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CHAPTER ONE
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AYISHETU BUGRE SANK TO THE RED GROUND IN A DEFERENTIAL squat, her dark eyes avoiding the jeering men and women around her. The heat pressed down like an open palm as she focused instead on the packed red dirt that led to a ragged grouping of whitewashed mud huts. Men with wiry white whiskers and puffy hats slapped their right hands together, then touched the center of their chests in greeting as they gathered around her, pulled by the gossip that whizzed through the ramshackle town.


From a distance the village looked as though it had been built from toadstools. Pumpkin-colored mud huts domed with dried grass blended almost perfectly with the red laterite soil. Fierce dry heat usually kept their movements slow and deliberate, but the men carried a kind of buzzing energy as they circled the kneeling woman. Their faces were trenched like worn tires, severe and unsmiling. They waited for their village chief to emerge from inside a painted mud hut, where he was pulling off a dusty outfit not unlike silk pajamas and replacing it with more regal and voluminous robes.


The woman before them was uncommonly beautiful, with deep brown eyes and thick, full lips. Ayishetu guessed she was forty-two, but it was impossible to know for certain. She had raised eight children through the usual cycles of hunger and illness and was now helping raise three grandchildren. A renowned maker of shea butter soaps and lotions, who had once organized her neighbors into money-making cooperatives, her unlined, heart-shaped face was the perfect advertisement for the benefits of her buttery smooth creams.


If she burned with rage and indignation, it was difficult to tell. She sat ducking her head so her face would reveal nothing. In her hands she cradled a small white chicken barely a few months old. The pullet’s beady eyes shifted with fear, much like Ayishetu’s darted from the ground to the crowd and quickly back again. Its heart raced, pulsing in her hands. Her own heart thumped nervously in her chest.


Perhaps three thousand people live in this maze of cramped mud compounds, built on a swath of dry, rocky West African land that only begrudgingly offers up yam or maize. On most days men wait out the hottest part of the day, lounging beneath shade trees in swirling, dress-like boubous and faded Muslim caps. Their many wives move with quiet grace, bowls of water balanced on their heads and silent babies strapped to their backs. The village was a place of stereotypes brought to life, where the word primitive bubbled to the lips. Life could be unspeakably hard and cruel in northern Ghana, full of hardship and loss. Survival and devastation were separated by a hair’s breadth. Misfortune fell without reason or warning, a mosquito’s bite robbing one family of a cherished child while mysteriously sparing another.


Ghana had seen troubled times since winning independence from the British more than fifty years ago, including two decades lost to corruption and coups, but it was considered one of the most stable, productive countries of West Africa. Once called the Gold Coast for the rivers of precious metals that ran beneath its red soil, it was a darling of foreign donors, attracting more than one billion dollars each year in foreign aid. Its capital city had a shopping mall and a movie theater; Internet cafés abounded, crowded with boys playing online video games and lanky teenagers penning love notes to girlfriends overseas. The country had one of the fastest-performing stock exchanges, a handful of Hummers cruising its highways, and a bevy of megachurches, but its remote rural villages were still held in thrall by dark magic and the accompanying vise grip of superstition and paranoia.


It seems too fantastical to believe, but in the country’s more remote villages people say women like Ayishetu rise on dark and ominous nights with a ravenous appetite, toss a magical blanket over the sleeping forms of their husbands, and leave the physical realm to go hunting for souls. They turn themselves into fireballs and streak across the night sky, perching with their hungry covens atop the tallest trees and feasting on the flesh of their latest victims. They could spirit away a cowife’s womb, shrink a man’s genitals, cock and aim their mystical guns. Their black magic is intangible, invisible, mysterious: a woman’s spiritual fingerprints can be seen only by the clear eyes of a powerful diviner, a mystic man sifting through cowrie shells, buttons, nuts, bolts, and coins, looking for answers sent from the ancestors, who sat at the right hand of God, manipulating the fortunes of those who dishonored them.


Spiritual exploits have physical consequences. By morning exhaustion is etched on the faces of the victims, who cannot sleep for the torment. It is said that what happens in the spiritual realm spills over to the physical one; what happens under their victim’s skin is what kills them: the blood turning to water, a missing uterus, a stone planted in the bladder, a chain of subconscious decisions that leads to a deadly car crash.


The effects of Ayishetu’s suspected nighttime antics could be clearly seen by anyone.


Her niece, barely sixteen and already a mother, had begun to swell and bloat. She was burning with fever, hardly able to stand. Although a white doctor at the nearby hospital said she shouldn’t eat salt, her family continued to cook as usual, filling soups and stews with cubes of flavored monosodium glutamate. They were convinced their daughter’s illness had murkier origins: they were certain Ayishetu had captured the girl’s soul, trapped it in the body of an insect, and was using it to torture her. Among themselves they whispered, tallying reasons for the attack.


Their suspicions were made public on a day Ayishetu had spent quietly walking the rows of her husband’s fields in the grinding equatorial heat, planting soybeans by hand from a chipped tin bowl. When she was called to his home, her brother-in-law announced that his daughter had been calling Ayishetu’s name. She’d been identified, he hissed. He was convinced Ayishetu was spiritually poisoning his daughter’s soul, sneaking in the dead of night to the girl’s side and harassing her to death. He demanded that she release his sick daughter. Ayishetu told him she didn’t know what he was saying.


His breath carried the ripe funk of grain alcohol as he called for Ayishetu’s blood, threatening her with a long knife known locally as a cutlass. Neighbors and relatives grabbed him, convinced him to calm his temper and instead send her away, up the crumbling red road to a nearby village called Gambaga. In the courtyard outside the palace of the old chief, the matter could be settled for once and forever.


Gambaga’s chief, the gambarana, was thought to be descended from a long line of women and men born with the power to effortlessly cross between the physical and spiritual realms. He was renowned for his ability to communicate with the ancestors and to use their guidance to determine whether a woman was wicked or innocent, all through the sacrifice of a chicken. The ancestors were like guardians, omniscient and wise. It was paramount to offer sacrifices that would honor them, and in some communities they were consulted on issues both large and small. Because they guided his decisions, the chief’s word was final; there was no avenue of appeal, no other soothsayer who would dispute his verdict. To be declared guilty by him was to face banishment, to be forced to leave the safety of one’s family and to start again under the permanent stain of the chief’s ruling.


And so, in the narrow courtyard where Ayishetu knelt, where hens scratched for food and dogs shook off their fleas, not far from where hundreds of exiled old women husked bags of corn and shelled endless bowls of peanuts, an ancient, otherworldly court convened.


Children danced with excitement, half-dazzled by Ayishetu and her supposed powers. They raced from schoolyards, finding courage in the growing crowd, to see the kind of woman their mothers and fathers had warned them about since they were infants. Ayishetu kept her covered head bowed, but she could feel the crowd growing around her. A cacophony came from onlookers debating the relative merits of the case: her husband’s wealth, their prosperous farm, and their plentiful sons were offered up as evidence of her dark powers. How else could she have garnered such things?


Ayishetu’s husband, skinny and small with long white bristles sprouting from his chin, stood and faced the assembled onlookers. He was timid, his ear-pleasing melody of Mampruli vowels barely intelligible above the din. Because he was the eldest of five sons, his father’s lands had passed into his hands, and though he had neither oxen nor machinery to make his farming easier, he and his wife had prospered. In no other context would they be considered rich, but in their tiny village they’d managed to build a large compound and fill it with sons. Ayishetu’s husband could see it was a lifetime of resentment that had prompted his four brothers to bring this trouble. They were jealous of his twenty acres of land, his plentiful harvests, his relative wealth, and his good fortune to father four strong boys.


He gestured at the chicken his wife held in her hands. If she was innocent, he declared, the spirits of the ancestors should show they believed her to be harmless by guiding the bird to die on its back.


If the accusation was true, he continued softly, the fowl should die with its beak in the soil.


“Have you all heard?” the gambarana, the old chief, asked impatiently. His grim face was its usual mask of ferocity. His throne was a rough pallet of goatskins, his palace a collection of mud-daubed rooms roofed with long grass. His cheeks had collapsed with age, the skin around his eyes withered and wrinkled. His teeth were gone, worn to yellow nubs by a combination of heavy drinking and dental care that consisted of occasionally chewing on a pencil-size bit of branch.


He was an illiterate farmer who had once found occasional work as a security guard and, years before, sometimes joined the paupers and debtors who made their money by sitting in the sun breaking apart rocks with homemade hammers. That was all left behind when he was chosen to rule from the chief’s goatskins in an age-old process guided by the ancestors. Now he had more than ten wives and a color TV.


His renowned powers commanded respect; his short temper ensured fear. He could channel centuries-old spiritual powers and call on the ancestors to determine Ayishetu’s guilt or innocence. A bird’s death at the hands of the gambarana could sentence a woman like Ayishetu to living in exile in the collection of mud huts behind his home. There, a woman who had spent her life under the care and command of her father, her uncles, her brothers, and then her husband and sons would be seen as belonging to the chief. She would eke out an existence alone, away from family and children, begging work from farmers for survival.


At the time of Ayishetu’s trial there were already nearly two hundred such women living on the edge of town. Rituals could cleanse them of their dark magic, ceremonies could make them wards of spiteful spirits that would hunt them down and kill them if they harmed another. Once purified they were theoretically free to go, but few women felt they could leave. Their families made it clear that they had nowhere to stay, and their communities promised brutal physical punishment should they return uninvited. One woman had had her left ear cut off; another had returned from her home village with an ugly scar where her skull had been cleaved with a sharp knife.


Now it was time to decide whether Ayishetu would join them.


The wizardly old gambarana reached for Ayishetu’s bird. He raised a long knife to its throat and slit it, tossing the bird onto the grimy ground near his predecessor’s grave while watching for signs that the ancestors were manipulating its movements. It struggled and flopped, squawked without sound, spraying trickles of blood from the wound at its neck. For a moment its black eyes blinked, seemingly in disbelief at this turn of events. The fowl landed on its back, a sign the ancestors believed in Ayishetu’s innocence. Then it gave a final heave and flipped onto its front.


A bird that landed on its back exonerated Ayishetu. Dying on its beak was a conviction.


Already Ayishetu’s niece had handed the chief a fowl of her own. Held upright by two men standing on either side of her, the pale girl’s physical state was damning testimony on its own. She could barely steady her head, barely open her eyes, barely croak out the words. I have seen this woman hunting me, she whispered, pointing to Ayishetu. She is hunting me and I know she is going to harm me. If this is not true, the girl breathed, let my fowl not accept.


The chief once again called on the spirits of the ancestors to direct the bird. If it landed on its back, they believed the girl’s accusation. If it landed on its breast, she was telling tales.


Her fowl also struggled in death, lying first on its back, then flipping onto its front.


Men who had squeezed into the few patches of shade strained to see how the birds landed. Children, chests heaving, eyes dancing with the thrill of running and hopping to escape the unpredictable trajectory of the dying birds and their jets of blood, now looked up at the men. They remained mostly silent and confused. Neither bird had died well. Both had flipped and flopped, landed on their backs, then nestled their beaks in the ground.


What was the ancestors’ message? Neither had convicted nor acquitted the woman, and throughout her trial Ayishetu had said nothing. She did not beg forgiveness, shout about the unfairness, trade insults with the family who dragged her to this place, nor offer explanations for the events that led to her brother-in-law’s allegation. She knew she could not speak in front of these men without risking further accusation, so she knelt, mute and blank. Culture had fit her with a muzzle and she wore it now.


With barely a word or gesture, the gambarana sided with her niece. He selected a man from among the group, one of the many men who basked in his power, shared his many bottles of hooch, and leached small bills from his savings. The gambarana ordered this man to take Ayishetu back to her village, with strict instructions to find and release the girl’s soul. It was likely hidden among her possessions, perhaps trapped in the body of a beetle or a cockroach.


And so, inside her cool, dark room, Ayishetu’s hands, heavy and thick like a man’s, scrabbled through a sack of millet grains the size of pushpin heads looking for the insect believed to be the vessel that held the girl’s soul. They were calloused, these hands, rough and dry with the scars of farmwork. She wore a loop of beads at her throat and a circle of glass beads at her wrist, but it was the dime store ring, mashed to a smaller size and worn around her wedding ring finger, that drew the eye. It was iridescent blue and flecked with gold sparkles; a gold dollar sign shone out from its face. It too dug deeper and deeper into the sack, desperately searching.


The frantic hunt turned to a tall clay pot of white corn kernels. Ayishetu’s hands slashed through the corn, lifting and spilling the kernels with a sound like gentle rain. Her search had a frenzied energy she did not feel. Her chaperone, a tall man in traditional dress, lifted his chin of white bristles at her in a gesture meant to renew her focus on the search. He stooped next to her, overturning pots, scattering plastic bowls, and hurling tin plates with the carelessness of a child.


Her food stores had given the room a faint, yeasty smell. The thick walls, shaped from mud and straw and baked in the intensity of the oppressive heat, muffled the shouts and arguments happening outside her door. Ayishetu didn’t want to hurry; she didn’t want to leave. The smooth floor of her dark room, barely ten paces wide and perfectly round, felt cool on her bare feet. The thick thatched roof was impenetrable by either the African sun or occasional torrents of rain. Sweat beaded at her neck; it was too stuffy to remain in the room in the middle of the day, but she would rather stay than face the consequences of the chief’s judgment.


She stood briefly, drew out her colorful fabric in both hands, and in a gesture repeated dozens of times each day rewrapped it around her dark dress and rolled its ends firmly in place. In one sudden, graceful motion she was back on her knees circling her arms behind the tall pots. A flurry of movement caught her eye. Yakubu, her chaperone, clamped his hands around the cockroach and bolted out the door. Ayishetu hung back, one thought clanging through her head in a numbing chorus: They are wrong, they are wrong, they are wrong.


She dipped her head through the low doorway and walked head down into the courtyard. The suddenness of the sun made everything seem bleached out and too white, but Ayishetu could see that while she had been searching among her cooking pots and bags of grain, girls with babies on their hips and boys with the seats of their pants worn to transparency had gathered at her family’s door.


Word spread quickly, invisibly, drawing farmers from their fields and women from their places at the hand-cranked water well with the revelation that Ayishetu had returned, convicted. There was tremendous noise as neighbor shouted at neighbor. Even the women, normally silent and unseen, hollered insults. The women Ayishetu had once warmly greeted, the women she had helped to get their soaps, lotions, and grains to market, now distanced themselves from her with every shout. Arms flailed wildly as men roared at one another, each besting the other’s bravery with loud threats of how they would handle the wicked woman in their midst.


Instinctively Ayishetu cowered behind Yakubu’s thin frame, unconsciously shrinking her own body in the hopes it could disappear. Yakubu was loyal to the chief and could hardly be considered her defender, but he was all she had. She couldn’t see her husband or any of her children.


Lured by the news that their accusations had proved correct, Ayishetu’s four brothers-in-law appeared at the family’s nine-room compound shouting for blood. They stank of akpateshie, a locally brewed gin that burned the back of the throat, warmed the belly, and had the potency of jet fuel. Another pack of maybe twenty teenage boys followed them, some carrying sticks, others with homemade, short-handled hoes slung over their shoulders.


Yakubu handed her brother-in-law the cockroach cupped in his hands without ceremony or explanation. It was the color of ear-wax, the size of a stick of chewing gum. It was understood that the roach contained his daughter’s soul. Although the angry man took it, he dropped it on the ground without glancing at it, shouting that it meant nothing, fixed nothing, saved nothing. Ayishetu snaked around Yakubu, using him as a shield, as her brother-in-law poked his long knife at her chest.


Yakubu hustled her out of the compound and down the footpath worn in a meandering line through the waist-high fields of corn that led to the rough, red road. Ayishetu’s twenty-year-old son, tall, lean, and rippling with muscles, pleaded with his uncle to let him put his mother on a bicycle and deliver her away from the village. He refused, practically spitting with rage as he screamed about the dangers she held for the community, the wrongs this woman had committed, the ways she had tricked them, gaining their confidence and trust only to stalk their dreams and hunger for the souls of their children.


The mob had marched for only minutes, hurling insults and abuse. Ayishetu can barely remember it, barely piece it together, what happened first, what came next, her hands a blur of motion as they recreate a pattern of bruises and fractures. Her husband’s large farm had disappeared from view when Ayishetu felt the first stick land with a dull thwack atop her head. The bloodthirsty boys knocked her down, waited until she got up, and knocked her down again.


The knob of a hoe handle, a thick knuckle of smooth, pale wood, landed with a sickening crack below her left eye. Its impact reverberated to the cartilage and bone in her nose, exploding blood vessels and causing a plume of red to gush down her face, throat, and chest. For a moment she was nowhere, neither conscious nor unconscious. Then a pulse of solid pain brought her back to the present. She found herself again sprawled on the sandy road, her manly hands, with their henna-stained fingernails, wrapped protectively around her head.


Her heart pounded. She gulped air, trying to catch her breath with the stunning realization that her husband’s brothers, her family, these boys—they were going to kill her. They threw rocks, knocked her on the head with sticks an inch thick. They slapped her, punched her with closed fists, yanked off her head wrap and pulled at her coarse dark hair. She struggled to stand, but another mighty swing of the solid bulb of wood landed on the side of her head. Another fell on the small of her back. One more on her shoulder blade sent her tumbling headlong to the side of the road.


It didn’t matter how the birds died: her community had already convicted her and were determined to impose a death sentence.


Ayishetu was a witch.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I’D FIRST LEARNED OF THE WITCH CAMPS WHILE READING A human rights report authored by the U.S. State Department. It detailed the unimaginable treatment the accused women received, hidden away at these remote camps and struggling to survive without the security of family. But bizarrely Gambaga’s witch camp was also listed in my travel guide to Ghana as a sight to see for travelers visiting the country’s desolate northern region.


What I knew of witchcraft came from fairy tales and movies. Witches were broom-riding old women with green-tinged complexions and noses like sprouted potatoes. They wore pointy black hats and would terrorize children, threatening to cook them up and eat them. I knew that when the New World was young a wave of hysteria had swept through a Puritan American colony and led to the burning deaths of dozens of women and children blamed for worshipping the devil and bewitching their neighbors. I pictured the classic scene from Macbeth, the dangerously windswept moors where a gaggle of women gathered around a huge bubbling cauldron in a raging midnight thunderstorm to cast spells against enemies. When I first tried to imagine Gambaga’s witch camp, I simply substituted Shakespeare’s trio of Scottish women with African women in bright wraps and headscarves.


I was curious to see something associated with folk legends and horror stories from the Middle Ages alive and well in Africa. The same kind of voyeurism likely drives most Western visitors to seek out the hard-to-reach camp. The Bradt travel guide calls the Gambaga camp a “genuine humanitarian dilemma,” but clearly the novelty outweighs the distressing idea of a modern-day colony of witches. Indeed it makes for an unusual tourist attraction, given that the main feature is a collection of old ladies husking corncobs and cracking peanut shells. It is like something out of the Twilight Zone, a living, breathing museum, a zoo where the inhabitants are human. For a bit of money, and with the assistance of a translator, the camp’s exhibits come to life, recounting in short, disinterested sentences the dream or accusation that drove them out of their villages.


Most cultures have their version of witchcraft, a destructive mysticism so attuned to nature it can control and manipulate the future. But none is so tied to a place and a people’s identity as African witchcraft. Its stranglehold on the continent is as hard for an outsider to understand and appreciate as its rituals and traditions. It moves, in some ways, like a microscopic virus. Unseen, unbidden, and unconcerned with class divisions, income levels, or educational achievements, the belief in witchcraft brings sickness, death, and destruction to livelihoods and family bonds, requiring only the slightest exposure to spread from compound to compound.


And yet despite its very ancient and often dark aspects, witchcraft is too often offered as a stock African stereotype and made light of throughout the rest of the world. An emaciated, eccentric monkey using scoops of vivid fruit flesh to paint mysterious symbols on trees and rocks played Disney’s version of Africa’s witchdoctors. Even the Nigerian film industry cranks out hundreds of campy, low-quality movies filled with images of half-crazed old ladies chanting and cackling fireside during the night’s darkest hour. In reality, even in Nairobi, Johannesburg, and Lagos, three of Africa’s biggest and most cosmopolitan cities, the belief in witchcraft simmers just below the surface. Believers can be found in virtually all corners of the continent and beyond, out in the diaspora where traditions have been transplanted along with their practitioners.


In central Africa, Congo, and Angola children are tortured and turned out on the streets for displaying witch-like traits. They are beaten or abandoned for possessing a disquieting nature, a physical disability or malformation, or a tendency to misbehave. Twins and triplets and those who lose their mother in childbirth are particularly suspicious. In Liberia and Sierra Leone secret societies are blamed for bodies found emptied of their organs. Spiritual imams known as marabouts in Senegal and Guinea claim they can create juju for invisibility or invincibility. Voodoo found its birth in Togo and Benin. The religion is still strong there, but bears little resemblance to the voodoo of Haiti, with its secret societies and trance-laden ceremonies. Neither version of the religion looks anything like the Hollywood version of soft dolls and pushpins and zombies rising from the earth to feast on human brains.


Trivializing witchcraft belies the violence that accompanies it. Albinos have been murdered in Tanzania and Rwanda by thugs collecting organs for witchdoctors willing to pay for the spiritual powers an albino’s heart and liver supposedly contain. In oil-rich Gabon twenty-three elderly men and women were put to trial for practicing witchcraft, only to be released nearly a year later, when it was decided that the evidence against them was insufficient. Witch hunters backed by armed men ransacked small villages in The Gambia, compelling nearly a thousand people in the tiny country into captivity. They were reportedly force-fed hallucinatory concoctions in an attempt to identify a witch the country’s dictator blamed for the death of his aunt.


If they weren’t beaten to death, stoned, or lynched, women like Ayishetu were chased out of their villages and banished. Unused to fending for themselves and dogged by persistent rumors of dark powers, many women found refuge in one of six isolated colonies for suspected witches in the most remote corners of northern Ghana. Ayishetu’s husband left her to live in Gambaga, the mystical town with a reputation for witch finding, where her fate had been decided by the inconclusive death throes of a chicken. Her husband pedaled there on his bicycle at least once a week, each time promising to bring his wife home as soon as tempers in their own village had cooled.


FOR MY FIRST JOURNEY TO THE “WITCH CAMP” WHERE AYISHETU lived I traveled with Grace, a charismatic Christian newly graduated from one of Ghana’s journalism schools, and Joanna, an elementary school teacher from Brooklyn visiting Ghana for three months on an Amnesty International scholarship. I was in the country working with a nongovernmental organization devoted to increasing the quality and quantity of human rights journalism. It was supposed to be a six-month hiatus from my newspaper job back in Toronto, a chance to train local journalists in the investigative techniques used to substantiate reports of human rights abuses and assist them with sensitive interviews.


It’s considered impolite to talk about witchcraft; in fact most Ghanaians living in the country’s south bristled at my inquiries. They couldn’t understand my fascination with what they consider a black mark on their country and thought my questions were just a way to belittle something they publicly dismissed as an embarrassing and hopelessly backward tradition still practiced among the ignorant, pagan class.


Ghanaians, like all of us, are shaped by their landscape and history. Rich in gold and a veritable hothouse of fruits, vegetables, and cocoa, Ghana has never experienced war; its people live with the legacy of slavery, but without the scars of conflict. Ghanaians will invite perfect strangers to eat from their plate, encouraging the unsuspecting foreigner to dip a mound of doughy fufu made from pounded tapioca plants into a pool of fiery shito paste, laughing merrily as the tears begin to well up in the stranger’s eyes. On my first night in the country I stepped beyond the heavy gates of our compound and into a moonless night, navigating the empty street with the aid of a flashlight. It was quiet and intensely dark. I was in search of beer—brave enough to venture down the block, but anxious enough to want to drink at home. As I rounded the corner, where cornstalks filled the empty plot, my eyes began to adjust and I realized I wasn’t alone. Men and women sat on stoops and porches, away from the stuffy stillness of their sitting rooms and kitchens. Their skin was so dark it blended into the night.


At the bar men sat at plastic tables positioned under the weak street lamps and drained sweating bottles of beer. Unswervingly loyal to whichever party shares their ethnic roots, Ghanaians are quick-witted, silver-tongued, and mad for politics, making their radio talk shows a heated, often ribald theater of jokes, rants, and double entendres. The bar’s patrons erupted into occasional fits of infectious laughter as they argued in Twi about the state of the country’s politics. The bar’s owners eventually became like a second family to me, but in those early days I hastily bought eight beers for myself and my housemates and carted them away with the warning that I needed to return the liter bottles or risk losing my fifteen-cent deposit.


I was back the next day, not for the money but for the street theater. Duncan’s Drinking Spot had prime roadside real estate. I sipped a sugary orange Fanta as I watched women wearing impossibly constructed dresses and head wraps unhurriedly sashay home from church, handkerchiefs at the ready to mop the sweat from their foreheads. With time I learned to navigate those streets, joking with the touts who sold handicrafts on the main thoroughfare, stopping women who sold pineapples from a platter atop their heads and deftly relieved the fruit of its tough exterior with a sharp knife. Within days I was waving down tro-tros, the stripped-down minivans crammed with extra bench seats that passed for public transport, and making my way around the congested city.


The immediacy of life in Ghana was exciting and addictive, but I was surprised at the casual references to curses and witchcraft. After a squabble over a taxi fare my friend Moses, a man in his thirties who worked on computers and had traveled outside Ghana to Dubai and Hong Kong, urged me with all seriousness to top up the driver’s tip, lest he take his complaints to the witchdoctor. My Ghanaian friends initially snickered at my typical Westerner’s interest in witchcraft, but deeper conversation made it clear that their minds had been conditioned to see witchcraft where I couldn’t.


Even those I considered pragmatic and progressive repeated outlandish rumors with the conviction of truth. Urban legends quickly became gospel. At a party I was told that mobile phones displaying a 967 number could ring with such high-frequency signals that the brain would hemorrhage when the call was answered. Twenty-seven people had died this way, I was warned. Tell your friends! It sounded like the plot of a bad horror movie, but the rumor took on such strength that MTN Areeba, the largest cellular network in Ghana, released a statement saying it had conducted a “full scale national and international priority investigation” and had “confirmed that these rumors [were] completely unsubstantiated and [had] no technological evidence to support them.”


No numbers exist on deaths or injuries related to accusations of practicing witchcraft, but a quick scan of the continent’s headlines suggests its toll is deadly. Most communities rid themselves of witchcraft by attacking its alleged practitioners: sisters in South Africa hacked to death with dull farm instruments by irate neighbors; a chief killed by his angry villagers in Malawi; nieces in Kenya stabbed to death; a woman hacked to death with an axe in Zimbabwe; an abducted baby found decapitated in Uganda, its body discovered on sale for use in witchcraft rituals. In Ghana girls and women were sometimes denied food and water until evil spirits had been starved from their bodies.


The country’s witch colonies were actually established as an alternative to the violence. The idea was to provide a safe haven where accused women could live while a spiritual leader harnessing the power of the ancestors leached the witchcraft out of them. In theory once a woman’s powers have been fully deadened and she’s been threatened with a swift and brutal death at the hands of the ancestors if she practices again, she can eventually return to her community. Gambaga’s camp, like the five others hidden in Ghana’s northern region, is not technically a prison. The women are free to roam the village, forage in the nearby bush, and return to their families. There are no fences to keep them in or wardens to monitor their movements. Fear of retribution is enough of a motivator for the women to police themselves.


In the 1990s more than eight hundred women and a handful of men were living in two remote witch camps. Charities responded by providing boxes of used clothing and hosting conferences on eradicating witchcraft accusations and village-level workshops where men and boys were warned that they would be charged with murder or assault if they attacked suspected witches. It seemed to be for naught. In 2003 Ghana’s Commission on Human Rights and Administrative Justice, a government-funded watchdog group, discovered that the number of women banished to camps was actually growing. They’d discovered a third witch camp and estimated that more than a thousand women and a smattering of men were living in exile. In its report for that year the U.S. State Department suggested that aid groups had already switched their focus from reducing accusations to simply supporting the accused women already living at the camps. They provided food, medical care, and “other support”—vague bureaucratese that could mean anything from bicycles to latrines.


By the time I moved to Gambaga in 2007 the numbers had swelled again, tripling to more than three thousand. There were rumored to be six camps hidden in the country’s rural northern region. They may have begun as a kind of sanctuary, but the camps certainly weren’t solving anything.


IF AFRICA’S OUTLINE CAN BE SEEN AS A RIGHT-FACING SKULL, with South Africa its jutting jaw and Uganda’s Lake Victoria its empty eye socket, Ghana can be found at the base of the head, a neat rectangle in one of the world’s poorest regions. Its capital, Accra, sits with its back turned to the pounding waves of the Atlantic, enveloped in a soup of heavy humidity and diesel fumes, a maze of one-story homes and modern high-rise office buildings, greasy auto repair yards, sushi restaurants, fast-food plazas, and Lebanese-owned supermarkets selling caviar, feta cheese, and stuffed olives.


Life is lived outside. Drivers of the yellow, red, and black taxis navigate open sewers and tides of foot traffic with one hand on the horn, trolling for fares. Men dressed in impeccable business suits carry on mobile phone conversations so loud it seems the message will reach its destination by volume alone. In person they greet one another with a “slap-and-snap” handshake, a loud clapping together of palms ending with a snap as their middle fingers pull apart. Boys with T-shirts depicting the rapper 50 Cent lean out the doors of the tro-tros, chanting a nasally “Circ! Circ! Circ!” as they swirl one finger in the air, a sign they’re headed for the city’s main traffic circle. Joanna, Grace, and I met there to catch a tro-tro headed north to the country’s witch camps.


I was working with Grace at a local newspaper and figured we would write a feature-length article detailing the conditions of the camps and the absurdity of the accusations. We would of course argue for the camps’ closure. What I knew of Gambaga’s camp was gleaned from the guidebook and U.S. State Department reports. I’d learned it housed anywhere between 150 and 200 women, who came from as far away as Togo and Burkina Faso. There was also a church-based aid group attached to it. The Bradt guide told me the rest:


In most parts of northern Ghana, it doesn’t require any effort— just a bit of misfortune—for a woman to find herself stigmatized as a witch. It is customary, for instance, for a charge of sorcery to be leveled at an elderly female relative of anybody who dies prematurely of measles, epilepsy, malaria, cholera or any other disease, while elder wives are also often accused of casting a spell to make their polygamous husband impotent or his younger wives barren.


“Rural women continued to be banished by traditional village authorities or their families for suspected witchcraft,” read the 2007 U.S. State Department report.


Most accused witches were older women, often widows, who were identified by fellow villagers as the cause of difficulties, such as illness, crop failure, or financial misfortune. The women did not face formal legal sanction if they returned home; however, most feared that they would be beaten or lynched if they returned to their villages. Fearing violence against them, many women accused of being witches did not pursue legal action to challenge charges against them and return to their community.


The report spoke of a thirty-five-year-old man accused of stabbing to death his wife, whom he suspected was a witch. An American documentary film about another witch camp showed a Ghanaian man on death row, convicted of shooting his mother to death after she landed, still in the form of a fireball, atop his only child and burned most of the little girl’s body.


Accra’s dozens of newspapers would occasionally mention witchcraft. A bevy of bare-breasted older woman earned a frontpage picture for shouting curses at police officers inside a station where their young relative was being held for impaired driving. A disheveled, disoriented woman who outsmarted a closed gate, a dozing watchman, and a locked door was called a witch after she wandered into the marital bed of a suburban couple. Elsewhere she might have been labeled mentally ill, but here her crash landing was considered witchcraft.


The stories occasionally veered into the ridiculous. The newspaper where I worked with Grace carried a story revealing that Ghana was playing host to an international conference of witches from the United States, Spain, Iran, Nigeria, and India. The event’s organizers promised that participants would cull more than a million people worldwide that year alone, through the spread of HIV, tuberculosis, car crashes, floods, gas explosions, and building collapses. Documents obtained by the paper quoted the witches’ agenda: “In the first quarter of our calendar year we are to infect 110,000 people (both married and unmarried) with HIV/AIDS through sex, 4,000 with tuberculosis, 6,000 with high blood pressure, and 2,600 with blindness, while 11,000 pastors and preachers will be destroyed, 220 marriages broken, and 100,000 wombs destroyed.”


An Accra radio station once caused a frenzy when they reported that a listener at the main bus station had seen a woman and her lover physically locked together in the midst of sex. The mind conjured a Venus fly trap clenched around a hot dog. The radio station suggested only a blanket covered the unfortunate couple as they were wheeled on a makeshift wagon toward a bus. They were hoping to somehow sneak onto the bus, still melded as one, and travel north to convince the woman’s suspicious (and clearly intuitive) husband to lift a curse triggered by infidelity.


I dismissed this as the product of a slow news day. (Crowds of curious people descended on the bus station hoping to catch a glimpse of the couple, but dozens of radio stations and newspapers later reported with obvious disappointment that there were no further sightings.) I believed witchcraft was born and sustained of Africa’s poverty, its lack of health care and sanitation, its dearth of education, women’s rights, and population control, even its corruption. I thought the solutions could be found in the same places: belief in the supernatural would be eroded by the science and logic that comes with greater development, functional courts and cops, and more education. Cleaner water and better hospitals, clinics and access to medicines would reduce the illnesses and deaths attributed to witches. Witchcraft would become a footnote in history if there were fewer strange deaths to explain and more logical ways to explain them.


So, armed with what I knew from the guidebook and the dry language of the U.S. State Department report, I found myself traveling north to Gambaga with Joanna and Grace, who explained that her Christian faith made her immune to a witch’s attacks. Still, she refused to shake hands with the accused women.


ACCRA SEEMED TO STRETCH ON FOREVER, AN ENDLESS LOOP OF low-slung, half-finished concrete buildings topped hopefully with lonely staircases that would one day, when money permitted, lead to a new addition. They were filled with shops, some selling fabric or pirated DVDs, others outfitted as bright pharmacies or hardware stores crammed with stepladders, buckets of nails, and thick rolls of mesh wire. It was almost too much to take in. At the choked traffic circles teenage boys threaded through the crawling cars, hawking everything from inflatable plastic globes to puppies, newspapers, and waxy, bitter chocolate bars impervious to the African sun. Stopping at a red light opened endless shopping possibilities, from pens to barbecue lighters to rat poison—all the latest in cheaply manufactured Chinese goods.


We were surrounded by food, the antithesis of the overwrought food-aid-for-starving-Africans commercials. As we moved north each little town seemed to offer a roving buffet of cassava chips, salty popcorn, fried turkey tails, dense loaves of tea bread, or sweet green oranges, all of it balanced on women’s heads moving through the stalled traffic. Boys on bicycles outfitted with coolers sold small plastic bags of frozen strawberry-flavored yogurt. Stalls with names like “In God’s Hands” or “Jesus My Savior” or “Don’t Mind Your Wife Chop Bar” offered takeaway containers of salted boiled eggs, spaghetti, and stir-fried rice served with dollops of searingly hot shito paste. Almost everything was tinged red from the ubiquitous palm oil.


We drove into the center of the country, where Ghana’s hot, wet climate acts as a kind of hothouse, the perfect environment for a cornucopia of fruits and vegetables, from papaya to passion fruit. It’s the ideal growing conditions for cocoa, whose brown pods fuel Ghana’s economy. As we drove into Kumasi, the yeasty, slightly unpleasant smell of drying cocoa beans permeated the vehicle. We lumbered up the paved road and into lush forest, catching fleeting glimpses of the red, rectangular mud homes hidden among dense plantings of palm, mango, and banana trees. Towering cottonwood trees watched over it all, their leafy branches reaching high above spindly trunks anchored by a fortress of exposed roots.


The further north we drove, the more the world changed. Time seemed to wind backward, from the modernity of Accra to the colonial architecture of Kumasi and up to the medieval mud huts of the north. My head bobbed as the gentle rocking of the van and the heat of the day put me to sleep. I awoke to the sound of honking horns as we sped into Tamale, the north’s largest city, where men in long, impossibly white Islamic shirts pedaled creaking bicycles. Somewhere we had crossed an invisible line, passing from thick green forests into the sparse and grassy savannah, from the south’s exuberant Christianity to the north’s reserved Islam, from urban streets choked with cars to wide lanes clogged with bicycles. It was hot but dry. In the south beads of sweat slithered uncomfortably down one’s spine, but here they evaporated almost immediately.


We sped through town to a lonely turnoff at Walewale, an isolated transportation hub for travelers heading into northern Ghana’s more remote communities. There we were handed wooded tiles as tickets and told to wait for the next tro-tro. In the south the vans often seated seventeen, but in the north they carried at least twenty, sometimes twenty-five passengers. A lean, older man with rotted teeth and eyes rimmed with kohl took the seat next to me. Behind him a woman with a long, white headscarf edged with embroidery and cheeks nicked with scars balanced a huge metal bowl on her knees.


We were three women traveling alone, none of us able to speak any of the north’s languages, but we were treated warmly and watched over by our fellow passengers. A schoolteacher carrying a black briefcase offered his hand in greeting, telling me, “You are welcome!,” as though he was the tro-tro’s host. He smiled broadly when he heard I was traveling to see Gambaga’s witches, telling me he was unafraid of the women—not because he didn’t believe in witchcraft, but because he was a newcomer to the village, assigned by the government to the remote post, and his different ethnicity made him immune to the witches’ attacks.


The vehicle wouldn’t move until all the tickets were sold, and it took nearly an hour for the “mate,” the fare collector, to find enough passengers so we could set off on the road that connected Gambaga with the outside world. The dirt track felt corrugated. Rain had worn a rippled pattern onto its surface, while an abandoned maintenance contract had left it ungraded. The driver plowed through thick stones or skidded across bare earth baked hard by the sun. The van filled up with dust as we drove in and out of deep ruts. The journey from the main bus station in Accra was maybe 350 miles, but bad roads crowded with heavy, plodding cargo trucks, a schedule that moved on the driver’s whims, and decrepit vehicles prone to breakdowns meant that even under optimum conditions the drive to Gambaga could take at least eighteen hours. It took us nearly two days to finally reach the village, where we were dropped at the roadside near the Gambaga police outpost, exhausted, dehydrated, and tinged red with dust.


It was as if we had slipped through a time portal. In the dying orange light of an October afternoon flowering vines snaked around the cone-topped mud huts. We stepped into a National Geographic photo of quintessential Africa. Men with flat-topped Muslim caps rode unhurriedly by on their rickety bicycles, ferrying two or three colorful hens strung out upside down from the handlebars. Some carried a sheep bleating above the rear tire or a bale of long grass balanced between their knees. Children rode two or three to an adult-size bike, one perched on the crossbar to work the steering, another pedaling furiously, too small to both sit and ride. Those without brakes were given away by the soles of their plastic sandals, worn to wafers by the foot dragging it takes to bring a bicycle to a stop. It was exhilarating to be in a place that seemed so untouched.


CUSTOM DICTATED THAT, FOR OUR FIRST VISIT TO THE WITCH camp, we present ourselves and our intentions to the village chief, the gambarana, and seek his permission to enter the camp. Secretly smug at the idea that we would soon have one of those unbeatable travel tales so competitively told on the expatriate cocktail circuit—“Once, when I was at an African witch camp …”—we followed a teenager named Hassan through the narrow dirt alleyways framed by the high mud walls of the village’s compounds to the chief’s palace.
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As I attempted to digest stories of spiritual can-
nibalism, of curses that could cost a student her
eyesight or ignite the pages of the books she read,
I knew I was not alone in my skepticism. And yet,
when I caught sight of the waving arms of an
industrious scarecrow, the hair on the back of my
neck would stand on end. It was most palpable at
night, this creepy feeling, when the moon stayed
low to the horizon and the dust kicked up in the
breeze, reaching out and pulling back with
ghostly fingers. There was something to this
place that could be felt but not seen.

With these words, Karen Palmer takes us inside one
of West Africa’s witch camps, where hundreds of
banished women struggle to survive under the watch-
ful eye of a powerful wizard. Palmer arrived at the
Gambaga witch camp with an outsider’s sense of
outrage, believing it was little more than a dumping
ground for difficult women. Soon, however, she
encountered stories she could not explain: a woman
who confessed she’d attacked a girl given to her as a
sacrifice; another one desperately trying to rid herself
of the witchcraft she believed helped her kill dozens
of people.

In Spellbound, Palmer brilliantly recounts the
kalcidoscope of experiences that greeted her in the
remote witch camps of northern Ghana, where more
than 3,000 exiled women and men live in extreme
poverty, many sentenced in a ceremony hinging on
the death throes of a sacrificed chicken.

As she ventured deeper into Ghana’s grasslands,
Palmer found herself swinging between belief and
disbelicf. She was shown books that caught on fire for
no reason and met diviners who accurately predicted
the future. From the schoolteacher who believed Africa
should use the power of its witches to gain wealth
and prestige to the social worker who championed

(continued on back flap)
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