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Grenada
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While living in Grenada with my family for three
months, I unexpectedly found myself participating in
a traditional ceremony that the people of the area call
“African.” I later discovered that the information [ had
gathered at that event might be evidence that sha-
manistic journey practices exist in West African spiri-
tual traditions.!

Grenada is a hilly island in the Caribbean about
12 degrees north of the equator. It is about 20 miles
long and 12 miles wide. The interior consists of
mountains and rain forest rising to 2,750 feet, with
evidence of former volcanic activity. The land is well
suited to agriculture, but the rugged terrain discour-
ages large-scale cultivation. Grenada, the “isle of
spice,” exports cocoa, nutmegs, mace, cloves, and
cinnamon. Currently, more than 90% of the popula-
tion is Black and Creole, with small numbers of
Whites and East Indians.

We lived in a remote village on a road that was
more like a walking lane, with many footpaths leading
to clusters of small houses in the hills. Most houses
had no electricity or refrigeration, and only five had
indoor plumbing. The people cooked outside in fire
pits, using locally-made charcoal. Their yards con-
tained fruit trees such as mango, citrus, tamarind,
papaya, and sappadilla. Some people kept fowl and
goats. This neighborhood covered about two miles of
theroad. It included three small stores, which stocked
a few canned goods, dried fish, and some staples.

Of the approximately 350 people who lived in the
area, many were related, which gave the society a
feeling of tribal unity, with much cooperation and
exchange between households. The children were
cared for by whomever was available.

A center of social activity was a communal water
faucet beside the road. The women came here to fill
their buckets, which they then carried home on their
heads, while the men sat and talked among them-
selves and with the women. I spent considerable time
there sitting on a log with my child, painting and
sketching the people and the incredible variety of
jungle vegetation. We quickly became a fixture and
were soon accepted by local people. We had no car and
I think this also helped us get acquainted. As we
walked along, we met people and had the opportunity
to talk with them.

One day I noticed that the woman who worked at
our house was acting strangely preoccupied and
excited. When I asked her about it, she told me that
a special event was to occur, an event she called an

“African Dance.” She said there would be dancing to
drums and that the people were going to “feed the
sea.” When I showed increasing interest, she asked if
I would like to go with her. I had no idea I was going
to witness an ancient healing and sacrificial cer-
emony.

Expecting some sort of Mardi Gras dance, I walked
with her down a familiar lane and up a hill into an
unfamiliar event. This ceremony was scheduled to
last three days; this was the morning of the second
day. On this day there would be acts of sacrifice, when
three chickens would be killed. On the ground I saw
a cloth with food piled on it under a pole structure.
Every available food seemed to be assembled there,
e.g., pigeon peas, flour, dried corn, breadfruit, olive
oil, soda, rum, yams, lentils, rice, split peas, a coco-
nut, plantains, sugar, dried fish, a pumpkin, a pig’s
snout, an egg, onions, and spices. Every container
was being opened and some of its contents placed into
a box. I was told that in preparation for such a big
ceremony, the sponsor spends a considerable amount
of time collecting needed supplies. These include
such things as candles, bottles of olive oil, animals to
be sacrificed, and food to be served to the participants.
Contributions of cash and food, solicited and unsolic-
ited, are received by the grateful sponsor.

The sun was beating down as I was warmly greeted
and given a comfortable place to sit in the shade. Boys
were hollowing out calabashes. A woman grabbed a
machete to open the coconut. Others were setting up
benches as another woman nursed her baby. I felt the
strong bonds between these people.

A woman crossed herself with four seeds and then
cast them on the ground. The people there looked
closely at them, reading them. The woman next held
them up to the four directions and cast them again.
This practice of divination, called obi, was done at
crucial times during the three-day ceremony. They
explained,

We are asking the four corners: East, West,
North, and South. We are asking the question
before we go on and that's where we get the
answer from. We are asking the question if we
should proceed right then.

They must be sure that they have done enough to
proceed to the next step of the ritual.

As one of the elder men sprinkled holy water and
corn around the grounds, the people recited the
Lord’s Prayer and the Apostle’s Creed. A woman rang
abell, there was drumming, and a song was sung. The
elder man led the song and the people repeated each
line after him. He then went into a trance and began
to quiver. The heads and feet of the sacrificial chick-
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