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        PREFACE
        
      

      Until recently, Vodou was more often found in pulp 
			fiction and B-movies than in Pagan gatherings. Many Pagans bought into 
			the stereotype and identified Vodou with devil worship, dark curses, 
			and drumbeat-driven orgies performed at midnight. They never stopped 
			to think that many of these charges had been leveled against medieval 
			and Renaissance “witches”—and, earlier, against Jews and Christians. 
			Some Pagans saw the saint images and the Catholic influences and wrote 
			Vodou off as a “Christian aberration”; others were appalled by the animal 
			sacrifices and by the fact that houngans and mambos (priests and priestesses) 
			charged money for their services. Those who didn’t run screaming were 
			likely to follow the lead of Haiti’s Catholic clergy and dismiss Vodou 
			as “superstition and folly.”

      Others sought Vodou because they believed it was 
			“evil.” Most were disappointed at their efforts to gain Fame, Fortune, 
			and Endless Sex Partners and wound up trading in their “voodoo fetishes” 
			for speed-metal CDs and Hammer films. A few managed to get the attention 
			of the lwa, the spirits served in Haitian Vodou. Alas, said spirits 
			generally were none too pleased at being treated like attack dogs or 
			genies in a bottle, and they sometimes responded by applying the Cosmic 
			Boot to Yon Errant Backside. This only served to cement Vodou’s reputation 
			as “dangerous” . . . and to attract still more “Dark Mages” seeking 
			a Vodou that never existed save in the fevered imaginations of yellow 
			journalists and movie producers.

      Today, we have come to understand that many of those 
			earlier attitudes about Vodou were rooted in racism and ignorance. We’ve 
			begun to appreciate the complexity, depth, and beauty of 
			African and African diaspora spirituality, and many Pagans have heard 
			and responded to the call of the lwa. It is no longer uncommon to see 
			Ezili Freda, the beautiful lwa of love and luxury, honored alongside 
			Aphrodite in Pagan ceremonies. Some even start their ceremonies with 
			a small offering to Papa Legba—the lwa of the gateway who facilitates 
			communication with the spirit world—asking him to “open the door” for 
			them. Most of these people are coming to the African and Afro-Caribbean 
			spirits with open hearts, and they are showing the lwa the love and 
			respect they deserve. In return, they have found that the lwa have blessed 
			them and enriched their practices and their lives.

      Unfortunately, Pagans who have sought to serve the 
			lwa on their own have been forced to deal with a scarcity of resources. 
			Most of the literature on Haitian Vodou has been written by anthropologists 
			and scholars, not by Vodouisants (practitioners of Vodou). Some of these 
			books are excellent resources for cataloging the major lwa and listing 
			some of the ways they are served in Haiti, but they don’t have much 
			information on how an individual can honor the lwa. Other books promise 
			to teach you the “ancient secrets of Voodoo power.” They won’t show 
			you how to serve the spirits or tell you anything about Haiti, but they 
			will teach you everything you (n)ever wanted to know about sticking 
			pins in dolls, burning candles to destroy your enemies, and finding 
			your lucky lottery numbers.

      Today, many practitioners of Vodou have “come aboveground.” 
			Houngans and mambos have Web sites and mailing lists, hold public ceremonies, 
			and offer as much information as they can without violating their initiatory 
			oaths. Unfortunately, many of these houngans and mambos speak disparagingly 
			of “Wicca-Doo” and believe that one can only serve the lwa in the “time-honored 
			traditional way”—meaning, of course, their way. Others will happily 
			take you into the djevo (the initiatory chamber) and teach you their 
			secrets for “one low fee,” airfare and lodging not included. A person 
			who is an interested outsider this week can be asogwe (the highest rank 
			in Haitian Vodou) by Sunday, if the check clears. We don’t assume that 
			everyone who does a few Yogic stretches is called to join an ashram. We don’t believe 
			that everyone who attends Mass should take Holy Orders and join a monastery. 
			And yet many seem to think that the priesthood should be an introduction 
			to Vodou, and not the culmination of years of involvement with the tradition; 
			or they believe that everyone who serves the lwa must do so in a priestly 
			capacity.

      There is a Vodou priesthood, but there are also many 
			believers and practitioners who have never been initiated but who are 
			dedicated servants of the lwa. Some of these believers have powerful 
			lwa who assist them in performing wanga (magic) and are well regarded 
			as healers and magicians. Although many choose to honor the lwa at 
fets 
			(public parties), there are also many who serve their spirits in the 
			privacy of their homes. They seek counsel from the lwa, make offerings 
			to them, and prepare shrines on their behalf without the guidance or 
			aid of priests or initiates. If you choose to honor the lwa as a solitary 
			practitioner, you are following in the footsteps of many Haitians.

      Vodou has always incorporated material from other 
			sources. When the slaves were brought to St. Domingue (the old French 
			name for Haiti), they were forced to re-create their ancestral religious 
			practices from scratch. Many of the materials they used to honor the 
			spirits in Africa were not available in St. Domingue; often they had 
			no access to the priests and priestesses who had led the ceremonies 
			in their homeland. They made do with what was available and served the 
			spirits of the native Carib and Arawak peoples alongside Catholic saints 
			and ancestral lwa. Today, Vodouisants have incorporated some of the 
			symbolism and practices of Freemasonry into Haitian Vodou. They have 
			been influenced by Martinism (a French Catholic mystical/magical tradition 
			that originated in eighteenth-century Port-au-Prince) and by the writings 
			of the ceremonial magician Eliphas Levi. There is no reason why you 
			cannot incorporate your own spiritual practices into your service of 
			the lwa.

      Indeed, Vodou has always demanded direct and personal 
			involvement. Every Vodouisant puts his or her unique spin on sevis lwa 
			(service to the lwa). Frank Sinatra, Elvis Presley, and Sid Vicious 
			each sang “My Way,” and each added his own personal touch to the 
			song so that no one would mistake one version for the other. Vodou isn’t 
			a religion where you sit back and listen to someone else talk about 
			divinity. It’s a faith where divinity comes down and talks to you. The 
			lwa are quite happy to make their needs and their wants known to you, 
			and to offer counsel and protection in exchange. You may not be honoring 
			them the way they are honored in Haiti, but so long as you are honoring 
			them, they will notice and will show their appreciation.

      Vodou is a religion where the sacred and the secular 
			are intertwined. Many Western traditions draw a distinction between 
			the sacred and the profane. People go to church to commune with the 
			divine, and then they go about their daily business without thinking 
			much about God. This is not so in Vodou. The lwa and the saints are 
			a tangible presence in every Vodouisant’s life. They are present in 
			wind and storm, river and ocean, marketplace and brothel . . . and, 
			once you get to know them, you will find them present in your daily 
			life as well.

      
        
          Which Brings Us to This Book
        

        This book is intended to teach you a bit 
				about how the lwa are served in Haitian Vodou. It incorporates much 
				of the knowledge I have gained as a houngan in Societé la Belle 
				Venus #2, a peristyle (Vodou temple) located in Canarsie, Brooklyn, 
				New York. In this book, I discuss Haitian Vodou and Haitian culture, 
				and the ways they interact. I have also provided a list of things 
				that are commonly offered to the various lwa, and I’ve offered some 
				suggestions as to how you can honor and serve the lwa as a solitary 
				practitioner. I have not included any “blinds” or deliberate misinformation. 
				Where I could, I have provided accurate information. When my initiatory 
				vows required my silence, I have said as much; and, where possible, 
				I have provided some alternative techniques that can substitute 
				for the oathbound secrets.

        I have written this book for interested newcomers 
				who have not previously studied Vodou. With this book, you can begin 
				your journey toward Gineh (ancestral Africa). Those who are further 
				along on that path may also find useful material herein; and 
				those who have already been through the djevo may find it interesting 
				to compare my house’s teachings to theirs. I also have provided 
				a list of resources for further study. This book is a beginning, 
				not an end. The road to Gineh is a long and winding one.

        Wicca, the religious system revealed—or created—by 
				Gerald Gardner, has become the model for much modern Neopaganism. 
				Although I am not an initiate of any Wiccan lineage, I am familiar 
				with much of the literature and my own practices have been influenced 
				by the work of Gerald Gardner, Alex Saunders, Scott Cunningham, 
				and other Wiccan and Neopagan authors. Like Cunningham in his excellent 
				book Wicca: A Guide for the Solitary Practitioner, I hope to introduce 
				some of the basic ideas of my faith to those who are not initiates. 
				Many of the substitute practices I have described where my oaths 
				have commanded my silence have come from modern witchcraft.

        I have not tried to teach all the specific ways 
				an initiate of Haitian Vodou would serve the lwa. (My oaths—and 
				my publisher’s desire to keep this book smaller than the Manhattan 
				yellow pages—would make that impossible.) What I would like to do 
				is show something of the mind-set of an average Vodouisant. To that 
				end, I’ve given a brief synopsis of Haitian history and contemporary 
				Haitian society. It is impossible to understand Vodou without understanding 
				the Haitian people who have shaped, and who have been shaped by, 
				Vodou. Appreciating their struggles, failures, and triumphs can 
				help to keep us from being “culture vultures” who appropriate the 
				symbols of various systems without respect for their originators 
				or understanding their original meaning.

        Vodou’s ethical precepts differ from our own. 
				There are no proscriptions in Vodou against using wanga to gain 
				a lover or to better your health or your financial well-being, or 
				even to destroy an enemy. Accordingly, I have included some spells 
				you can use to improve your finances or your love life. I have not 
				included any “super Vodou death curses,” but I have provided a number 
				of defensive measures you can use to stop someone from injuring 
				you. Vodou is a practical tradition: people who petition the saints 
				and the lwa are typically asking not for “peace of mind” or “spiritual enlightenment” 
				but for real-world, real-time assistance. (We should remember Abraham 
				Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs.” People who are worried about where 
				their next meal is coming from—that is, most Vodouisants in Haiti—are 
				going to be far more concerned with material things than those who 
				are assured of three meals a day—that is, me, and most of the people 
				reading this book.)

        These spells are not intended to be a substitute 
				for legal or medical advice; nor will they cause your desire to 
				materialize in your lap as you sit watching TV. Wanga to get a new 
				job will only work if you read the want ads, send out resumes, and 
				put in the other required legwork. You can sit at home all day casting 
				spells to make yourself more attractive, but if you never make an 
				effort to meet that certain somebody, it will all be for naught. 
				Vodou demands your personal attention and efforts. It’s an active 
				faith, not a passive one. As you do for the lwa—and for yourself—so 
				they will do for you.

        Although I have included spells, I have focused 
				more on the culture and religion of Vodou. If you are just looking 
				for spirits who will jump through hoops at your command, this is 
				not the book for you. Vodouisants practice magic, yes; but in the 
				end, Vodou is a religion, a way of dealing with the divine and of 
				finding meaning in our lives. If you treat the lwa with respect, 
				reverence, and love, you will find that the magic follows soon enough. 
				There is real power in this tradition—but in our quest for power, 
				we should not ignore its beauty or its wisdom.

        If you wish to incorporate service of the lwa 
				into your present spiritual practices, this book may be all that 
				you need. If you wish to study Vodou more seriously, or to become 
				a priest or priestess of the lwa, you will need to study with a 
				societé, and, ultimately, you may need to pass the djevo and become 
				an initiate. Haitian Vodou is a hands-on tradition. No book can 
				make you a houngan or mambo, just as no book could make you a concert 
				pianist or champion gymnast. I have provided some suggestions in 
				the conclusion as to where you might meet other Vodouisants and 
				how you might find a teacher. Let the lwa guide you where they want 
				you to be, and you will get there when you are ready.

        The gateway is open. Papa Legba stands at the entrance, smiling as he leans on his cane. In the distance, Papa Ogou wields his machete as the Ghede trade dirty jokes with one 
				another. You are about to meet the lwa and they are about to meet 
				you. May your journey be as interesting, and as blessed, as mine 
				has been—and may God, the ancestors, and the lwa lead us both to 
				Gineh.

      

    

  
    
      
        Part One
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          WHERE ARE WE GOING,
        

        
          WHERE HAVE WE BEEN?
        

         

        Before you begin any journey, it’s best to be 
				prepared. Much as you would make sure you had all the appropriate 
				tickets, visas, and inoculations before you traveled to a far-off 
				land, you should prepare yourself for a journey into Vodou. Knowing 
				what to expect, and what to avoid, can help make your trip much 
				more pleasant. Thus, I have begun with a few cautionary words—travel 
				advisories, if you will.

        When visiting a new destination, it often helps 
				to know a bit about its history. To that end, I’ve also provided 
				a brief analysis of the interplay between Haitian Vodou and Haitian 
				history. By understanding the forces that shaped Vodou, we can better 
				understand the faith as it is practiced today.
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        SOME WORDS OF CAUTION: THE DANGERS OF HAITIAN VODOU
      

      With the increased interest in Haitian spirituality 
			has come increased concern over those who would incorporate elements 
			of Vodou into their own practices. Critics have raised a number of questions, 
			ranging from “isn’t that dangerous?” to “what gives you the right to 
			co-opt the spirituality of oppressed people?” As you continue serving 
			the lwa, you are likely to be confronted with some of these questions, 
			if you haven’t heard them, or thought about them, already.

      We might be tempted to dismiss these challenges out 
			of hand, but we may be wise to give them careful consideration. Some 
			critics may be misguided, and others may have ulterior motives—but others 
			have raised valid questions that deserve honest replies. In answering 
			these queries, we can help to deepen our own understanding of Vodou, 
			and avoid stumbling into some ugly pitfalls.

      
        
          The “Dangers” of Vodou
        

        Some will caution you at great length about 
				the dangers of Vodou. They will tell you that the lwa are jealous, 
				thin-skinned, and hot-tempered. Only those with years of training 
				can serve them properly, they claim—and if you miss one minute detail, you run the 
				risk of being ruined body and soul. Others will tell you there is 
				no danger at all in serving the lwa; the spirits love their children 
				and would never do anything to hurt them.

        The truth, as is often the case, lies somewhere 
				in the middle. Many of the horror stories are based on the old chestnuts 
				about “blood-soaked devil worship” and “drum-driven Negro orgies.” 
				Dire warnings about human sacrifice owe more to the Late Night Creature 
				Feature than to anything taking place in Haiti or the Haitian diaspora. 
				Still, not all the horror stories are apocryphal. When they are 
				offended, the lwa can wreak a frightening vengeance. If you are 
				used to more sedate spiritual paths, you may be a bit intimidated 
				by how forceful and direct the lwa can be. After seeing your first 
				possession, you may be scared silly.

        I will not tell you that the lwa are incapable 
				of doing you harm, but I will tell you that you can avoid most lwa 
				troubles with a little common sense, a dollop of understanding, 
				and a healthy dose of caution. Every day people are injured in electrical 
				accidents. We can say “electricity is bad”—or we can teach people 
				how to use electricity safely and responsibly, while acknowledging 
				that stupidity and carelessness can be hazardous and even fatal. 
				If you take the same approach to serving the lwa, you’ll have no 
				problems.

        You must realize that the lwa come from a hierarchical 
				society, where respect for the elders is expected and disrespect 
				is seen as a major offense. If you try treating the lwa like trained 
				animals jumping through hoops—ordering them around when you want 
				something, then ignoring them until the next time you’re in need—they 
				will (rightly) get annoyed. If, on the other hand, you treat them 
				with as much consideration as you would show for a parent or a dear 
				friend, you’ll do just fine. You don’t have to approach them with 
				trembling fear—but you must approach them with reverence and respect.

        There are taboos and “thou shalt nots” that you 
				must observe when serving the lwa. I list some of these in part 
				3, and I strongly encourage you to take them seriously. If you take 
				something you previously gave to Zaka, or if you place Freda’s things 
				next to your Ghede shrine, you will likely regret it. These taboos are serious—but 
				they are not particularly rigorous or difficult to understand. If 
				you can remember “look both ways before crossing a street,” you 
				should be able to remember “make sure you are clean before giving 
				an offering to Damballah.”

        Some lwa are “hotter” than others—that is to 
				say, more forceful and more inclined toward violence. They should 
				not be approached without guidance from a skilled teacher. The lwa 
				I have included in this book are among the most frequently served, 
				and they can be approached by a respectful beginner. I have not 
				included instructions on how to serve or contact others who may 
				not be so forgiving of honest mistakes. There is no reason for a 
				solitary practitioner to call upon the services of Jan Zombi, Bawon 
				Kriminel, Linglessou Basin-Sang (aka Linglessou Bucket-of-Blood), 
				Bakalou Baka, or other fierce lwa. These spirits serve an important 
				role in the Vodou pantheon, and they are widely served in Haiti; 
				but those who serve them are skilled practitioners who grew up in 
				a Vodou culture. Until you have some training and experience under 
				your belt, you should confine your attention to cooler lwa.

        To further complicate matters, there are also 
				trickster spirits—malevolent entities that will masquerade as lwa, 
				ancestors, or other beings, and then wreak havoc once you let them 
				into your lives. Houngans and mambos aren’t just wasting time when 
				they spend hours cleansing their workspace or purifying a room before 
				a fet lwa. If you want to contact the lwa, you should make sure 
				to purify and cleanse yourself and your space first. Doing so will 
				greatly reduce the chance of a trickster spirit bothering you. I 
				have included a few suggested methods for cleansing and purification 
				in chapter 4. Taking a little time beforehand to banish negativity 
				will save you the trouble of extensive cleansings later on.

        In Vodou, bad luck is often seen as a sign that 
				the lwa are displeased with you—or, more precisely, with what you 
				are doing. Vodouisants believe that if the lwa are pleased with 
				your actions, they will reward you with health, financial success, 
				and all-around good luck. If you are having a lot of problems, it 
				could be that the lwa want something from you. You may need to have 
				a maryaj lwa (marriage ceremony uniting a Vodouisant and one or 
				more lwa) or a lave tet (head-washing ceremony), you may need to 
kanzo (become an initiate), 
				or you may just need to give some attention to a lwa or a forgotten 
				ancestor you’ve been neglecting. But the problems don’t arise because 
				you are involved with the lwa. They start because you are not.

        In the Western world, we tend to think of religion 
				as a choice. On the contrary, among many Vodouisants, there is a 
				belief that the lwa choose you. This may seem like coercion to someone 
				who is coming to Vodou from another paradigm, but Vodouisants see 
				it as an inevitable law of nature. Eating the wrong foods or avoiding 
				exercise is bad for your health; forgetting to balance your checkbook 
				can cause financial problems; saving money by skipping a tune-up 
				and an oil change can cost you much more later on when your car 
				breaks down. As with the material world, there are things you must 
				do in the spiritual realm. Neglecting your spiritual needs can be 
				just as bad as avoiding material responsibilities.

        You should also remember that our ideas of free 
				will are comparatively modern and come from a culture that has far 
				more social mobility than Haiti. Poor Americans definitely face 
				many disadvantages, but they still have far more opportunity for 
				advancement than poor Haitians, who have limited if any access to 
				education and vocational training. When you have been raised in 
				a country where the rich stay rich, the poor stay poor, and those 
				who question the status quo frequently end up dead, the idea of 
				free will may not seem all that convincing.

        “Of course he’s not safe,” C. S. Lewis said of 
				the great lion Aslan, “but he’s good.”1 The same could 
				be said of the lwa. If you are careless or flippant, you will find 
				yourself called on the carpet. If you approach them respectfully 
				and with a pure heart, you will find they are great protectors, 
				companions, and friends.

      

      
        
          Doing Vodou “Right”—and Doing It “Wrong”
        

        Some will tell you that do-it-yourself Vodou 
				is dangerous. Others will tell you it is ineffective. For both, 
				Vodou is not an art but a science. They claim that the lwa will 
				only respond to those who have been properly introduced and who approach them in strict accordance 
				with the reglamen (“regimen” in English—the ceremonial order in 
				which the lwa are saluted). Anyone else who tries to call on the 
				lwa will be ignored. These people say that those who practice “Wicca-doo” 
				are only kidding themselves. They claim that because they haven’t 
				been introduced to the lwa, and don’t have “real roots,” they can’t 
				be getting real results.

        There are certain things you can only learn from 
				a teacher, and things you will only be taught after taking an oath 
				of secrecy. Being initiated can help you become closer to the lwa; 
				and working within an established paradigm can provide structure 
				and help you make sense of an intricate and complicated religion. 
				That being said, there is a difference between “helpful” and “necessary.” 
				You can contact and serve the lwa without a teacher—and without 
				encyclopedic knowledge of Haitian Vodou.

        The lwa may not respond to a random call from 
				a perfect stranger, but they may well decide to introduce themselves 
				on their own. I have found that the lwa are quite willing to do 
				things independently, even when you don’t expect them. If Legba 
				decides that he wants to “open the door” for Joe Wiccan or Jane 
				Asatruar, he isn’t likely to check in first with the authenticity 
				police. Based on everything I’ve seen, I’ve come to believe that 
				the lwa want to reach out to those who can benefit from their wisdom 
				and their love. If you are feeling called to serve the lwa, it could 
				well be that they have decided to reach out to you. Instead of trusting 
				those who will swear you aren’t worthy, it may be wiser to trust 
				the spirits.

        It is worthwhile to reflect on the phrase “serve 
				the lwa.” What does that involve? Just what it says: serving the 
				lwa. If you are lighting a candle for Legba, if you are giving Freda 
				perfume, if you are honoring your ancestors, you are serving the 
				lwa. You may not be doing it the way Vodouisants do it in Port-au-Prince 
				or Jacmel . . . but then, they aren’t doing it the way Vodouisants 
				do it in Cap Haitien or Gonaïves. (Although there is a regleman 
				that’s followed in many houses, and although the basic structure 
				of the priye Gineh [prayer of Gineh] is more or less consistent, 
				there are any number of variations. You’ll often find Houngan X telling you “Mambo Y don’t know nothing” while 
				Mambo Y tells you “Houngan X does everything wrong.” This is particularly 
				true if they are competing for your business, or if they have a 
				personal grudge.)

        If we wish to practice “authentic Haitian Vodou,” 
				we may well be on a fool’s quest, searching for the Holy Grail. 
				If, on the other hand, we say “we serve the lwa,” then we can rest 
				assured that we are serving the lwa. We can try to learn the way 
				they are served in Haiti, and in the Haitian diaspora; we can learn 
				their likes and dislikes from people who know them intimately. And 
				we can try to make our spirits happy and give them our best, in 
				return for their care and support. If we do that, they will lead 
				us to the place where we need to be. If our societé of Haitians 
				(or of people trained by Haitians) accepts us as initiates, and 
				our lwa accept us as initiates, then we are practicing “authentic 
				Haitian Vodou” for any reasonable value of that term.

        It is difficult to judge whether other people 
				are “getting something” out of their spiritual practices. Any spiritual 
				practice may appear silly or incomprehensible to nonbelievers. Many 
				Christians laugh at those wacky crystal polishers who dance about 
				naked in the woods and honor “Mother Earth.” Many Jews can’t fathom 
				how otherwise rational people could believe that a man was born 
				of a virgin and came back from the dead. And yet Christianity, Neopaganism, 
				and Judaism have each brought many people inner peace, spiritual 
				equilibrium, and a sense of purpose. Before we belittle another 
				person’s spirituality, we may want to consider how we look to outsiders.

        We may also want to ask ourselves why we must 
				mock or dismiss those who do things differently, or why they mock 
				us. Is it to “preserve the religion” or to feel superior? Far too 
				often we find ourselves back in the pecking order of our elementary 
				school playgrounds. We laugh at others in the hopes that by doing 
				so no one will laugh at us. Many non-Haitians who come to Vodou 
				are painfully aware of the cultural differences that separate them 
				from most Vodouisants. By finding the “right way” of doing things, 
				they hope to distance themselves from Those Other Non-Haitians Who 
				Do It Wrong, and prove they are Authentic Enough for the Haitians.

        Instead of asking, “Are they doing real Vodou?” 
				perhaps we should ask, “Are they hurting anyone?” Any group that 
				practices (or tolerates) sexual abuse, financial exploitation, or 
				other negative behaviors should be avoided, regardless of how impressive 
				their credentials may appear. On the other hand, those groups whose 
				members appear happy and well adjusted may well benefit you spiritually, 
				even if they are not “authentic” enough for some. Those “Wicca-doans” 
				may not know the reglamen—but the lwa may appreciate their sincerity 
				and bestow their blessings upon them. Ultimately, houngans and mambos 
				are servants of the lwa; they are not empowered to speak for them. 
				I have found that the lwa are quite capable of making their feelings 
				known. Vodouisants who are behaving badly will find out quickly 
				enough without my input.

        The information I have given here is what I learned 
				from my mama and papa and other Vodouisants. You may find that others 
				disagree with things I have written. That does not necessarily mean 
				I am wrong, or even that they are wrong. Vodou in Haiti was synthesized 
				from many different traditions and cultures, and it has many different 
				roots. Some houses will favor spirits from the Kongo region of central 
				and southern Africa, others will work almost exclusively with Rada 
				lwa, such as Legba and Freda, and still others will honor Ti-Miste 
				(“little mysteries”)—spirits served only by a few people. They 
				may use different saint images, or they may use no saint images 
				at all. Orthodox Christians and Roman Catholics have fought wars 
				over whether the Holy Ghost proceeds from the Father or from the 
				Father and the Son; Sunni and Shia Muslims continue to quarrel over 
				who should have been chosen as successor after Muhammed’s death. 
				I see nothing to be gained—and a great deal to be lost—in endless 
				arguments about how many lwa can dance on the head of a pin.

        This may be disconcerting to those who expect 
				to find the One True Way of Serving the Lwa and thereby avoid the 
				danger of Blundering Forward on Their Own. There is no One True 
				Way in Vodou: it is a direct and experiential path. You do not become 
				closer to the lwa by memorizing passages in a book, by learning 
				to speak fluent Kreyol, or by mastering the nuances of every ceremony. 
				Rather, you become closer to the lwa by serving them, listening to them, 
				and working with them. Knowledge can help you, but in the end direct 
				experience is going to be far more important than rote recitation. 
				In your Vodou journey, you must create your own map, because the 
				terrain will differ for every person. Although you can learn from 
				the success and failure of others, you ultimately will have to stop 
				studying and start doing. This may be frightening to those of a 
				more cerebral bent (it scared the hell out of me!), but it’s an 
				unavoidable truth.

      

      
        
          Cultural Appropriation and Vodou
        

        Other critics attack “cultural appropriation.” 
				They scorn those who use other traditions as window dressing; they 
				claim that non-Haitians who honor the lwa in their own fashion do 
				so out of a sense of entitlement and from a position of privilege. 
				It would be easy enough to dismiss this criticism as politically 
				correct nonsense—but we would be wise to take a closer look.

        Most Wiccan and Neopagan traditions work with 
				cultures that have long since vanished. There are no Lugh worshippers 
				left to say, “Our religion had nothing to do with listening to Enya, 
				eating potatoes, and dressing up in Renaissance Faire garb!” You 
				can do whatever you like and call it Norse spirituality without 
				fearing the fury of sword-wielding Norsemen. You can use the images 
				of these departed cultures as you like. At worst, you may incur 
				the wrath of a few scholars. Living traditions like Vodou are another 
				story. There are approximately 10 million people who still serve 
				the lwa as their ancestors served them.

        Haitian Vodouisants did not create the lwa. The 
				spirits are not something we can own or copyright; they come and 
				go as they deem fit. Are Pagans who honor the lwa guilty of “cultural 
				appropriation”—or have the lwa decided that they want to be served 
				outside Haiti? If you accept that the lwa are independent beings, 
				not just symbols or archetypes, then you should also realize that 
				the lwa are capable of independent action. They do not need to be 
				protected; they are quite capable of taking care of themselves, 
				and of making their likes and dislikes abundantly clear.

        Still, we should remember that racism can be 
				more than just simpleminded race hatred. The flip side of the “bloodthirsty 
				savage” is the “noble savage.” This concept originated with the 
				French Enlightenment philosopher Rousseau. He believed that people 
				in a “state of nature” did not know good and evil, but that “the 
				peacefulness of their passions, and their ignorance of vice,” kept 
				them from doing wrong.2 The image of the noble savage 
				became particularly popular during the Industrial Revolution. Looking 
				around their polluted cities, poets and philosophers yearned for 
				a simpler way of living. They claimed primitive people led peaceful, 
				harmonious lives before they were exposed to civilization’s corrupting 
				taint, and they sought to emulate them instead of cruel and selfish 
				“civilized” people.

        This romanticized view is less offensive at first 
				glance than the “brutal darkies” imagery so beloved by 1930s pulp 
				authors, such as Robert E. Howard (Conan the Barbarian) and Sax Rohmer 
				(Fu Manchu). And yet it can be equally dehumanizing. According to 
				this line of thought, we don’t need to civilize noble savages. We 
				don’t need to bring them things like medicine, electricity, and 
				education, because that would only “corrupt” them. This provides 
				us with a convenient way to assuage our own guilt. (“Sure, they’re 
				hungry, poor, and disease ridden . . . but their simple lives are 
				so much happier than ours!”) It also reduces human beings, in all 
				their complexity, to caricatures—sweet-natured and lovable caricatures, 
				maybe, but caricatures for all that.

        Whether we like it or not, we have already corrupted 
				the innocents. The Haitian people have reaped few of the benefits 
				of modern civilization. Medical care, educational resources, opportunities 
				for advancement—for most Haitians these things are scarce to nonexistent. 
				But we have made them victims of many of our worst excesses. Drug 
				smuggling enriches small cartels of armed thugs who ensure that 
				Haiti’s poor and powerless stay that way. The U.S. government funds 
				coups and countercoups in the name of fighting communism (only to 
				create hordes of starving emigrants). There is nothing happy or 
				innocent about poverty and oppression.

        As with all religions, Vodou encompasses humanity 
				at its best and its worst. The healer who saves a sick child 
				with herbal medicine is part of Vodou; so too are the Tonton Macoutes 
				terrorizing the populace. At its best, Vodou has served to preserve 
				a community and its history in the face of oppression and privation. 
				At its worst, Vodou has become an instrument of oppression and privation. 
				You cannot understand Catholicism without engaging with both the 
				Inquisition and Mother Teresa . . . and you cannot understand Vodou 
				until you study its uses and abuses, its highs and lows.

        Working with the lwa may not, in and of itself, 
				be cultural appropriation. That being said, it behooves servants 
				of the lwa to show respect to Vodou’s homeland, and to the people 
				who have been honoring the lwa for centuries. Like it or not, we 
				do come to Haitian Vodou from a position of privilege. Over half 
				of Haiti’s children suffer from malnutrition; 15 percent die before 
				their fifth birthday; only thirty-eight out of a thousand will ever 
				complete high school. The average yearly income in Haiti is lower 
				than the average weekly income in the United States and Great Britain. 
				We may want to paint Haitian life as “joyful despite poverty,” but 
				we shouldn’t forget that most Haitians would be a lot more joyful 
				if they had access to health care, job opportunities, education, 
				and regular meals. If we wish to incorporate Haitian concepts into 
				our worldview, we should consider giving something back to Haiti. 
				There are numerous charities that are working to improve the Haitian 
				standard of living. A few are listed in the resources section of 
				this book.

        Even if you’re short on financial resources, 
				you can help by becoming informed about Haitian affairs and writing 
				to your elected officials. Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, 
				and other grassroots advocacy groups have saved many lives and educated 
				many about atrocities that might otherwise have remained unknown. 
				They have proven that a few informed people can make a difference. 
				When you protest foreign support of Haitian dictators and prejudice 
				against Haitian immigrants in your country, you raise awareness 
				and help change things for the better.
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        THE ROOTS OF HAITIAN VODOU
      

      In Vodou, as in all African-derived religions, roots 
			are important. You cannot understand Haitian Vodou as it is practiced 
			today without first knowing something about the culture from which it 
			sprang, and the ways history has shaped religion, and vice versa.

      
        
          The Beginnings: Hispaniola and St. Domingue
        

        Soon after landing on the island he called 
				Hispaniola, Christopher Columbus realized that the Arawak and Taino 
				Indians had golden ornaments but no iron weapons. Further exploration 
				revealed less gold than he had imagined—and had promised to Spain’s 
				king and queen. In its place, the new colonists had to content themselves 
				with an encomienda—a system of serfdom that treated natives and 
				land alike as property. By the mid-sixteenth century, less than 
				fifty years after Columbus’s 1492 encounter with the island, there 
				was no more gold . . . and no more Indians. Overwork, combined with 
				smallpox and other diseases, had destroyed almost the entire population.

        After the Europeans discovered the great silver 
				mines of Mexico, the island of Hispaniola became comparatively unimportant. 
				The few thousand Spanish settlers who remained mostly occupied themselves 
				with raising livestock and growing provisions for ships stopping 
				along their way to resupply. Pirates also found their 
				way to this place, and the island of Tortuga, off the coast of what 
				is today Cap Haitien, became a notorious home for smugglers, escaped 
				slaves, and French privateers. When the Spanish finally ceded the 
				western half of Hispaniola to the French with the 1697 Treaty of 
				Ryswick, they must have breathed a sigh of relief that now this 
				wretched hive of scum and debauchery was France’s problem.

        Although the gold reserves were gone, the French 
				soon realized there were other possibilities for this untamed island. 
				The fertile land and mild climate were ideal for growing sugar, 
				coffee, sisal, and indigo plants—lucrative, but labor-intensive, 
				crops. To replace the Indians, the French took to importing African 
				slaves en masse. A “triangular trade” developed. French ships would 
				travel to Africa carrying European goods, which they exchanged for 
				slaves. From there they sailed to the newly-renamed St. Domingue, 
				selling the slaves and returning to France with sugar and other 
				items from the New World. Before long, the new French colony of 
				St. Domingue was the richest in the West Indies—but all this wealth 
				came at a terrible price.

        Outnumbered ten to one, the white plantation 
				owners tried to maintain order through terror. Floggings and brandings 
				were commonplace, with more brutal tortures like the rack, castration, 
				hanging by a meat hook through the ribs, and burning at the stake 
				reserved for any slaves who dared assert their humanity. Slavery 
				was rarely pleasant, but the conditions on St. Domingue were notoriously 
				bad. Forced to labor in the hot sun from dawn to dusk, ill fed and 
				lacking even the most primitive medical treatment, most slaves who 
				landed on St. Domingue were dead of overwork within ten years after 
				their arrival.

        Under this brutal system, revolts were common. 
				Escaped slaves found refuge in the rugged Haitian hills. Joining 
				others who had escaped before them, they formed communities of Maroons 
				in which many traditional African customs and social mores were 
				preserved. Others who were not fortunate enough to escape were still 
				able to preserve many of their homeland beliefs. Most of these slaves 
				came from animist tribes that practiced traditional African religions. 
				The Muslims who controlled the slave trade in Africa were not allowed to enslave 
				“people of the book” like Christians or Muslims, but they had no 
				qualms about capturing “pagans” and “infidels.” The slaves used 
				their rare days off—typically feast days and Sundays—to remember 
				the songs and dances of their African homes, and to honor the spirits 
				they had served in Africa.

        All these communities, slave and Maroon alike, 
				were composed of people from disparate regions. Coming from different 
				tribes and speaking different languages, they were forced to coexist 
				in the New World under the heel of a common enemy. As time went 
				on, a reglamen developed, by which the spirits from each tribe could 
				be honored in order. The Kongo deities of southeastern Africa were 
				praised along with the Rada lwa of the Fon and Ewe tribes of Dahomey 
				(modern-day Benin) and the Nago spirits of Yorubaland (modern-day 
				Nigeria). This reglamen survives to this day, a memorial to the 
				dedication by which slaves preserved their native beliefs despite 
				overwhelming odds, and to the cooperation that allowed them to survive.

        Other, non-African spirits joined the ranks. 
				Since the days of Spanish occupation, the surviving Indians had 
				mingled with the Africans who escaped their Spanish captors. The 
				indigenous practice of sand painting was preserved in the practice 
				of creating vévés, intricate drawings in cornmeal that were used 
				to call various spirits. Ghede’s propensity for dirty jokes mirrors 
				the foul-mouthed dead spirits of Arawak and Taino culture. Indeed, 
				the Taino word for “mountainous,” ayiti, became the name by which 
				the Africans knew their new home—and the name by which we know Haiti 
				today.

        Roman Catholicism also had a substantial impact 
				on this new religion. Under the Code Noir, slave owners were required 
				to baptize their slaves and provide them with religious instruction. 
				For the most part, this “baptism” consisted of sprinkling them with 
				holy water as they were unloaded from the slave ships, while “instruction” 
				consisted of house slaves accompanying their masters and mistresses 
				to church on Sundays and holy days. Still, the iconography of Catholicism 
				had a powerful impact on the slaves. Saints were used to represent 
				various lwa: St. Patrick with his staff and his snakes became a 
				stand-in for Damballah, the great serpent, and the bejewelled and sorrowing 
				Mater Dolorosa became Ezili Freda, lwa of love and luxury. In still 
				other cases, the saints were honored as powerful intercessors. St. 
				John the Baptist was not only used as a representation for Ti-Jan 
				Danto, but also venerated in his own right as a powerful spirit 
				who could grant favors to those who honored him.

        In many African tribes, secret societies played 
				a major role. Despite sensational reports of shadowy “African cannibal 
				cults,” it is likely that most of these secret practices were more 
				similar to the Mithraic or Eleusinian mysteries: initiatory rites 
				that marked the passage between adolescence and adulthood, or that 
				served as a recognition of an individual’s leadership abilities 
				or status in the community. When much of this secret knowledge was 
				lost to the slaves of the New World, they found a substitute in 
				Freemasonry. This European mystery tradition influenced the development 
				of Vodou and of Haitian secret societies like the Sanpwel, which 
				came to serve as a police force, for good and ill, in the near anarchy 
				that has characterized too much of Haitian history.

      

      
        
          The Revolution(s)
        

        The slave owners did everything in their 
				power to suppress these traditional survivals. Slaves were prohibited 
				from attending dances under pain of flogging, and prominent houngans 
				and mambos were often put to death in the most hair-raising ways 
				to discourage participation in Vodou ceremonies. The colonists feared 
				the power of Vodou—not least its power to unite the slaves. History 
				suggests those fears were not misplaced. From 1751 to 1758, Makandal, 
				a one-armed former slave and houngan, staged a rebellion that claimed 
				some six thousand lives. A skilled herbalist, Makandal had an ability 
				with poison that was as lethal as his skill at commanding guerrilla 
				troops. Throughout the island, overseers and owners died horribly, 
				vomiting blood as they fell writhing. Even after his capture, torture, 
				and execution, Makandal remained an inspiration to the slaves, who 
				claimed he had transformed himself into a fly and fled the stake 
				before the flames could reach him.

        Forty years after Makandal began his rebellion, 
				another houngan sought to lead the Haitian slaves to freedom. On 
				the night of August 14, 1791, Dutty Boukman led a ceremony at Bwa 
				Kayman (Alligator Forest). One week later, slaves working in the 
				cane fields turned their machetes on the overseers, then on the 
				plantation owners. By the end of the first day, over two thousand 
				whites were dead and over one thousand plantations had been put 
				to the torch. The slaves sustained heavy losses (among the dead 
				was Boukman, killed shortly after the battle began), but the dye 
				had been cast and the Haitian War of Independence was under way.

      

      
        
          L’Overture and Dessalines
        

        As in the United States, there was a division 
				between “house hands” and “field hands.” Slaves who worked in the 
				kitchens and houses had more access to education than their brothers 
				who worked the farms, and they were frequently spared from the worst 
				excesses of the overseers. Toussaint L’Overture, one of the first 
				leaders of the revolution, had been educated by a relatively humane 
				master. When the revolution began in 1791, he helped his former 
				owner to escape. He repeatedly made efforts to negotiate with the 
				French, and on several occasions he punished his lieutenants for 
				excessive cruelty.

        In 1803, the French invited Toussaint to come 
				to a negotiating meeting with full safe conduct. When he arrived, 
				the French (at Napoleon’s orders) betrayed the safe conduct and 
				arrested him, putting him on a ship headed for France. Napoleon 
				ordered that Toussaint be placed in a prison dungeon in the mountains 
				and murdered by means of cold, starvation, and neglect. Control 
				now passed to Toussaint’s most trusted general, Jean-Jacques Dessalines. 
				Raised as a farmhand, Dessalines had not had the comparative advantages 
				afforded to Toussaint, and he answered pleas for tolerance by showing 
				his whip-scarred back.

        Dessalines managed to rid the island of the white 
				slaveholders, but he proved to be a more effective military commander 
				than a ruler. The affranchis (mulattoes and free blacks) despised 
				Dessalines and considered him an illiterate thug, and the newly freed slaves 
				found themselves back on the plantations, forced to labor in the 
				name of “the Black Republic” as they had once labored for their 
				masters. Having been raised in the harshest brutality, Dessalines 
				had never experienced negotiation or consensus. As a result, he 
				ruled as a despot.

        Toussaint L’Overture had looked upon Vodou with 
				horror, and he forbade it in the areas he controlled. By most accounts, 
				Jean-Jacques Dessalines was a houngan, yet upon coming to power 
				he too issued decrees against the practice of Vodou. Like the whites 
				who had ruled before him, Dessalines recognized Vodou’s power to 
				organize the masses and feared the challenge to his authority that 
				a popular houngan or mambo could provide. Most of Haiti’s rulers 
				to come would follow this lead. Thus Vodou was forced underground, 
				which led to much of the secrecy that still surrounds Vodou today.

        In 1806, Dessalines was assassinated, most likely 
				at the request of Alexandre Pétion, an affranchi general who had 
				at various times during the revolution fought for and against the 
				French. Pétion envisioned a system of politique de doublure (politics 
				by understudies), with the black general Henri Christophe serving 
				as a figurehead president while Pétion, as president of the mulatto-controlled 
				legislature, retained real power. Unfortunately, Christophe had 
				other plans. After a struggle, Haiti was divided into a northern 
				territory ruled by King Henry I from his massive citadel in Cap 
				Haitien, and a southern “republic” ruled by Pétion with its capital 
				in Port-au-Prince.

      

      
        
          The Long Descent into Chaos—and the American Intervention
        

        After Christophe’s death in 1820, and Haiti’s 
				reunification under Pétion’s successor, the mulatto Jean Pierre 
				Boyer, the rule of the mulatto elite over the black peasants became 
				firmly entrenched. With Boyer’s ouster in 1843, another Haitian 
				tradition became entrenched: the coup. Between 1843 and 1915, Haiti 
				was ruled by twenty-two different leaders, only one of whom served 
				out his term of office. The period between 1912 and 1915 saw five different presidents, the last 
				of whom, Guillaume Sam, was torn to pieces by an angry mob that 
				then paraded his dismembered corpse through the streets of Port-au-Prince. 
				This last spectacle was the excuse for the United States to step 
				in, in 1915, and make sure that no other foreign power took control 
				of Haiti’s strategically important ports. Robert Lansing, the secretary 
				of state, justified the occupation by saying “the African race are 
				devoid of any capacity for political organization and lack genius 
				for government.”1

        To their credit, the U.S. Marines helped build 
				roads and bridges; to their shame, they did so largely through “press 
				gangs” of forced labor that evoked the bad old days of slavery. 
				This was the period when Americans first became aware of Vodou—if 
				“aware” is the right word. During this time, the stereotypes first 
				arose: images of cannibalism, shuffling zombies, and drumbeat-driven 
				orgies that provided decades of fodder for monster movies. The American 
				soldiers treated Vodou with a mixture of contempt and terror, and 
				American Protestant missionaries saw these African customs as “devil 
				worship” and “idolatry.” The Catholic Church had launched “antisuperstition 
				campaigns” seeking to eradicate Vodou from Haiti, which had led 
				to the destruction of many irreplaceable Vodou artifacts and peristyles. 
				Now Protestant missionaries came to this impoverished country seeking 
				to “save the souls” of the poor benighted Haitians from what they 
				considered idolatry—and in this they included both Vodou and Roman 
				Catholicism.

        This was also a time when scholars became interested 
				in Vodou. Drawing on his work in Haiti, Suriname, Trinidad, and 
				Dahomey (modern-day Benin), anthropologist Melville J. Herskovits’s 
				1941 work The Myth of the Negro Past showed that slavery had not 
				wiped out African cultural influences in the New World. Zora Neale 
				Hurston, a leading figure in the Harlem Renaissance, went to Haiti 
				and in 1937 described her experiences of Haitian culture and Vodou 
				in Tell My Horse: Voodoo and Life in Haiti and Jamaica. In 1940, 
				the African American choreographer and Vodou initiate Katherine 
				Dunham drew upon her time in Haiti to produce the groundbreaking 
				dance production “Tropics and Le Jazz Hot: From Haiti to Harlem.” 
				Later her secretary, Maya Deren, went on to become an initiate herself and to write the classic 
				Divine Horsemen: The Living Gods of Haiti. Unfortunately, these 
				few diamonds were buried in a dungheap of sensationalist nonsense 
				like Cannibal Cousins and I Walked with a Zombie.

        This was also a time when Haiti’s elite began 
				taking a closer look at Vodou. Haiti’s ruling classes had long considered 
				themselves superior to the superstitious masses and their “African” 
				customs. They were shocked to discover that the occupying Americans 
				did not honor their distinctions between black and mulatto. Hotels 
				that catered to American officials and their families instituted 
				the same Jim Crow rules found in the United States. Even wealthy 
				light-skinned Haitians were forced to enter through the back door 
				and were barred from eating at “white” restaurants. Stung by these 
				insults, many Haitian intellectuals responded to this new white 
				occupation with “Haitian pride.” Instead of trying to live up to 
				American and European ideals, they instead took pride in their Haitian 
				roots and in Haitian folklore, culture, and customs.

      

      
        
          The Rise of Papa Doc
        

        These ideas continued even after the Americans 
				left in 1934 and the mulatto elite once again assumed the reins 
				of power. In Port-au-Prince, a young doctor named François Duvalier 
				led a collective of artists, writers and Haitian intellectuals known 
				as Les Griots, which glorified Haiti’s African heritage—including 
				its Vodou religion. Up to this time, educated Haitians had sought 
				to distance themselves from Vodou. The Griots looked with pride 
				upon this uniquely Haitian survival of African religious practices, 
				and many openly proclaimed their adherence to the religion. By 1957, 
				Duvalier had become one of the most powerful men in Haiti. His work 
				in ending the tropical disease yaws made him famous as a humanitarian, 
				and his promises to break the power of the mulatto elite and empower 
				the black majority made him wildly popular. On September 22, 1957, 
				Duvalier was elected to Haiti’s presidency with 69 percent of the 
				vote. Unfortunately, it was to be the last free election Haiti would 
				see for over thirty years.
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