lot, but when those possessed return to their senses they show no signs of it.




  BLACK AND WHITE MAGIC




  The African traditional and diasporic religions, particularly voodoo, have had a bad image for centuries. Wade Davis expresses the opposite view, saying that “the voodoo faith more than any other has been dismissed in an almost explicitly racist way as a ‘black magic’ cult, a dip into the realm of the phantasmagoric, but when you come to West Africa, and you see the wonder and beauty of the practice, you see the contribution of the well being to the faith of the community at large, you realize that this is hardly a black magic cult. On the contrary, it is what it is, a remarkable religious worldview that deserves to be recognized and acknowledged, and certainly respected.”




  Still, people tend to see voodoo as irretrievably evil. In Haiti, Catholics and Protestants have launched eight major Anti-Superstition Campaigns between 1896 and 1986. With the acceptance or direct support of the police and military, the Christians demolished temples, destroyed religious objects, cut down sacred trees, and massacred priests and their followers. Still, voodooists held on to their religion, though they were often forced to practice it in secret. These violent campaigns failed, and in 1987 voodoo became a protected religion under Haiti’s new constitution. There’s a popular saying that Haitians are now seventy percent Catholic, thirty percent Protestant, and one hundred percent voodoo.




  But obviously voodoo does have a very dark side, just as Christianity and Islam have Satan and his evil followers. And just as Europe and America had witchcraft, voodoo has its dark magic. Voodooists try to stay away from evil, but they accept it as the natural and required counterbalance to the good in the world.




  There are many separate branches of voodoo. By far the overwhelming majority of voodooists belong to the Rada tradition or rite, which primarily focuses on the positive. It mainly came originally from the Fon, Ewe, and Yoruba people of Dahomey in West Africa—what is now Nigeria and the Benin Republic. Rada services are held in temples and usually include the sacrifice of chickens, doves, pigeons, or on rare special occasions, goats or a bull. The participants primarily dress in white. Louisiana Voodoo, with its heavy blend of Catholicism, is a variant under the Rada tradition.




  Then there’s the Petro tradition, which is a mix of positive and negative. It was developed in the late 1700s by runaway slaves led by Spanish voodoo priest Dom Pedro in Saint Domingue (now Haiti) as an anti-slavery movement that often waged guerilla warfare. As a result, the Petro loa—also called Creole loa—are more dangerous, aggressive, and violent than the Rada loa. Their ceremonies are held at crossroads, in open fields, or in forests—never in temples—and feature off-beat drumming, more frenzied dancing, and the sacrifice of chickens, goats, occasionally a bull, but primarily black pigs.




  The Kongo tradition originated with the Bantu tribe of what is now Angola, Zaire, and the Congo Republic. The Petro tradition evolved out of the Kongo, so the two are similar. The main sacrifices to the Kongo loa are dogs.




  The Nago tradition gave rise to Santeria, Candomblé, Umbanda, and others. It also influenced the Rada tradition. It originated with the Yoruba tribe of what is mainly Benin and Nigeria.




  Other smaller traditions include Ibo (from the Igbo people primarily of Nigeria), Siniga (Senegal), Wangol (Angola), and Ginen (Guinea), to name a few. There’s also the small, but mainly negative, Secta Rouge and the extremely negative groups, like Zobop, which most resembles the popular media notion of voodoo. Each tradition has its own loa, though many of the loa are actually the same, but with different names.




  HEALING AND HARMING




  There are no accidents or coincidences in voodoo. Everything that happens to a person is either caused by fate, the loa, or sorcery. If it’s fate, then it’s God’s will and nothing can be done about it. If it’s the loa, then offerings are made and the person tries to set things right. If it’s sorcery, then they must consult someone well versed in the arts of obeah. Such a person is known as an obeah-man, a conjure man, a hoodoo-doctor, a root-doctor, or a “two-headed” doctor. It’s someone who knows all about the medicinal use of plants and magic.




  In voodoo, using hexes to harm someone is considered very bad and is only allowed in extreme circumstances, such as when someone does something really bad to the individual. Then even death spells are permissible. Still, it’s not usually recommended. Using obeah to cause someone harm is called “tricking,” “witching,” “handicapping,” and “goofering,” among other things. “Hoodooing” and “conjuring” might be either good or bad. Most voodoo practitioners say they only work with positive magic. Some mix the two, while others perform only negative magic. Obviously those who focus on the positive are keen to distinguish themselves from those who focus on the negative. Most voodooists look on sorcery as their opposite, much as Christians view Satanists.




  Sorcery is sometimes referred to as “left-handed voodoo” and those who perform black magic are called bokors or caplatas. These are loners who have little contact with a voodoo community, generally conducting their rituals in secret. Since they don’t take the time and effort to be initiated into a temple, they usually make a deal with one of the dark Petro loa, but at very great cost. This is where the idea of making a deal with the Devil at the crossroads comes from. They also purchase the knowledge of how to make curses, create zombies, and control evil spirits. They usually perform their ceremonies alone at night in cemeteries or at crossroads. Bokors are in it for themselves and will perform sorcery for anyone who pays them. Some bokors join together in secret societies, such as West Africa’s Leopard Men and Serpent Men or Haiti’s Bizango and Zobop.




  When people come down with an illness they believe is caused by sorcery, they consult a conjure doctor. This might be their mambo or houngan. Since sorcery is considered a spiritual matter, the job of priest and physician is seen as one and the same. But there are many conjure doctors who are not mambos or houngans. The primary focus of obeah is protection, gaining luck, and healing. The best way of dealing with illness is to prevent it, so protection is the first line of defense. Gaining luck is closely related.




  PROTECTION AND GAINING LUCK




  Protection from spirits and sorcery is accomplished through the use of wards, talismans, and charms. Perhaps the most common are the juju and the gris-gris.




  A juju is a talisman hung on the wall to scare away evil spirits. It can be anything from an alligator skull with symbols painted on it to a carved wooden human face with bulging eyes. Horseshoes and strings of garlic are also popular jujus. Sometimes a juju can be a talisman, like a monkey’s paw. The term is also sometimes used like the term “karma,” with someone gaining good juju for doing something good, or bad juju for doing something bad. In Africa, juju can refer to sorcery.




  Gris-gris (pronounced “gree-gree”) are also known as medicine bags or mojo bags. They’re used for protection, to bring good fortune—a job, money, luck, love—or as a hex. Believers carry the gris-gris with them constantly—usually from a string around their neck or pinned near their heart—or it is left near the object being charmed. Grís is French for “gray.” Its use here indicates that gris-gris is a mixture of dark and light magic. The bags contain a mixture of herbs and a variety of items, such as bones, rusty nails, a coin, hair, nail clippings, reptile skin, rock salt, or cayenne pepper. In order to maintain a gris-gris’s strength, it must be given a “drink” of whiskey or a special oil each week.




  Many obeah items have rather obvious names, such as:




  

    

      

        

          Fear Not to Walk Over Evil Oil




          High John the Conquer to Draw Money and Luck




          Follow Me Boy Oil




          Kiss Me Now! Oil




          Love Me or Die Jack Ball




          China Nympho Cream


        


      


    


  




  

    A voodoo charm is also called a “hoodoo,” “trick,” “hand,” “jack,” “mojo,” or “toby.” Such items are generally prepared and used in a manner that reflects the desired result. For instance, if you want love to grow, you perform your ceremony or prepare your gris-gris during a waxing crescent moon, so the power of the spell will grow just as the moon grows to become full. If you want someone to die, you do it when the sun is setting, so they will go down with the sun. If you want someone to waste away, you can bury a voodoo doll in the ground where it will rot away.


  




  Another example of this is when preparing a gris-gris, if you want the magic to come towards you, then the black cloth the items are placed on is folded towards you, rotated, and folded towards you again. This is continued until it is wrapped up. This is then wrapped in a red flannel bag and tied with white string or thread. Some say the black cloth represents God the Father, the string God the Son, and the bag the Holy Ghost. If the magic of the gris-gris is directed towards someone else, then the black cloth is folded away from you. This somewhat homeopathic method applies to many things in obeah.




  It’s also said that magic should not be tried on sunny, cloudless days because the earth is all closed up. Instead it should be done as thunderclouds approach, since the earth will begin to open up to receive the rain and everything will be receptive.




   




  

    [image: New Orleans voodoo tomb with XXX symbols drawn and carved all over it.]


  




  An old voodoo tomb in a New Orleans' cemetery.




   




  Special numbers are an important part of voodoo and obeah. They include 3, 7, 9 (3x3), and 81 (9x9). The number 5 is considered one of the best numbers for hoodooing (conjuring), while 4 is a luck number. It’s common to see three X’s scratched into voodoo tombs, along with offerings of three coins or three stacks with three coins each. The value of the coin doesn’t seem to matter, as pennies are often used.




  Much of obeah is about gaining good luck, and luck can be gained in many ways, such as taking luck baths or carrying the foot of a graveyard rabbit, but it’s not considered good to get too much luck, as it can turn one into a sorcerer or a loup-garou.




  LIVE THINGS IN YOU




  If someone’s protections and charms fail, then an enemy’s conjure might get through, causing sickness. When this happens, it’s usually thought that the enemy has put a creature inside the injured party. It’s believed there are several ways a sorcerer can put something inside one’s body. One way is by drying out a snake’s head, lizard, salamander, frog, or spider; pulverizing it to a powder; and sprinkling it into someone’s food or drink. This is supposed to cause these creatures to grow inside the person. Once they’re there, they can move around freely and cause aches and pains throughout the body. Unless removed, they’ll remain there for the rest of a person’s life.




  “I’ve had an ol’ snake in my leg all my life,” claimed Clara Barton in Robert Tallant and Lyle Saxon’s Gumbo Ya-Ya. “It’s been better these last years, but at first it like to drove me crazy. I can still feel that thing, though. Had a bad woman come after my man back on the plantation. One night she snuck in my room and stuck that snake in my leg. I felt it and I screamed, but it was too late. The room was dark and I couldn’t see her, but I heard her paddin’ over the floor, going through the door. She left that door creakin’ and swingin’. When my ma woke up and run in the room I was just layin’ on the floor yellin’ in the dark, and that door was still creakin’ and swingin’, creakin’ and swingin’.”




  It was common for obeah-men to remove various creatures from the bodies of suffering victims, or rather they appeared to through sleight of hand. Everything from cockroaches to scorpions were produced. Even pebbles, roots, broken pottery, and goats’ horns were seemingly extracted. It’s also said that sometimes when someone’s conjured, mosquitoes will fly out of his or her head.




  Twenty-five-year-old Blanche Jackson said in Gumbo Ya-Ya, “ ‘I remembers when I was a little girl there was a woman I knowed called Aunt Laura. She was real old and one day she took sick in her leg and went and seen that Marie Laveau [the most famous of the voodoo queens]. This Laveau woman boiled up a lot of snakes and made her a powder and put that there powder all over Aunt Laura’s leg. Do you know that after that you could see the snake crawl from her foot up to her belly under the skin? Then the poor soul started to vomit snails. A sore come on her leg and it got so bad them maggots was just droppin’ off it on the floor. When she died they didn’t embalm her and when she was layin’ in her coffin you could hear a frog croakin’ in her throat. Ever since then I been scared of voodoo peoples.’ Blanche spit on the ground, crossed her fingers.”




  In another account, a man claimed a friend of his was tricked by an enemy who gave him a powder—made from maggots, crickets, and roaches—in a glass of whiskey. He held the glass in his right hand and in a short time that hand began to swell. The regular doctor could not help him, so one night he decided to investigate the matter himself. Great was his astonishment, on slitting open the palm of his hand with a small knife, to find that the inside of his hand “was alive with small black-headed worms.” He rushed to the conjure-doctor, who told him not to worry about this common occurrence, and gave him a syrup to take. On taking this, “the worms came jumping out of his flesh like ‘skippers’ from a piece of rotten ham.”




  VOODOO DOLLS AND GOOFER DUST




  Most voodoo illnesses are psychological, but they can be deadly nonetheless. People have been known to waste away and die after discovering they’ve been conjured. If people believe they’re going to die, that can be enough to kill them. In 1974, Sam Londe’s doctor told him he had esophageal cancer, which was 100 percent fatal at that time. After Sam passed away a few weeks later, an autopsy revealed that cancer didn’t kill him. In fact, he only had a little on his liver and lungs, and none on his esophagus. He died, but not from cancer.




  When diagnosing patients, an obeah-man might say that they’ve been “nearly poisoned to death,” but he’s not necessarily saying they’ve actually been poisoned by a sorcerer. More likely he means they’ve been spiritually poisoned. Voodoo sorcerers certainly know about animal and vegetable poisons, but these are rarely used or needed. They consider hexes to be more effective.




  Voodoo hexes usually involved a mojo bag or placing a chicken head on someone’s doorstep. Often the victim didn’t know he or she was being hexed. The charm was hidden in the victim’s pillow, buried in the yard, buried in a cemetery, hung in a tree, or nailed to a tree. If someone wanted his or her victim to leave town, the charm would be thrown in a river. It might also be put into an animal, such as a snake, frog, or chicken. If a person wanted to run the victim ragged, he’d catch a wild rabbit, cut its forehead and place something personal—such as the victim’s hair—in the wound, before letting the rabbit go.




  Wangas, or ouangas, are charms—usually bottles or packets—that are used in casting spells. While they can be used defensively, they’re considered to be dark magic and are usually used to cause sickness or some other misfortune that isn’t usually fatal. Generally they’re directed at a particular person, but wangas can be used like a scarecrow to prevent people from stealing from a garden or fruit trees. One—referred to as a prickly cactus wanga—is said to cause a cactus to grow in “an uncomfortable part” of a trespasser’s anatomy.




  Sticking pins in dolls as a method of cursing someone is not really an African tradition, though in Africa they did hammer nails into wooden figures to cure ailments, with the figures representing the people being cured. Voodoo dolls are more of a European tradition that was incorporated into Louisiana Voodoo and in some of the South American religions. Such dolls are often used in a positive way. In such cases, pins are stuck in the places that need to be cured. They are also used to gain protection, money, health, peace, friendship, luck, and love. Wanga dolls are used to ruin a romance, keep unwanted suitors away, or dominate a spouse, though some are used to inflict pain and suffering. When used as a hex, most often they were placed in black coffins and left on the victim’s doorstep.




  Graveyard dirt is a very common obeah component that plays an important role in dark magic. It can be obtained in many ways and used in a wide variety of manners. Sometimes it doesn’t even come from a graveyard and is not even dirt. In some instances, it’s just mullein or patchouli powder. It can be scraped off the top of a tomb, dug from the grave itself, or directly from the lid of the coffin. Some say it must be collected at midnight during a waning moon. The dirt from an evil person’s grave was thought to be very powerful, though others said it was too unruly and dangerous, so they only used dirt from the graves of infants. But all say you have to leave a silver coin behind on the grave to keep the spirit from following you home and messing up your life. Even if you purchase graveyard dirt from someone who forgot to leave a coin and take the proper precautions, they say you’re in grave danger.




  Graveyard dirt was mixed with a variety of different things, such as Lost and Away Powder, Four Thieves Vinegar, Jezebel Root, or Damnation Water. It is also an important element in manufacturing Goofer Dust. Other ingredients of Goofer Dust include salt, sulfur, black pepper, red pepper, sage, mullein, black iron dust or filings, and powdered bones, snake heads, insects, or snails. Goofer Dust was used as an ingredient in such things as Hot Foot Powder and Crossing Powder.




  Goofer Dust could be sprinkled anywhere the victim would walk—especially on doorsteps. It could be made into a gris-gris and hidden on the victim’s property or placed inside his or her pillow. If mixed with a hex oil, it could be smeared on doorknobs or molded into a doll and ignited. It was thought that putting the goofer on someone would make that person sleepy and sluggish, and he or she would slowly waste away.




  ZOMBIES




  Interestingly, many of the “black magic” elements of voodoo entered the public’s consciousness through the U.S. Marines and the reporters who accompanied them during the occupation of Haiti from 1915 through 1934. On returning to the States, the marines told many wild tales that found their way into print—the travelogue Cannibal Cousins is an example of this. A number of voodoo bestsellers appeared on the market, while voodoo stories became a big hit in pulp magazines. Then voodoo began appearing in horror movies, usually with zombies.




  The modern concept of zombies as reanimated corpses was popularized by William Seabrook’s ostensibly nonfiction, but somewhat sensational book, The Magic Island (1929). Before this, the term “zombie” usually referred to spirits in general or to the snake loa, Dambala. In the latter case, he’s called “Zombi” or “Grand Zombi.” It is probably also related to the term “jumbee” and “zumbie,” which are the words for “duppy” in other countries.




  In Haiti, there are two types of zombies: spirit zombies and the living dead. In both cases, it’s said a person’s little angel has been captured by a bokor or has been sold to a bokor. With spirit zombies, the bokor keeps it in a clay jar until he needs it. Then he transforms it into a human, animal, or insect and sends it off to do his bidding. If the little angel is released in some other manner, it will wander the earth aimlessly until the destined time comes for it to return to God. An obeah-man can be hired to restore it to the victim.




  The better-known form of zombie is the innocent person who is raised from the dead to serve as a slave. These zombies lack emotions, will, and memories. They are docile, with empty eyes. They have no sense of right or wrong and blindly obey their master.




  Voodooists mainly believe that a zombie is someone who is truly dead, but who is then revived by the bokor through black magic. In these cases the bokor keeps the captured little angel in the jar so he can control the person’s body, which is still animated by the big angel. In one zombie revival spell, the bokor goes to the cemetery at nightfall and puts a loop of string over the grave, tying a crab or cockroach with a slipknot. This creature represents the zombie during the conjuration. After various incantations, the bokor says, “Cockroach or crab, make the person what they were!” The tomb or grave is then opened, and after the bokor calls the person’s name three times, the person answers and rises out of the coffin as a zombie. The corpse is then fiercely whipped to prevent its little angel from returning to it.




  Sometimes the victims are purposely poisoned or drugged into a comatose state that mimics death, and after burial, they are dug back up and revived as zombies. The supposed ingredients of zombie powder that drugs them include human bones, millipedes, tarantulas and other spiders, along with poisonous items, such as deadly plants, toads, frogs, and puffer fish. These things, or parts of them, are dried and pulverized into a powder that is absorbed through the victim’s skin or slipped into food or drink. The antidote that revives the victim is thought to contain jimson weed—one of the hallucinogenic nightshades.




  It’s believed zombies are only released when their master dies or if they are accidentally fed salt. Some claim salt revives the zombie; others say it causes them to suddenly go on a murderous rampage, which begins with the violent death of their master. Some zombies, when revived, just want to return to their tombs, so they immediately head for the graveyard. On touching their graves, they dissolve into dust.




  For people with slavery in their family history, the threat of being turned into an undead slave for eternity must have been absolutely horrifying. Today, zombies have been separated from voodoo traditions and are now seen as people who can be murdered in all manner of terrible and gruesome ways, which is “okay” since these people are already dead. And besides, if you don’t blast them, they’ll eat your brains. Zombies have gone from being innocent victims to being practically unstoppable monsters. Unlike the media’s zombies, voodoo zombies don’t decay and they don’t eat brains.




  HUMAN SACRIFICES AND CANNIBALISM




  Not all of the victims who are drugged into a false death are turned into zombies. There are stories of some being used for other magical purposes. Bruce Merwin noted in an issue of The Museum Journal that, “The French minister to Hayti in 1860 wrote an account of a woman’s having been put to sleep by a narcotic drug and buried. At night she was exhumed still breathing. She was then killed and her brains, heart and lungs removed, presumably for the celebration of some Voodoo mystery. In the investigation that followed, a mamaloi was arrested who confessed and offered to assemble the authors of the murder by beating her drum in a particular fashion. This offer was not accepted on account of the number of important personages known to be involved.”




  There are also reports of children being drugged, buried, and later retrieved from their graves so they could be sacrificed in voodoo ceremonies. In the late 1800s and early 1900s many stories circulated of human sacrifices and cannibalism. Usually these victims were referred to as “the goat without horns,” or, in the case of a child, “the kid without horns.” In these tales, anyone could be sacrificed, but usually it was a girl.




  Whether there’s any truth to these reports is unknown. Such tales were certainly used for racist and oppressive purposes, usually to suppress the religion. Perhaps some tales of cannibalism stem from the voodoo phrase “to eat someone,” which actually means to capture their spirit. For an outsider who is unfamiliar with voodoo terminology, it would be easy to form the wrong impression.




  It’s possible, probably even likely, such things were done by bokors, sorcerer societies, or rogue criminals, but it’s not a part of mainstream voodoo. The most notorious example of this involved the drug cult headed by Adolfo de Jesus Constanzo, who tortured and sacrificed more than twenty-three people from about 1987 to 1989 near Matamoros, Mexico, for his own strange mixture of Palo Mayombe, Santeria, voodoo, and Catholicism.




  UNTRUE VOODOO




  This should provide a basic understanding of what authentic voodoo is all about. The stories in the rest of this book should be viewed as fiction. Some of them do contain elements of fact, but even the newspaper reports blend fact with fiction. The accounts that were written as nonfiction are colored by preconceived notions and expectations steering them away from the truth. Not surprisingly, they are influenced by basic erroneous ideas about this strange religion that have been perpetuated by media and culture for the past two centuries.




  Hugh B. Cave witnessed one voodoo ceremony in Haiti that was attended by an American newspaper reporter, giving him firsthand insight into how the media could transform fact into fiction. Cave later wrote:




  

    

      

        Obnoxious in the extreme, he [the reporter] got into trouble first with his arrogance, then with his camera. A guest at a voodoo service is not expected to whip out a camera and start taking flash pictures any more than one at a church service in, say, New York would be expected to do so. Certainly not without asking permission first. Then because the gentleman spoke no Creole and could not understand what he was being told, he became even more arrogant and was asked to leave.




        Probably nothing much would have happened to him had he refused. In five years of residence in Haiti and many return visits I have met very few violent Haitians. But he did leave, and later wrote a rather long article about what he had witnessed. A friend, happening to see it, sent me a copy.




        In this story our writer described the ritual dancing and singing at the voodoo service as “a wild sex orgy.” The simple offering of a chicken as food for the gods was called “an unholy animal sacrifice,” with so much about blood in it that his readers must have expected the newspaper page to drip all over them.


      


    


  




  With the exception of this introduction, this book does not attempt to correct these misperceptions. There are many other books out there that try to do that. The purpose of the remainder of this book is not to give you insights into the workings of authentic voodoo—it is to entertain, to tell some thrilling tales, to perhaps give you some chills, and hopefully to make you look warily over your shoulder and wonder, what if?
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  A veve for attracting Baron Samedi.




   




   




  XXX




   




  

    

  




  

    [image: You are Now Entering the Unreal Realm of Voodoo.]


  




  

    

  




  

    My mother was a voodoo, my father was a snake; I live upon lions’ hearts and the entrails of the panther; I eat young babies for breakfast and the demons of the jungle are my slaves.


  




   




  —a witchdoctor in EDGAR RICE BURROUGHS’




  Jungle Tales of Tarzan
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  The Black Cat
 Crossed His Luck




   




  by




  James David Corruthers




   




  The belief that there is something supernatural about cats can be found all over the world. In Europe, America, and in voodoo, black cats are particularly suspect. Many people are convinced these mysterious creatures are in league with devils—that is, if they aren’t themselves devils.
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  I




  

    

      O, the Black Cat crossed ol’ Sammy Lee,




      As he came home from a jamboree




      The cat shot up in a juniper tree,




      Shakin’ of his sides with glee.




      The moon was sailin’ overhead—




      Sam’s heart felt like a lump o’ lead.




      Black Cat grinned an’ winked one eye,




      Licked his paws an’ gave a sigh,




      An’ then he cried, “Me ow, me ow—




      Upon my soul, I’ve got you now!




      Fall down an’ pray, poor mortal man,




      For the ol’ Black Cat has called your hand.”


    


  




  II




  

    

      Sam lost his job the very next day;




      And when he went to get his pay,




      Got bit by a poor man’s dog,




      Policeman beat him with his log,




      Got arrested, put in jail,




      Had to hustle hard for bail,




      Lost his lawsuit, sprained his jaw




      Wranglin’ with his mother-in-law,




      Lost his best of lady loves,




      Got knocked out with the boxin’ gloves,




      Got held up an’ lost his roll,




      Robber almost took his soul!




      Sam went to the hospital.




      Three weeks passed ’for he got well.




      Played the races, got broke flat;




      An’ all because of that Black Cat!


    


  




  III




  

    

      Then to the conjure man Sam sped,




      An’ this is what the conjure man said:
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