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Foreword

The Senterin Experience is an autobiographical acoount of child-
hood initation into a clandeatinaly practiced religion. Ms.
Gonzdlez-Wipplar pointedly ig:ru:-req the dense and cften entan-
Bling obscurantism invariably emploved b most writers of San-
terfa. Instead, she rewards her readers with the e, erchonal
impact of her persomal experiences with a religion which is
pethaps one of the most significant influences on the Hispanic
peoples of the Caribbean.

Santeria, like other ancent religions, iz pazsed on
through oral tradition from one generation to the next. Ttcontains
not only the history of a people determined o survive against
overwhelming odds, buf aleo their ftual behavier, forcibly in-
acribed in their consdousness through constant suffering and
persecution,

Crowing academic interest in the social and paychalogi-
cal benefite to be gained through the peactice of Santeria haa
resulbed it many research projects, mosty eponsored by the
departments of Pz'l.rd'uah'} of many medical schoals. Am-:lng the
most notable researchers are Dr. Vivian Garrison of the New
Jersey Medical School and D, Mercedes Sandaval of the Univer-
gity of Miami S<hoel of Medicine, Prosent rescarch 15 mostly
directed to better understanding the practice of Santeria’s cffects
on its believers and how it helps them cope with problems of
adjustment. [ncreasing numbers of North Americans, both black
and white, are becoming adherents of Santeria and are also the
subject of much academir interest and specilation.

Santeria emerged as a struggle for cultural and ideolog-
cal survival between the enzlaved West Afican Yomba people
gnd the Roman Catholic Church in union with the Spanish Em-

L



Vi

FOREWORD

pire. Slaves transformed the enforced worship of the Catholic
gaints inke the veiled waorship of their sparit ancestors. For centu-
ries, the resulting magico-religious system remained an enigma
ta the Christian world. Omnly recently have some of Santeria's
traditional practices come i light. The first important sludy was
Lrs Negros Brufos, written by Fernando Oretiz in Cuba clnza 1502
and available only in Spanish. The next major work, Ef Momte,
alse available in Spanish only and regarded as the definitive
study of Santeria, waa written in Cuba by Lydia Cabrera, Ortiz’
nijeca.

Unlike Crtiz and Cabrera, who desoibe Santeria in ob-
jective terms, Gonzdlez-Wippler reports her own encounters
with the religion as both a researcher and an initiate. She iz the
firat wriler to present to an English-speaking audience the full
emotional impact and ritual complexities of Santeria.

It should be noted that Santeria is not confined to the
Caribbran and to South America, As a result of the migration of
large amounts of Caribbean people, it is now practiced in the
great cities of the United States and Canada, inevitably winning
comverts among many Morth Americans of varied ethnic back-
grounds. These cross-cumrents of recent migration have kindled
new interest in America’s African and Hispanic cultural heritage.

According to Dr. Mercpdes Sandaval, “The reason why
santerfa has emerged so powerfully resides precizely in the in-
trinsic egsence of this relixions cormplex, Santeria is the resultofa
three-hundred-year process of acoulturation which is not yet
complete. Since it is always open to new beliafs, new gods, and
new rituals, it i3 well equipped 1o deal with new sitwations and
make tha best of them."

The Santertn Expericnce provides a parficularly valuahle
personal insight into Santeria’s "ability™ t0 make the best of any
situation. Aleo of preat value are Ms, Gonzdlez-Wippler's per-
sonal interpretations of the powers of the erishas and their im-
purtant role in the development of the human mind.

Andres L Perez v Mena
Futgers University at New Brunswick



Introduction

O Mew York's 115th Street near Park Avenue stands a reli-
gious-goods store called Otto Chicas, owned by a Guatemalan of
the sgame name, His store features large statues of Cathaolic saints,
some of them exquisitely carved in wood and ornamented in gold
lIeaf, Tt alzo 2ells a huge variety of cansdles in all colors and sizes,
exokic herbs and roots, special incenses, magical odls and pow-
dera, bead necklaces, all sorts of amulets and talismans, and other
magical paraphernalia. These stores, known as bolinicas in the
Hispanic communities, cater mostly to the basic needs of the
santerns, or practitioners of Santeria, an African-based cult very
popular in Latin Amearica.

Understandably, the owner of the botinica must be well
acquainted with his customers’ magical beliefs and practices.
Often called upon o provide solutions for a variety of problems,
he usvally has a keen understanding of human nature. Oto
Chicas is no exception. A competent herbalist and spiritualist and
a ghrewd self-styled psychologist, he i guite well known mn the
community, and his name is a houschald word to most Hispanic
families throughout New York. In fact, one could say that Ottois
something of a celebrity. He and his family have been the subject
of several articles in The New Yook Times® The Museum of
Matural History has prosluced a film about Santeria,. featuring

"Gee The New York Tiwear Abowt Mew York, po B20, Septamber 11, 1979,

vii
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Otto prominently in it.* The late Margaret Mead also expressed
an interest in Otto’s rare talents, and was preparing o make a
study of his waork before she died. Even mayver Ed Eoch of New
York City has visited Otto on several occasions, as have a large
number of other political and entertainmeant personalities,

The reazon for Otho's popularity is not difficult to under-
statud, considering his reputed abilities to mike herbal cures and
solve practically any problem that is haunting an individual, no
matter how complicated and unsolvelle it may seem. Best of all,
Otto does nat charge any fees for a “vonsultation.” The only
expenses his cients incur are the prices of the herbs and other
ingredients that mey be part of a magic spell or herbal cure. But
for abl of Otte's well=deserved Gime and his undeniable talents, ha
iz not an initisted santero. In comparison with the knowled ge and
wisdom of a gantero, Otte’s magicol expertise is like a drop of
water in a vast ocean. And Otto is the frst one to admit this truth.

Just who are these “miracle workers'” known as santeros?
And what is Santerfa? These questions have been asked of me
many times eince [ frst wrote about the oalt, 1am still looking for
the conclusive, adomatic enswers. | doubt [will ever find them,
for Santerda is a mystery religion, and mystery religions are not
meant to be wholly understood. One can only grasp their es-
sence. Their true meaning is forever hidden, mherg style, in the
depths of the human unconscious,

The mysteries of Sanler@d are deeply rooted in African
soil, in the country of Nigeria, the homeland of the Yorba
people. With the sleve trade, thousands of Yorubas were brought
to the MNew World over the past four centurias, With them they
brought the colorful mythology and magical practices af their
religion, known in Cuba as Tucumf and in Brazil as Macumba,

In Latin America, the Yorbas were deeply influenced by
the Cathaolic faith and particularly by the Catholic sainta, which

“Lee Muture, “Botanicas: Poerts Rican Folk Pharmaces,”™ b.-!n.:,r, 1478, =8
t3.
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they identified with their gods and goddesses. This syncretism,
of spontaneous combination of the Catholic and Yoruba reli-
gions, gave birth o Sanderinv—a Spanish word that means literally
the worship of sainbs, The Yoruba gods, or orchas, became
known by both their Catholic and their African appellations.
Cametimes a male arisha became identified wilh a female saint. A
trpical caze iz that of Changd, the god of fire, thunder, and
lightning, who became known as St Barbara, the Virgin Martyr
of the Middle Ages,

The orishas are the varyr soul of Santeria. The central alm
of the santero is to worship the saints, to chserve thoir feacts,
chey their commands, and conduct their dtuals. In exchange for
this absolute submission, he gains great supernatural powers,
protection against ¢vil, and the ability o foresee the fubane and
even to shope that future according to his will.

With all these Fringe banefils az entlcemeants, Santeria has
no problem with public relations. In the past twa hundred vears,
hundrieds of millions in Latin America {and more recently in the
United States] bave been mitiated inte the cult, But in spite of
santeria’s ever-growing populanty, it is not easy to break
through into its Inner ranks.

The reason why the santero is so reluckant fo accept new
comverts is precisely his seal and devotion b0 his faith. Deeply
aware of the cunesity and greed that the orishas’ powers can
awake in the human heart, the santero ::::ut:luua-h-' shics away
from the public cve and practives his celigion in the ubmost
sacrecy. You have to be very warmly recommended by someone a
santero frusts implicitly briore he will even allow you in the
privacy of his home. At this point he will probably conduct a
regis, or special divination procese, to find out exactly who you
ere, what yvour intentions are, and if you are worthy of being
allowred into the secrets of his faith.

Lt you pass that initial test, your journey has just beguin,
For he will then put you through a most harmmowing and severe
waiting perind, during which hea will furthar test Vour character
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and inner strength. Only after he is thoroughly satisfied that your
ntentions are honorable and your lallh unshakalble will he in-
itiate you into the mysteries of Santeria,

And there are many inilzaliona. During the first imitia-
Hon, one receives the fve callares, o bead necklaces, known asel
Funderaento, the fuundation, of Santeria. Lach necklace is made of
different-colored beads and is consecrated to one of the five most
pl:m.rerr:J; of the sainta. The last initiation is known as the asierhn,

rmaking the saint,” and during the cefp:nmn_-,r the saint wha s
bE] eved to be the initiate’s “mother” or “father” takes full pos-
segsion of him, investing him at this Gme with all of the saint's
supernalural powers. Indeed, the intention of the ceremony is to
conditin fasenfar the initiate’s mind and body so that Be may
literally Becowme the saint who presides over the initiation. In a
sense, the caramony of the aziento is a form of rebirth, and the
personality that emerges affer the initiation iz an entirely new
one, spirgually and psychalogically.

Alter the caremony of the asianta, the santero is invested
with the supernatural potential of the saint into whose mysteries
he was initiated. This maana that the powers are in him 0 the
extent 0 which he develops them, The greater the santera’s
dedication and devotion to his saint, the greater his supernalural
powers will became. A fully developed santere is able to divine
the future with uncanny accuracy, and his feats of magic can
stager the imagination.

Inextricably linked to coch initation are the oaths of
seerecy that attend angy mystery religion, These vows ane severcly
abserved in Santerds, and are another reason why the santero is
s0 reticent with strangers to the cult, so neluctant to diseuss his
religions belicts, When I wrote my first book on Santeria, 1 in-
currd the anger of many santeros, who claimed that T had re-
vialid miny of their indtintion seerets and magical practices to the
grneral [ mublie, Although several other wntvi:n. had lifted the
cult's 'l."i."]J of sacrecy, I'was the first one 1o write about Sanleria in
the Englich language, awakening a great deal of interest in
English-speaking persons from all walks of life. As a result,
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numercus Santueria study groups were fomed throughout the
United States, particularly in Wew York and California, In Eng-
land, Cambridge University lauded the book and initated a series
of studies of the cult. This example was followed by Towa State
College, the University of California, and several other American
universities.

Maturally the santeees took a dim view of all this interest
in their private atfairs, and the blame was dutifully Jnid at my feet.
At the dme, howewer, I had not yot been indtated indo any of the
miysteries of the cult, smd therefore T was not under any oath of
secrecy that would forbid me to reveal the secrets of Santeria.
Being an alow, or noninitiate, I could not be chastized for my
indiscretions. This was lucky for me becoee it is hardly enviable
to be on the reeciving ond of a santero’s wrath, Several years
Iater, when L underwent my first initiation (the collares) into the
cult, my madmna, or godmother—the santera who initiated
me—wermed me against revealing any of the detads of this
breathlaking ceremony. "You got away with it once because you
ware an aleyo,” she told me with her very special wry smile, “but
vou wouldn't get awar with it now,” Needless to say, thisis one
ceremnony that | will not describe in detail.

Trn the course of this book, you will meet some extraordi-
nary people and witness some cxtraordinary occurrences, All are
part of my fifelong expericnce with Santeria, [ will not waste your
time or mine trving to provide a logicel explanation for the extra-
ordinary phenomena af Sanleria. I have done this elsewhere, but
it wes not really necessary. Santeria does not need any form of
apologia. 11 ia stromg and it is real. Experience it, revel in ity and
vou will never ke the same agegin.
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Areciba, tucked in a fold of Tuerto Rico’s northeastern coast, is
one of the oldest towns inthe western hemisphere, Onginally an
Indian village ruled by a Taine chicftain called Aracibo, it was
founded by the Conguistadores in 1616,

In the late nineteen-forties, when Twas three years ald,
my mother hired Maria, a black woman of mamimoth propor-
tioms, to be my nanny, Mara's skin was like ahiny mahogany
with almost iridescent tones, and her smile was radiant, 1 never
saw bdaria angry or sad, and if she was ever prey to these dismal
human moods, she was quite adept at hiding them from me, |
thought her very beautiful, and soon T would take my meals only
if Maria ate with me and would not fall asleep unless Maria sat by
my side.

Maria took me everywhere she went. To the marketplace
where she did our daily shopping. and to the shantytawn where
her numerous family lived. To daily mass, for she was a dsvout
Cathalic, and to the neighborhood store whara she placed her
occasional bets with the numbers, My mother tock a dim view of
theze escapades, but T was o healthy and so happy in Maria's
care that my mother eventually relented and let her take full
charge of me.

Each morning Maria would put me in a frothy aundress
with & matching sunbonnet, white sandals, and socks which she
bleached daily to ensure their whitanass. Underneath the bon-
nat, my long black hair would ke meticulowsly braided and ted
with silk ribbons matching the color of my drees. Maria was

1
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partial to the scant of Parma vislets, and all my clothes exuded a
taint violet fragrance,

Ornge my moring tedet was Gnished, Mama would
march me proudly into eur dining room, where my parents and
grandparents would make proper sounds of praise and admira-
tion at my dazzling pulchritude. Then, under Maria's watchinl
eves, I would sit to breakfast without wrinkling my skirts or
soiling my rufflea. After a substantial breakfast, Maria sailed
majestically aut of the house with me in tow, her long, immacu-
late skirts crackling with starch. Omn her shoulder was a huge
parasol o protect us from the fery Caribbean sun, while from her
witist dangled & fan to bring us relief from the stifling heat. Since
air conditioning had barely made its appearance on the island,
the fan was mare than an ornament. But female vanity had long
turned a necessary instrument into a thing of beauty, and fans
had become the objects of both pride and delight, some of them
made of fine sandalwood and hand-painted with exquisite land-
scapes by renowned artists. Others were of peacock or ostrich
teatures, or of Chantlly lace embroidered with secd pearls, Maria
had purchased her fan from a merchant marine sailor who had
brought it from Spain. [ts nnusually wide epan was of ebony,
carved with intricate flowery designs and highlighted with deli-
cate touches of color that made the flower pattems dance with
light.

& It was Marfa who first taught me that with a flick of the
wrist and the opening and closing of a fan, a woman can tell an
admirer that she is angry or jealous, that she welcomes his ad-
varcea of finds him a crashing bore. Maria taught me all this and
more during the bwelve years | remained in her care,

Dwrae thrilled af the idea of going to school, which opened
the day atter [ turned five, and talked about it incessantly with
Maria. My mother had promised me an espedally nice party to
celebrate my birthday, and my grandfather had a famous de-
signer in San Juan make a special dress of pink organdy, hand-
embroidered with iny fowers and musical notes. The shoes and
socks were also pink, as were the silk ribbone for my hair, But
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early In the morning, Marla dressed me in an old white dress and
took me fo mase. She did not take me in to my family and have
breakfast with them. | kept questioning the departure fram our
daily routine, but Marda aid to be silent and do as 1 was told.

After mass wes over, Mar brought me to an altar over
which stood a statue af the Virgin Mary. While T knelt down
bafare the image, Maria pulled from her capacious hendbag a
Ja:ge wonden rosary, and proceedad o pass the beads. She stood
behind me, praying in muted tones, with her hand on my shoul-
der as if she were infroducing me to the Virgin.

Even if you don't pray the litanies, a compilation of
flt't:.r-three Hazil Marys and seven Faternosters i3 a lengthy busi-
nesg il vou are a child of five. My stomach was empby. My knees
ached and throbbed and threatened to buckle, end I had to keep
balancing my weight first on one knee, then on the other. T must
have presentad a most unhappy picture o Our Blessed Lady. But
nat pnce did 1 think 1o complain to Marfa. One did not guestion
har crdera, one aimply did what one was told.

It was already midmorning when we left the church. My
knees were Functioning again afer Mara mbbed them brigkly
with her handkerchief, but my stomach was grumbling louder
than ever.

" Maria, are we going to the market place or back home?™”

T know vou're bred and hungry,” she said evasively,
ocpening her parazal and pulling me under it “But vou musk
naver lat your body tell you what to do. It must obey vou, not the
other way around.”

I ratted obediently by her side. “But how doee my body
tell me what to da?”

"By making you fiae] things,” she answered. "It makes
you feel hungry, so you eat. Tired, so you sit down, Sleepy, so
vou go ko bed, Sometimes it makes vou feel angry, so you scream
and yell and stomp your feat.”

My face colored, remembering my oocasional temper
tantrums.

“But, Marfa, then my body lan't good,”
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“Ohvesitis, forecita [little ower]. Because of vour body,
vodi can gee the sky and the sun and the sea. You can smell the
perfume of the flowers and sing and play, and love your maother
and father,™

“And vou,” I added, drawing closer to her.

“And me,"” she langhed her great throaty laugh. “But
you see, florecita, your body ia like a little child. It muat be taught
miod habits and to obey. It must learn we can’t always eat when
we're hungry or sit down when we're tired or sleep when we're
eleepy, And the best way to teach vour body these things is by
sometimes not doing the things it wants you to do. Not always,”
she emphagized. “Only sometimes. ™

“Like now?™ I asled.

I'JL.]'LE ]_'LI;'_'I'I.\' I]'-'

We reached the bus stop. With delight, I thought we
were going home, where | could eat some breakfast and play
before my party in the afternoon.

“But I will only eat a litte," [ promised myeelf, remem-
bering Maria’s words, “and 1 will play with only one doll,”

ButIwas not to cat a hittle breakfast ar play with any dolls
that mo

The ]:uus chugged along the country road to our hodne,
Paln trees and banana plants heavy with frusit grew profusely on
bath sides of the road, as did the brilliang Blossomes of the hibie-
cus, the poinciana, and the bougainvillaca, To our left, gently
sloping hills alternated with narrow valleys carpeted in a dazzling
variety of greens. To our fght, the Atlantic melted with the sky in
a majestic display of aquamarine and gold. A few peasant huts,
known as bofips, were scattered on the hillside, while on the
ocein side mose clegant, huxurous guintds of white stucca or-
namented with costly mosaics and Spanish ironwork.

We were stll abent ten minutes fom home when Meama

d the cord to get off. Before I knew what was happening [
found myself standing by the road, watching the bus disappearin
the distance. Maria opened her parasol and gathered her parcels
together,
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Directly in front of us was a rough path, largely over-
grown with vegetation. Maria and T trudged along thie path untl
we emerged directly onto a part of the brach hidden from the
main mad by a series of large boulders imbedded in the sand.
Among the dunes grew a profusion of tropical sea grapes, their
hard, bitter fruit shining like amethysts among their harsh round
leaves. Some palm trees bant their trunks so close to the sand one
could easily grab the clusters of coconut growing among the
fan-shaped leaves,

We stopped under the shadow of a palm while Marfa
removed my shoes and socks, her own heavy brogans, and the
thick cotton etockings she always wore, Thus barefoot we tram-
pled through the warm sand.

I did nat bother to ask Mars the reason for cur deteiir,
used as [ was to be taken along on all her outings. [ had the vague
feeling this surprise wisit to the beach T had ahways admired froma
digtance, but never had walked on before, was Mara"s birthday
presant to me. Intoedeated by the sharp, tangy emell of the sea,
[ wanted to stay on the shore for the rest of my life,

When we finally ardved at the water's edge, Maria set her
parcels down, closed her parasol, and then calmly proceeded to
tear the clothes from my body.

1 felt na shame. Marfa washed and dressed me every day
and put me to sleep every night. 1 had stood naked in front of her
marny Hmes before. 1 had not yet learned to be ashamed of my
own body. But her action had a certain ominous authority that
made me feel destitute and vulnerable beyond description. De-
prived of more than my old clothes, [felt stripped of identity, of a
sense of being, Ibwas a5 if 1 had died somehow, standing there on
the polden sand, with the sun like a hale around me and the taste
of salt water on my lips. | stood there in shock and utter humilia-
tion, tears ralling steadily down my cheeka. T did riot underatand
Mar(a's actiona, but I knew thara was always a reason for every-
thing she did, (Many years later I would find an echo of Maria’s
teachings, in the philosophies of aome of the warld's greatest
relimions, espedally Zen Buddhism. When Marfa tore my clothes
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and left me naked facing the sea, without any sense of ego or
identity, she was echoing Zen's concept of the perfect Initiate,
who must be “devoid of selthood, devoid of personality, devoid
of identity, and dovoid of separate identity. ™}

Chut of her handbag's unfathomable depths, Maria ex-
tracted a botte of sugarcane syrup and the red handkerchicf, Hed
ina knot, where she kept all her loose change, Cnly then did she
turn to look at me, all at once the picture of consternation,

“Ah, my ttle flower, don’t vy, You afraid of Maria? You
think Maria can hurt vou™ She rocked me gently against her
bosom as she spoke her soothing words, “Why, mi Horecita,
Maria would cut out her heart for vou. Maria could never hurt

I_U;IL-'-'
] Slowly my tears stopped Howing. T Lfted my wet face
from her shoulder. 1 felt [ could question her now.

“Why, Maria?" T asked, with etill trembling lips. “Why
did you do that?”

“*Because 1 want vou to be protected from all harm, Now
that you're going to school, you'll be alone, Horecita, without
Maria to watch over ¥ o You need protection, and only God and
the Bleseed Lady can give it to you. That's why [ bring vou to the
Ladvmd'mrr_n.. s0 she can know you and E;we:.-uuhtrb]ﬂ-—ﬁmgﬁ
And now | bring you to the ].Ed:.- and her true power, the sca,”

A3 she spake, Marfa opened the bottle of sugarcane
syrup. Tasting it with her forefinger, she ancinted my temples,
lipa, wrists, and ankles with the thick Hquid. 1 automatically
licked the heawy, L‘l-:l].-[nE avTup on my lips.

“It's too sweet,™ lgrl.ma.cr_d.. ‘I don't like it."
“It has b0 be sweet for the Lady, as sweet as possible,
Kothing can be too sweet for her.”

Marin undid the knot of her red handkerchief. Counting
severn pennics, she pressed them inomy hand.,

*"Here, fHorecita,” she said, closing my fingers around the
coins. “This is the payment, ¢f derecha, of the Lady, I give you
seven pennies because seven is her number. You remember that.
Seven is the number of the Lady, of Yemaya.”
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O whe™ 1 asked, staring at the pennies. "Whal Lady
are vou talking about, Maria? The Blessed Lady is in the church
and in heavern.'”

*Yea, lorecita, but her true power i3 in the sea and the
saawater. She sltands in heaven, but where the ottom of her
mentle toocheas the aartly, it turns into the poean. The waves and
the sea toam are herruffles and her lace. And here, in the sea, her
nems is Yemaya,"

She enunciated the strange name carefully so that [ conld
grasp its melodious rhythm, “Say it, forecita. 'I“r_'-:l:rm-:.ri."

| repeated it after her. "It is the prettiest name I ever
heard, Maria!™

“The pretticst name in the whale world,” Marfa laughed
delightedly. "It is the name of the Lady in African, in ¥Yoruba. My
mammy taught it to me. And now, my little flower, your black
mammy teaches it tovou” She ook my hand genlly and guided
me to the water, "Come, let me show you how to ealute
Yemava,"”

Lifting her woluminous skirts so that the waves would
not wet them, she tumed her body to the left and forced me to do
tha same. We both stood ankle-deep in the water, our bodies at
right angles to the zea.

“Gee, Horecita, you newver enter inte the otéan facing
front. To do sois a challange to Yemay3, it's like saving, ‘I'm here,
come get me.” 5o then maybke she does, Alwavs, always enter on
your side, better the right side. Then you say, Hekua, Yemad,
helua,” Say it little fAower.”

Tlooked dubiously ak the water, then at Maria. Like mose
Puerte Rican children [ had been raised as a very sirick Cathalic,
and 1 had the vague feeling that our parish priest would not
approve of what Maria was saying, But my trust in her had been
Grmly reestablished and I did not want to offend her, "Hekua,
Yemayi, hekua,™ I repeatad.

As spon as | repeated these waords, T fell relieved end
telaxied, asif an unseen link had been estabilishad between the sea
and myself, My soul was overwhelmed by a great love for the sea
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that has never stopped growing within me. T have never bathed
i the sea again without remembering that incredible legling of
love illuminating my entire being,.

“Gee, floredta,” Maria said jovously. “Yemayd blesses
FouL, she accepts you. She will always pratect you pow.™

I leoked up at her with wondering eyes. “Is that what
hekua means®*

“Yes, hekua means blessings. And see how Yemava
blesses you?"

Marfa pointed to the water frothing softly around my
feet. Small whirlpoelz of foam enveloped my ankles, then my
knees. Then suddenly an unexpectedly huge wave rose from the
sea like | great green arm. As the wall of water collapsed over my
head, | heard Maria cry out, “The coinal The coins! . | . Let g0
the coing!™

I felt myself being drawn out to sea mside a glimmering
cocoot, with the rushing sound of a thousand crvstal bells. 1
cpened my arms to embrace the zea, and Lhe seven pennies f=ll
from my fingers. Almost immediately. the waler receded and the
waves resumed their usual gentle motion, T stood a3 before,
ankle-deep in foamy water, blinking at the morning sunshine.

I recall little of what happened inside the water. The
lingering memory iz one of silky green depths, of sun rays shin-
ing through the water; of sofiness, warmth angd safety. Tk was
glmast a3 if 1 had returned to the womb of the world, and felt
refuctant to be born anéw. This epizode at the beach was my first
inidation in the Yoroha cull known as Santeria.

Maria used to 1]l me that the prasence of Yemaya is
a[ws:.rs much stronger in very deep waters. O the narth coast of
Puerta Rice, inan area known a2 Bronsan’s Deep, the ccean floor
plunges down to 27,000 feet. Measured from this depth, the
mounteins of Puerta Rico would be amaong Lhe highest in the
wiorld, with an appmumate height of 31,500 feet, Anything that
falls wilhin these walera is lost forever—szays the legend—unlesa
TE'III.-EI.Fﬁ iz offered a prize in excharge for her bounty. Truly, her
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demands are modest. Seven shiny copper pennics, abit of sugar-
cane syrup, and spmetimes & few candles aré enough to please
her, Perhaps it Is not the value of the gift that Yemaya really
wanks, but the faith with which it iz given.

In thesa same waters, on August 16, 1977, off the coast of
San Juan, an incident tonk place which was fully reported i the
San Juan Str. For several weeks I had been in one of the hatels
Linimg Bl Condada Avenue, warking against a deadline on one of
my books. One alternoon, a friend went snorkeling in the
waters off the San Juan coazt When he returned several hours
later, he had a tragic story 1o tell.

A fomily from nearby Santo Domingo had come o st
Puerto Rico for the first ime. Their thirteen-year-old son dis-
tegarded the warnings of the dangerous undercurrents sur-
rounding the coast of San Juan, and the great depths of the
waters, arul he swam out far from shore. Probably oo week to
fight against the currents, the bey suddenly sank umder the water
and did net surface again, Local lifeguards and members of the
Police Rescue Squad iried to locale his body, but all their efforts
proved fruitless.

The story spread throughout El Condade, and all the
haotels sent aut search parties to find the body. The boy's mother
was determined not to leave her son's body in the sea, es she
wanted to bring it back to Santo Domingo for proper burial. But
late in the afterpoan of the fallowing day, the authoribes called
aff the aearch. All the deaperale entreaties of the boy"s mother fell
an deal ears, The police were sure the powerful undercurrents in
these waters had drven the body towerd the ooean floor or
wedged it in one of the reel s many underwater crevices, But the
mother asked to go along with a search partr—the very last one,
she pleaded. If the body was not found during this last search,
ghe would not inzist any further.

After anme consideration, the authorities agreed. As the
siory unfolded in the San Juan Sfar, she brought along with her
four white candles, When the boat had gone sufficiently out to
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sea, she asked the officers to stop the engines. Here, she felt, they
would lind her son's body. More to humor her than for any other
reason, the Rescue Squad officers stopped the boat's engines,

The mother then approached the boat's gunwale and
began on impassioned plea to the sea, Kneeling on deck, her
hands linked together in prayer, tears streaming down ber face,
she called out fo the sea to return her son's body te her, Remind-
ing the sea that the boy was dead, she propesed that it exchange
his hody for the candles she had brought along. Since four
cancdics are burned around a coffin, these also represented her
dead son.

As she spakee, she pulled the candles from her handbag
and threw them overbeard. A few minutes later, the Bescus
Squad officers aboard the boat watched, aghast, as the boy's body
surfaced on the same sput where the candles had sunk into the
water.

Had Maria been aboard that hozt, she would not hawve
been at all surprised. Without any doubts she would have stabed
that ¥Yemaya, the Great Supernal Maother, had taken pity on
another mother and had accepted the exchange willingly, and
with her blessing. As to the apparent couelty of the seain faking
thw: biy's life, Mana would have probably angwered that the sea
had been kind, saving him from a life of suffering and giving him
¢ternal Life instead.

Maria held the view that life wae an illusion., So, for that
matter, was death,

“It's just another way of lite, florecita,” she would say.
“A far better way of life.”

I would wrinkle my forehead, “But, Maria, then why do
wiez live this ife? Wouldn't it be better to die and live a better life in
the other world instead?®”

“Ma, Horedta, we'te here for a reason. We're here to
learn, tobecarne better so that we can enjoy that other, betterlife.
If we're bad here, we don't go te the better Life after this one.
Instead, we have to come back, again and again, until we learn to
be good.™



il ]
YORUBA

This simple explanation is exactly the same as the theory
of reincarnation expressed by Buddha to his disciple Subhuti in
the Diamond Sutoa:

“Furthermore, Subhut, if it be that good men and good
wormen . . .are downtradden, their evil desting is the inevitable
retributive result of sing committed in their martal ives, By virtue
of their present misfortunes, the reacting effects of their past will
be thereby worked out, and they willbe in a pogition to attain the
Consummation of Incomparzkle Enlightenment,™

The Consummation of Incomparable Enlishtenment was
the same concept expressed by Marfa as a “better lite in the ather
worid.”

After she tnok me out of the water, Mara dded me,
braided my hair and tied it with pink silk nbboms, and then
dressed me with the pink organdy dress my grandfather had
given me for my birthday, She seemed in very high spints and
hummed a popular tune, When [ told her I was happy to have
come to the e2a and hoped that she would bring me back again,
she laughed and hugged me.

“We'll see, forecita, we'll see,” she said, putting the
finishing touches on a satin bow, “But I'm happy that '!L’tma}'&
has accepted you. Now you can go to school without Maria and
no harm can come to you,"

To my lips came aquestion that was bumning in tmy mind.
“Maria, why did you tear my clathes?

She looked at me briefly. Her smile widened, and she
returned her atbention to my hair,

“Why? Because you had to be presented bo Tt'ma}'ﬁ
without clothes, like a newborn baby. I tore the clothes to tell
Yemaya you gave up your old life and wanted e start hving again
with her as your mother.”

“And now my mother is not my mother anymore? 1
asked in alarm, my eyve filling with tears,
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Maria hugged me agaln, brushing away my tears with
expert Angers,

HOF course she 1s, florecita, But she's your mother on
earth, while Yemaya is your mother in heaven and in the sea.”

“But who is Yemaya, the sea?™ Tasked, still confused,

“Yemaya is the Yoruba name of the Virgln Mary,
floredta,” explained Maria paticntly, “She's the moether of 211, of
whites and blacks, of vellows and greens; of everybody. But in
Africa she's always black because the people there are black, and
she wants them to know she's black too,™

“Bul Maria, the Virgin is not black, she"s while, T've zeen
hier i the church,™

“Ma, florecita, the Virgin is like your ribbons. She has
many colors, Semetimes she's white, sometimes yellow, some-
times she's red, sometimes black, It depends on the color of the
people who adore her. She does this to tell the waorld she loves
everybody the same, no matter whalt their caloris. To the Yorubas
she's always black because they're black.”

"Who are the Yorubas, Maria?™"

Maria paused In the middle of a braid, her eves lost in
Teverie,

“The Yorubas were a great black peaple.” She continued
her braiding, “My mammy was Yoruba,™ she said, with evident
pride. "She come 0 Puerto Rico in 1872, year before abelition, ™

When she spoke of her mother, which was often, Maria
reverted to broken Spanish, with Adrican words interspersed.
*5he come with two hundred ffty Yorubes from e, that's the
name of Yoruba land in black country,” she added, “Come from
Africa, they did, in them slave boats, In chains they brought
them, the mean slave merchants—os negreres. Many of the black
people die on boat, of hunger and sickness, but mostly of broken
heart, Yorubas is proud people. Den't like white man.”

*“Tm white; Maria,” [ reminded her sadly.

*Slavery was abolished n Puerto Rico on March 22, 1673,
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“Na vou aren't, Aorecila,” Maria cded, holding me tight
ageinst her. "You aren’t white, and vou aren’t black. You're like
the sun and the stars—all light, no color.”

She finished tying the last rikbon and stood up with great
effort fram her stooped position. Her usually immaculate clothes
were drenched with seeswater and covered with sand, but she
paid no attention to them.

“(Hd Maria is not as strong as she used to be,” she
grunted, flesdng her back. “Not like my mammy. My mammy real
strong,”’ she said with relish. “She anly ten when she come to
island. But white man leave my mammy alone. She knew howr to
tall: ko the orishes.”™

“What is orisha, Maria?™ I asked.

"*Orisha? she mused. “Yamaya is orisha. Eleggua is
orisha. Changd is orisha. Orisha is a saint, a force of the good
God. But come,” she added, taking me by the hand. “It'ana good
to aek too many questions all at ence. Later, | tell you more,”™

“But, Maria,” lingisted. “Are there many . . . orishes?”

A5 many as the grains of sand on the beach. But 1 only
know a dozen or two. There are too many. Semeday you'll know
them too. But now is time to get back home, flovecita, or your
mamny will be really warried. And then vour cake will be eaten,
your presents gone, and the ice cream melted.”

Tha thought of the promised birthday party came rush-
ing back to my five-year-ald mind, erazing ell thaughta about the
shadowy orishas, the ¥orubas, and even the black Virgin known
as Yemaya.

The pink shoes and socks remained in Maria's handbag
until we emerged from the sand into the path that led back to the
roud, Froee from their confinemment, 1ran ahead of Marfa toward
the bua stap, oblivions of my Ghe embroidered dresa, pigtaila
dancing in the sun, my small feel encrusted wilh wet sand. She
followed behind me slowly, drageing her heavy brogans, her
parcels, and her parasol, tired bul alwaya smiling.
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Every day, after returning from the little school where 1 was
attending first grade, I would reluctantly get ready for the after-
noot siesta.

“Olarin-Claofi is Piepd Dhos—Gad the Father,™ Mariaused
ta tell me. “Olofimade the whole world and the sun and the stams.
Then he made the orishas, t0 ke care of things here on earth,
while he carried on with his business elsewhere in the universe.™

"How did he make the ardshas, Mar@a?” 1 would ask,
silting up in bed. Maria would push me genily back against the
pillows and start the well-known tale all over again.

“Nobody knows for sure,” she would say, setiling her-
self comfortably o a corner of the bed with her sewing basket.
“What we do know is that the first orisha made by Olofi was
Obatala, who is the father of all the ofher orishas and of allofus as
well, Obatala always dresses in white because he's a very pure
spirit.”

“¥What is pure, Maria?”

“Pure is clean, something that is never dirty or solled or
bad. Pure is always good and beautiful.”

“Lixe vou, Maria 7 Twould ask gravely, for I wanted sery
much o learn the meanings of things, Maria would laugh her
imimitable gurgling laugh and hug me closely. “MNo, florecita, like
you.”

14
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In those lazy afternoons, while Trested from the sulfocat-
ing tropical heat, the tale of the orishas grew and expanded and
took on multiple dimensions.

Obatald—eaid Mariz—uwaain charge of the human mind,
Olorin-Olofi had given him a beautifu] wife called Oddudia.
Their daughter Yemaya—the Blessed Lady of the Sea Waters, as
Maria used to call her—was the mother of fourteen of the mest
impuortant orishas.

"Changd—Cibir Sile—is one of her favorites,” Maria told
me, “He's a great king, Oba Kesso, Fire is his weapon, as ame
thunder and lightning.”

"Is Changd also In the church, Maria?™

“All the orishas are in the church. But always remember,
florecita, when vou say Changd’s name, you must always say
‘Cabio Sile’ afterward, and lift youraelf a little in your seat if
youre sithing dowrn.”

leh}r?rl

“Dutof respect. Remember, ha's a king. *Cabio Sile” i3 an
African saving that means 'Hail the King.” And vou lift yourself
from your seat because in front of a king, nobody site down.™

“I never saw Changt in church,™ | zaid, and added has-
dly, “Cabio Sile,” squirming self-consciously in bad.

Marfa, her eves and hands busy with her sewing, did not
seem to motice. Bul [ knew she was pleased with my show of
reapect for Changd, and T settled more comfortably against the
pillows, feeling very much at ease with the orisha.

“Changd appears in church as 5t. Barbara, the patron
saint of thunder end lightning. She's alaa the protector of soldiera
end of minars, and everyone knows Changd is the greatest war-

rior who ever lived . . . Cabip Sile.” With some effort, Maria
lifted her notable bulk from her place on the bed, and continued
her zewing.

1 knitted my forehead in an effort to recall the familiar
statues of Catholic saints I saw almaost daily in our perish church.
But my memory failed me.

T never saw Saint Barbara in church, Maeia,™ Tsaid with
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a frown. Besides, Tow can Changd be St Barbara? How can a
warrior have a lady's name?"

Maria put her sewing down for 8 moment and looked at
me with grave eyaa. “lt is all part of a mystery, florecita,” she
said. “We must never question the mysteries of God and the
saints. It is part of believing. Remember what the Sisters of Mercy
taught vou during catechism in Sunday school? There are three
persons in the Hely Teinity: Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. They
are all God. We don’t know why or how, and we are not sup-
posed to queation the myvatery. We just accept what we are told.
So it 13 with the orishas,”

T pondered this for soma minules. I did not want to rick
offending Maria, But my curiosity was stronger than my stil
undeveloped senze of prudence,

*Latill don"t understand,” 1 said after some time. “T know
what the sisters zay about the Holy Trinity. Butl still don't know
how a warrior can be a ladyv saink.™

Ilocked up with worred eves, not wanting to incur her
displeasure, But Marfa appeared undisturbed. Ttz like a cos-
tume party,” she smiled. “When the Yorubas came to the New
Waorld, the orishas followed them here, disguised as different
Cathalic sainis. This was so that black people could worship the
orishas in church without getting in troukle wilh the white man.”

“But how could they tell which orisha was disguised as
which saint?™ T asked.

"“Very simple,” Mar aaid. "Each orisha—as well as each
gaint—has certain qualities and does certain things, Chango, for
example, i5 a warrior and a king. Sa he’s never too far away from
his castle or his sword, But he also knows a lot of magic and for
that reagon he always carties a pilin—a maortar—with him.”

“What does he do with the martar?” Tasked, mesmerizad
by the tale of the multitalented orisha.

“Wark hie magic, of course,” said Maria, “That's where
he prepares all hiz eblds and his Kioagos—magic spells,™

“And St. Barbara,” | asked wide-eyed, “does she also
carry a mortar?”
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“She sure doea. Well, not a morlar exactly, but a sort of
goblet which she carries in her right hand. And in her left she
holds & sword, and there's always a castle by her side.™

“Then che i Changd,* I eaid, openmounthed.

“0f course she is,” Marfa smiled, pratified that I (inally
understood the syncretism of the orisha and the saint. “And
that's not all. Like Changd, 5t. Barbara controla thunder and
lighinimg, Changd—Cabia Sile—is the owner of fire, 5t. Barbam
is dressed in a red mantle, the color of fire. So vou see, it was
easy for the Yorubas to know 56 Barbara was really Cheangd
digguized az a lady saint, It was the same with each of the other
orishias,”

“Like the Day of the Innocents!” I cded, delighted to
understand ak last.

“Like the Day of the Innocents, " Marfa agreed, laughing
condentedly at my obwious satisfaction,

COn December 28, the Catholic Church commemorates
the slaughter of thousands of infants by King Herod. In many
Latin-American countries, with inexplicable black humar, el din de
fon imocentes 12 & sort of April Fools” Day. Typically, people wear
mizscarizs, or elaborate coatumes, charecterized by colorful masks
made of meghed wire that make the wearer almost Impossible o
identify, People so dispuised roam the streets, engaging in all
types of innocent pranks and challenging friends and relatves to
recognize them.

The similarities between the costumes waorn on the Day
of the Innccents and the perzonalities of the orishas hidden
behind those of the Catholic saints flluminated my under-
standing of the syncretism between the orishas and the saints.
This was how T first learned of the concept of reincarnation—a
beliof central to Santerda, as well as to some of the world's major
religions. The gods of the Yorubas, lke those of Mordic mythal-
cgv, die mythical deaths and return to life in new badies to
replenish the earth. To the Yorubas in the New World, the
Catholic sairnts were the “new bodies,” of reincarnations, of their
orishas,
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The mast important of the orishag, Maria told me firmly,
iz Eleggua, the redoubtable messenger of the orishas,

“He's the guardian of the doors and the roads,” she said.
“Without his goodwill, all the other orishas can do nothing.™

il'l_l“"t.!l}r \FIEII.I.I? LA]

“Because once, when Olof waa very sick, Eleggui was
the only orisha who knew how to cure P'ap:] Dios. Olofi was sa
pleased that he immediately gave Elegeua the key to all the doors
and roads and told the other orishas that from that time enward
they all had to pay fimbalt—homage—to Eleggui before any
party, and ask his permission before starting any werk.”

wAnd how did Eleggud cure Olofi?”

With epe.™

“What's ewe, Maria?™

“That's Yoruba word my mammy taught me, Ewe is
herhs, plants, leaves, and all things that come fram the good
garth, Eleggud wag born in el monke, the woods, and he knows all
about ewe. That'a how he knew which one to use ta cure Olofi.”

D vou alzo know abouk ewe, Maria?™

She nodded. “MNot as much az Eleggua, but T know a
little. Someday I take you to the woods and teach vou about ewe.
But don't tell your mammy,” she added with a conapiratorial
smile. “She don't like T take you to woods,”

“MNo, Maria,” I azsurad her gravely. “T never tell anyone
the things you tell me.”

This aasurance, given with all the respectability and hon-
estv of a five-vear-0ld, was of the utmost importance, for my
mother would have been quite distressed to learn of my
apprenticeship in Yoruba lore, and most likely would have taken
me away feom Marfa's care. (As il was, she did not find out untl
mamy years later, long after Maria had died.)

The miaschiavoua Elaggud, obviously one of Maria's fa-
vorite prishas, was the topic of many of our conversations, A
great herbalist, he was also a great sorcerer, like Changd, and
knew how to prepare ebbda for all purpases. “Mostly for good,
florecita,” Maria would hasten to add, as if the orisha might be
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listening behind the door. “But sometimes, when someone does
something frnicr—bad—that Elegmua does not like, he will
punish that person. S0 it's important to keep him happy.”

“"How do you keep Eleggua happy, Maria?

“Well, in many wiys he's like a litle child. Some of the
pafaia—the legends—deseribe him as a very young boy who
lowes candies and cakes. If vou give him candive, he will be happy
and be nice to you. But the patakis say he alsolikes rum and cigars
and smokes jutiz—possum. That's because there are many Eleg-
guis, say the patakis, twentv-one in all, and each likes ditferent
things to eat.”

"Hew 2an there be twenty-ane E]egbmﬁs, Mama?”

“That's part of the mystery, florecita,” Maria said seri-
ously, “Think of it as if Eleggua had many identical twins who all
].l:h:':l}t.l:‘d alike but had different names, and ked and did different

EH,.‘II

“Who is Eleggua in the church?”

"HSome say he's St Anthony of Padua, and others say
he'a the Holy Infant of Prague.”

“But, Maria,” | said, openly scandalized. “Neither St
Anthony nor the Infant of Prague smokes clgars or drinks rum,

“They don't, but Flegeud docs. Remember the costume
party we talxed aboul? Eleggud and St. Anthony are the same
gpirit. You pray to 5k Anthony as a saint and to Eleggus as an
orisha. You give each one his proper treatment in his proper
place, The inpoedant thing to remember is that no mater which
name you're using, vou're praying to the same spirit, a force of
the good God.” Laccepted this explanation at face value, likeall of
Maria’s teaching.

Unlike Changd and most of the other orishas, Eleggua
was not a son of Yemava. He was said to be the son of
Alabbgwanna, also known as the “Lonely Spirit,” who is said to
be the patron of desperate causes. According o a pataki, as soon
as Elegrua was old enough to walk, he chained Alabbgwanna's
hands and ran away to grow up alone in the woods. Later he
met and made frienda wilh Dgglin, another orisha, who iz the
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patron of iron and all workers, and who is syneretized with 5t
Peter.

Eleggua, Ogein, Ochasi (the Divine Archer), and Osun,
wha warns the santeros when danger is near, are known as les
guerreras, the Warriors, and have wonderful adventures together,
They also work together against the enemies of the santeros,
creating the most powerful and hair-rising ebbas,

Santerd, according to Marfa, was the name given in
Spanish to the Yoruba religion. The orishas, Maria told me, wers
emanations from Olofi, papa Dica. The worship of the orishas as
sartos gave birth to Santeria, which means literally “the worship
of gaints.™

“T¢'s not pure Yoruba, florecita,” she used to tell me. “1t's
a kind of mixture of the Yaruba faith and the Cathalic faith. Which
is pretty much the same thing,” she added, shrugging her shoul-
ders. "It dont make no difference how vauw worship God, in
church ar in the woods, as long as you worship him.™

Because she took such a great care to uphold the belief of
the church, Maria’s teachings never interfered with my Catholic
upbringing. T never found any discernible differences between
the essential beliefs of either faith. Both taught the existence of
e God, omodpotent and just, wha, for the benefit of mankind.
delegated aome of his power to highly favored and exalied spirits,
Both faiths believed in the power of prayver tothess spirits, and in
the reward of good and the punishment of evil. Therefore 1
embraced both with equal fervar.

The patakas, as Maria called them, told fascinating stories
about the orishas. Love, jealousy, hatred, deceit, and many other
touching human fraildes often surfaced in the orishas. Oggin‘a
fabled struggles with Changd, Changd’s weakness for women,
the rivalry between Changd’s wife Oba and QOshidn, goddess of
miver watera. “"They are ot like us,” Maria told me many times.
e are like them. Remember what the Good Book savs: Man
was created in God's image. ™

According to Marda, the orichas have twaoaspects, Under
one aspect, they control a variety of human endeavors; under the
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other, they represent various natural forces. One could say that
certain netural forces have power over cerlain human endesvors.
And if we abserve natural forces at play, we can learn how to
contzol and influenoe ather human lives.

Changt, for example, represents fire, thunder, and
lightning, but also contrals pasaions, strength, end all difficulties.
If wa pbsarve the elamental forces Changd represents, we im-
mediately notice that thunder and lightning move swiftly and
unexpectedly, and that fire can be of service to man only when it
is kept under complete control. A simple enalogy teaches us that
pessions must be kept under strict control, while any actions
intended to overcome difficultiea must be underiaken swiftly and
when our adversary least expects them. The element of surprise,
like Changd, has won many a battle.

Asa child, the tales of the orishaa simply enthralled me. I
did not understand any of these deeper meanings untl I grew
older; then, somehow, they all fell into plece.

Mama instilled in me & healthy respect far the forces of
nature, Fire, water, wind, earth, sun, moon, and other nahiral
phenomena all had alegura powers, and had to be respected since
thev represented the different arishas. Nor did Maria forget to
teach me about ewe, At least once 8 week during that first vear,
she took me to a wooded ares not too far from our kouse and
showed me hosw to recognize various herba and use them for
cures gnd simple spells, By the time Tgraduated from first grade, T
could easily idEIlL'LE:.r several dozen varieties of plants end recite
their most important uses,

To this day 1 will uze aloe vera for cuts, abraslons, and
irritated eves. My [avorite remeady for an unsettled stomach is
spearmint, marjoram, and sageina tea; but [will also use themin
2 bath o dispel negative vibrations. For me, a bunch of rue tied
wilh & red atring still keeps evil at bay, and in my mind, myttle
and vervain will be forever assaciated with love,
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Santeria’s most basic belief is that destiny begins before birth in
Me-0h, the house of God, heaven, Like the ancient Babylonians,
the Yorubas believed that we are the children of the gods. Race,
lanzuege, and place of birth are of no importance to the orishas,
who encompass the entite world with their divine powers and
claim all human beings as their children.

Long before Obatala has finished his work of shaping the
child in the womb, that child's life has been precrdained by
Olorin-Olofi and the other orishas. Also determined before birth
is the orisha who is going to be the iya-Oro or beba-Ora, the
newborn's heavenly mother or father. Sometimes (a5 when a
person does not believe in the Yoruba faith) the child never leams
he is the aoffspring of an orisha, Nevertheless, the arisha whao
claims that peraon as hizoma-pii—one of his children—will guide
and protect him all through his life. Of course, should the rro get
cut of hand and offend his orisha with his bad behavior, the
orisha will withdraw his protection and unleash heavenly rage
upon his ome-ei. The punishment may sometimes be slow in
coming, but it will come inexorably.

In some Lalin-American counlries where Santeria is
practiced assiducusly, thefebalewo, or high priest of Santeria, can
foretell the protecting ovisha of a child long before the child is
born.

2
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The babalawea ia the sor of Orednla, alse known 25 Orin-
milz and Ifa. Only men can claim Lhe privilege of becurnmg
bakalawaos since Opdinla i iz & male orisha and demands that anly
men should serve him. Crinla awns the Table of 113, the main
divination system of Santeria, The babalawe, the supreme di-
viner of the Talle of 162, can foretell an individuzl's fature with
astonishing accuracy. As high priest, he must be consufted before
any major ceremonies and only he can determine a person’s
protecting orisha with absolute certainty.

When a woman desires to learn which orisha will preside
over her unborn child’s desliny, she visita a babalawo ao that he
may provide her with this vital information. This lets her pray to
that orisha for her sale delivery and teach her child to honor and
serve his heavenly protectar from an early age. The child will
aftent be dressed in the colors his orishe favors and will not be
allowed to eat the fonds sacrad to his pratector.

Upon reading the Table of If, the babalewn sometimes
asrertaing that the gods have chosen an unbaorn child to be an
dalscha, a santero or santera. This causes a minor commotion, for
the child must be initiated into the mysteries of San leria while still
in his mother’s wamb. The ritual invalved, known as medio
asistdo, or hall inihation, 15 condected over the mother's abdo-
men. YWhen a child is born, ke is immedialely presented to the
olznes, or sacred slones which represent the azishas in Santeria.
The newborn is then washed inoan ermiers, artual liqud prepared
with the faverite ews, arherhs of the orishas. The remnants of the
bath are theown undera large tree that casta ample shadow. The
correlation i3 simple: as the liquid falls under the tree’s shadow,
g0 will the chald always be under bis orisha’s protecting shadow.
When (he child reaches a cartain level of maturity, the other half
of the initiation ia conducted, and he is then a full-fedged san-
e,

There are several categories of santeres. An talocha is @
Fernile santers; the term means mother Iffyﬁ) af an arisha (pcfu).
Likewize, tabaacha means father (Bghi) of an orisha, How do we
explain the extracrdinary fact of a santero suddenly becoming the
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father or mother of an orisha? Santeda believes that upon ini-
tiation into the faith, the initiate becomes his deity's physical
counterpart. Since he then has the power to initiate others in the
religion, he iz said to “give birth™ to other santeros, providing the
orishas wifh new channels of mandfestation. This belief is sus-
tained by the central purpose of the initiation, which is to be bom
anew. In this sense, Santeria is very much a “born again’™ reli-
gion.

There are other orders of prests in Santerda. The
babalawe, as we have seen, 18 the high pricst of the cult, The oriaie
ia the master of ceremonies during all the rituals, while the
ayuetona fs an assistant to the principal fyalocha or babaocha
during a rite.

It is interesting to note thatin Bhakd, or devotional voes,
there are fve different possible relationships with Krishna, urthe
Godhead, One may adore Krishna as alover, as a friend, as one's
owner, a5 the Supreme Being, or ag a son. To love Krishna as a
som is far more important than to love him as a father, because the
son always expects help and core from the father, while the father
always wants to do something for his son. When the yogi sees
himself as a father to Krichna, his only desire is to serve the
Godhead for as long as the yogi lives. Likewise, the santero's only
true concern during his life is to serve the orishas, to whom he is
both father and sem.

The santeros beliewe that some children are possessed by
i transient spirit known as an abial, 8 “traveling being™ who
comes to the world for a short Gme only.

The abikn chooses a certain womb for his birth, dies
soon, and when he leaves takes the child with him. Perversely, he
returns to the same womb over and over, deatroying all the
children born under hiz &vil star. In Santeria, naturally, young
children are aredously observed to see if they show any of the
dreaded signs traditionally asapciated with the heted abikal
Firsthorns are notorioualy susceptible to the epirit's evil influenoe
and they are mare carefully watched than other children. Very
serious or precocious children, those who never ery or who cry
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too much, or whao have vnusual marke on their bodies, ame im-
mediately suspected o be possible preys of an ahikn.

But nok always does the abiki suoceed in lils villainons
intentions. If discovered in timne, he can be “chained™ to this life,
making it impossible for him to leave with his nnocent host, This
gmarre, or chaining, is done very swiftly by an iyalocha or
babaocha. The child suspected to be under the influence af an
ghilal is conscientiously spanked seven times with a amall broom
b which are tied several branches of the plant kniowem as escobe
graerga (Parteniumn Rpslerswhorus). Then a small iron anklat ia
locked aroind the child’s left ankle, Thus beaten and chainad, the
abilal is forced into aubmission and i3 not able to destroy the
childs lifa.

Although T showed no real signs of befng an abilal’a
unwitting hostess, T was rather serious and precocious. This
obvicualy worried Marfa, who wis notan ivalocha and therefore
could not determine with any certainty whether 1 wes the poten-
Hal wictiz of Hae abdkic—swho kad Bean ceedited with har younger
brother's early demmise. Finally, she decided to bring me to a
santera’s house, an action she might not have undertaken had
she naot lived in eternal deead of the spirit and been so concerned
about my satety,

Maria carefully coordinatad the visit o coincde with the
pelebration of a fambar or togue de sendo, a ceremnony often con-
ducted to thank an orisha for granting a favor to one of his
followners, The tambor is also one of the many ritals that com-
prise the asiento, when a believer becomes a santero.

baria brought me to a tambor in honor of Changd, the
mighty owmner of lightning and thunder, the orisha who spouts
fire feom hiz mouth and aostrils when his wrath has been
aroused, The ivalocha offering the tambor was an initate of
Changd and wanted b repay the orisha for many past favors.

For Maria, the daya immediately 'FII!'L"LLI'.hI.'I'-" the Eambor
ware very buay anes. With her own manay she I:h:-ught a picce of
whike linen from which she made me a dainty deess, with s great
prany frothy euffles and a wide Juffy skivt. She could notaliord to
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buy me a new pair of shoes, soshe scrubbed one of my old pairs of
sandals until the leather was almost completaly diacolored. Then
she painstakingly covered the sandals with white shoe polish,
leaving them almost as good as new.

As she labored with the sandals, 1 sat at her feet, asking
her innumerable questions, which she answered with her usual
patience,

Why did vou wash the sandals, Maria? They locked
clean to me,”

"Becausze ['m presenting you to the orishas, florecita,™
she answered. “Nothing can be too clean for them.™

“IWhy, Maria?"

"Because they are very pure spirits, Do yvou remember
what pure 57

"Pure iz clean, something that is never dirty or bad.”

"That's right, florecifa, and that’s why the sandals must
be wvery clean for the orizhas.”” She looked wp at the sky and
frowned, “Looks like rain,” she said, putting aside the finished
sandals. “T hope we get a pomd day for the tamber tomormow

The orishas must have heard this expreszed hope be-
cause the next day dawned splendid and luminous, with that
hazy radiance that permeates all sunny days in the tropics. The
EUN's Tays, 5l'|.i.1'|ir|5 threugh the polished fronds of Lhe palm trees,
cast multiple reflectiona on my mirror, forcing me to look away
from the fascinating image of a pretty young girl dressad in a
swirling white dreas and spoilesa white sandala. Around my
head was a while handkerchief tied with a knot in front, Alejcan
styie. Around my throat was a necklace of alternating white and
red beads. I swung my body eraund, and the wide skirt billowed
Eral:e-fuilj' around me. I was seven years cld, and slowly be-
coming aware that I was a woman.

Asldanced in front of the mirror, Marfa walked inta the
raom. She stood just within the doarframe, and stared at me, Her
fare was serene as elwaya, but there was an almost imperceptible
hardening to her mouth. The laughing lines around her eyes had
disappeared.
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"Do yvou know why vou're wearing those clothes?” she
asked gravely,

| stopped dancing and lowered my head. "To go to the
tambor,’ 1 answered.

“Yes, but why?”

“Because it's a party.”

“What kind of a partw, florecita ¥

“A party for Chango,” I said, shuffling my feet eelf-
consciously.

“And why are you wearing that white-and-red nech-
lace? she insisted.

*Because thev're Changd's colors, Marda.”

“And what is Changd, Horecita?”

"Changd is an orisha, a saint."™

“That's right. And the tamboris a Pnrt:.r, but a party for a
gaint, The clothes you're wearing are not for pleasure or vanity,
They're meant to please him and the other erishas, Vanity,” she
added grimly, “is an offense to Olofi and the arishas. Vanity
makes you forget you're: human and mortal and equal to all ather
people, who are also the children of God and the saints.™

My eyes slowly filled with tears. “But I just wanted to see
miyselfin the mirror, Marda,” Isaid, wilh trembling lips. “1did not
mesn o be vain,™

As usual when she saw me crving, Maria softened. Com-
ing closer to me, she knelt down by my side. “Thknow, forecita,™
ghe said, wiping away my tears, “But I have nothing else to give
vou but the things Lknow, and someday these thinga will be very
goed for vou, you'll s=e, There's nothing wrong in looking at
yourgelf in the mirmor,” she added with a smile, “as long as you
remember to be humble,”

“What's humble?™ 1 asked, comforted (o be back in her
good graces.

“Humble, florecita, is remembering always vou're God's
creation, and thanking him for his blessinga.” She stood up with
a grimace, as her back always gave her trouble. * And remember
something else,” she said as an aftecthought. “When you dresa
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for the onothas, vou must never look at vourself in the mie-
rml o

“But, Maria, if I den't lock at myself in the mirror, how
can I know if Tlook all rght?™

“By letting somebody else’s eyes be vour mirnors. For
now, florecita, I' be wour mirror ed el 56k, and you'll be mine,
Maybe someday some other people will alsa be your mirrors and
vou'll be theire,” She looked down at me and her smile dhimi-
nated her face, “Your mirror says you look beautiful, forecita.
What does my mirror say?”

She spread out her white cobton skirt, revealing several
inches of immaculate peticoat timmoed with yards of ruffled
cotton lace, Many colored-bead necklaces glimmered on her
pleated shirtfront and the white handkerchief on her head con-
tragted agreeably with her dack skin,

I clasped my hands on my chest and smiled delightedly,
“You look wonderful, Maria. You look like a gueen.™

Marma gurgled with laughter. “If I do, florecita, I must
have lost my orown somewheze. But now we betfer hurry, or
we'll be late for the tambor, And that is displeasing to the
arizhas.”

She hurried me out of the house and off to the shan-
trtown where the tamber was being held, but when we arrived
the ceremony was well on its way., Over the years, [ have for-
gotten many of the details of that dav, But during that unforget-
table first tambor [ met Changd for the first Bme.

The small bohie where the tambor was held waz packed
closaly with many pecpls, most of them of African descent.
Maria's late armval, with me in tow, caused a litfle commotion.
With her typical sangfroid, Mari pushed hee conaiderable bulk
through the throngs of people, foreing them o let us pass. She
pointadly ignored the unkind remarks and continued to presaon
until we arrived at the center of the room where the people had
formed a wide, circular space. In a corner of this room sat three
black men, each behind a large drum, Many vears later [ leerned
that these drums were the Eets, the instruments uzed by the
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aanteros to cell down the sainta; their names are I}ri. Ttistele, and
Okémkolo. The drums are not played simultanecusly, but in a
certain order, curiously like a three-sided conversation, Ckon-
kolo's sound never varies, for it is the base upon which I}'é and
Itotele speak to each other.

The sound of the drums was echoed by the drumimer's
plaintive singing. Although T had never heard African chanta
befere, Marifa nsed Yoruba words very aften and T was familiar
with the musical sound of the language. Those present answered
the singing with a tesonant chorue while they swayved and shuf-
Hed ther feet in Bme with the deuambeat,

Seated on a low stool im the center of the eirele was an
elderty woman, her light-brown face deeply etched with furrows,
magnificenily attired in bright red taffeta trimmed with white
lace. A red handketchief cowened her hait, while colored Beads
dangled from her meck, wrists, and ankles. To her headdress
were pinned four brightly colored feathers. She was the ome-
Changd who was offering the tambor,

Marna approached the old woman resolutely, while I
tollowed shyly brhind. Once in front of the iyalecha, Maria lay
facedown on the floor, holding her stretched arme close to her
body. *Your blessings, madrina,” she said humbly, her lips
against the hard-packed earth of the floor.

The iyalocha bent forward and placed hetr hands on
Marie's shouldars. The African wopds she uttered were com-
pletely unintelligitle to me. She helped Maria stand up and stood
up herself, with much clinking of beads. Maria crossed her arms
in front of her cheat. Then she and the ivalocha embraced, press-
ing their cheeks together first on the laft, then on the dght side,
in the traditional embrace of Santeria. Whean the two womet
sepamated, Maria quickly took me by the hand and pulled me
forwrard.

“Madrina, thia ia the little mundele [white person] I tald
you abouk. Flease give her your bleasing.™ As she E-PI:I]'CE,- Maria
pushed me down on the floor in the same position she had

assumed before.
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The tyalocha repeated her previous actions, putting her
hands on my shoulders and muttering the same crvptic words in
Yoruba. Then she siood me up, crossed my arms over my chest,
and embrated me in the same fashion as she had embrared
Maria. 5he looked at me long and hard with her andent hooded
EYLE, l:i:LaJl].r, seemingly satizfied with the ];:J'u_:-lunl.;ed inspm:[—tu;m,.
she grunted end gently pushed me aside,

“Little abiri notabikd, Maria,” she said in a deep, hoarse
voice. "Eyes bright, skin clear, breath sweet, didun, Mo sign
abikil. Abikfi hands ohutw, ke-cald. The arz, the body, always
gick, evon,” The iyalocha's voice was final in her pronouncement.
“Little obini demadare, talafie [strong, healthy], not abikd.”

Maria thanked her profusely and moved me to a side of
the circle. T locked up at her with dubious eves. The dark room
wis viry warm, and the sounds of the drums and echoing voices
made me frightened and uneasy.

“Are we leaving now?” [ asked hopefully,

“Dague! ¥ou're not to speak one word, Horecital Besides,
we just arrived, How can we leave now

She stood behind me, her hands protectively on my
shoulders, Within a few minutes she was singing and swaying to
the beat of the drums, From my vantage position T saw several
pecple come within the circke to pay theie forbale to the ald
ivalocha. Some of the people lay down first on the right side, then
on the left, the frée hand on the hip in a typically ferninine
gesture, Those, I learned many years later, were the children of
famale orishas, auch as Yemaya, Oshin, and Oyh, The ones who
galuted faee down were the childmen of male ordshas such as
Changd, LEleggud and Obatala, Maria's own baba-oro. Because
she did not know who was my patron saint, Maria had me salute
the iyalocha as she herself did.

After some Hme, the circle closad once more. The
ivalocha stood up and set the stool aside, It was obvious that
evervone she expected had arrived, and the tambor could now
take place without any further interruptions. The ivalocha jni.ned
the circle, Turning loweard the drums, she yelled out ina stento-
rian veice, “Cabio Sile pd Changol™
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They all responded simultaneously, with ome woice,
“Cabio Sile,” lifting themselves a few inches from the floor on the
balls of their feet. Almost at once the drumbeat changed. The
main singer started an impassioned invocation to Changd, The
drum increased in tempo, and so did the dancing of the people.

Standing next to us was a tall black man dressed in white
with a red sash tied around his waist. His legs and fect were bare,
as was his head, and he was swaying heavily from side to side.
Losing his balance for a moment, he stumbled clumsily into the
middle of the circle. The ivalocha stepped out from the throng of
prople and started to push them back.

“Abrir pago!” she oied loudly, “Give way! Cha.r.gé"&-
here! Changié's hiere!™

At her cries, the drums doubled their intensity. As the
peaple fell back from the center of the circle, the man began to
spin faster and faster, hizs body shaking uncontrollably, his
mouth lax, his eyes rolling, The iyalocha stood by the side of the
gircle, calliing down the orisha to the beat of the drums,

For some time, the man continued o spin around. Then
he stopped suddenly, straightening his body with an obvious
effort, His eves were open but unfocused, and he kept working
hit mouth from side to side in a terdible grimace, Terrified at the
sight, [ shut my eves tightly. But soon my curiosity won out and
I opened them again, cautiously peering over the edge of the
crrele,

Someone handed the iyvalocha a pair of huge double-
edgped anes with whibte handles immed with red—the traditional
weapons of Changt, The fyalocha offered them to the man, He
stared at her with his terrible unfocused eves, mouth still work-
ing, but mode no etfort to take the axes,

“Baba-mi, Changf, you take ax, my father, you Hght ¢
burncu, all that's bad, 4 I'eta de tu emodere, all the enemies of vour
children,” the ivalocha insisted, Behind her, the beat of the
drums increéased to 8 freney, as did the singing and swaving of
the bodies around s,

Suddenly and quite unexpectedly, the man reached out
and grabbed both axes from the fyalecha'’s hands. With awild yell
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he swirled both weapons high over his head and started the
dangerous dance known ag altiyd, Changd's tepical dance, per-
tormed by the orisha brandishing a sword or ax in each hand.

The trensformation was extraordinarcy. One mement the
poesessed man was swaying uncertainly to the beat of the deums,
and the next he stood towering over us, awesomely poverful, his
body nppling with suptchuman strength, his face an inserutable
ebony mask.

Maria’s fingers ightened on my shoulders and [ could
teel a tremor go through her wide frame, S (1 Changb, florecita,”
she whispered in my car, “1t's I:harlgl:r £

Terrified bevond expression, T stared at the gieantic black
man. Behind us, the throngs of people pressed forward, all call-
ing on the odsha, chenting in Yoruba and clapping their hands.
The possessed oma-orisha continued to dance, swirling the aves
over his head, first with cne hand and then with the other with
terrifying speed. The weapons” bumnished steel glinted dully in
the candlelit ropm, and in spite of the drumes and the singing, the
swishing sound of the blades as they cut through the air was
plainly audible.

Suddenly the ritual dance stopped. At the same time, the
drums fell silent. The sudden and unexpected silence was far
more pminous than the munsic and the dancing,

Changd, now in total possession of the cmeo-orisha, hung
the axes from the red sash at his waist and turmed to survey his
audience.

The tyalocha came forward to thoow herself at the feet of
the oricha, He smiled, not unkindly. Picking her up bodily from
her prostrate position, he held her up in the air over the sea of
astonished faces,

“Ome-mi,” he aied out with a loud, infectioss hugh,
=i, l:i'lzlngﬁ happy, lalafia."”

He put down the fyalecha, whe seemed delighted with
the orisha’s playfulness and clung to him with undisguised affec-
tion. “Baba-mi, Changd,” she kept repeating, laughing and cry-
ing at the same time.
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The orisha Inoked down at her with a smile. “Omo-mi,™
he said, “you lave Changd?™

“0h yos, my father, baba-mi" the ivalocha cried, tears
stteaming down her smiling face,

“Then why you not feed Changd a28? Changd hungry.
Cha.ngil wants cat ameld and drink chekeds,

The food the erisha demanded, prepared with okra and
cornmeal, was soon presented to him in a jior, or hollowed
gourd. The chekete, the saints” traditional drink, was alsooffered
to him in & second jloara.

The erisha, surrounded by tenderly ministering iya-
lechas and babaochas, used his fingers to bring the stlcky
amala to his mouth. After some Gme, he pushed away the san-
taros, and stood alone in the middle of the cizcle, a }ﬁr.&ra filled
with amala in his fdght hand.

Ak he said, with a smile of satisfaction, *amali dore-
dara, very good, slogud,” He held out the jicara filled with the
unappetizing concoction to the people who formed the cirde,
"Who wank eat amald with Changa?”

Although the taste of the amala iz less than palatatle, the
achié, the blessing, that is received when one eats of Changd's
food is eo great that evervone is willing to partake of this food
when the orisha cffers it. Stll, it is better to wait for the orisha to
offer the amala to each person individually than to beg for it. The
people within the drcle eved the amala with anticipation, but did
not come forward at the orisha’s éall,

Changa, wha knew the reason for their reticence, smiled
mischievously and held the jicara against his chest, His eyes,
burning brightly with his own hidden fires, moved thoughttully
over the eager crowd. Almost mperceptibly, they stopped on
me, and T flinched at their intensity, A moment later he was
st:mdmg in front of me, the jkarn rJF_;ht under my noss,

“Omo-mi, my child, Changd wants you eat amali with
him,” he said softly. He dipped his hand into the food and
offered me a Gatful

[ lvoked at the slippery okra shining through the com-
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meal and my stomach turned, But when T hfted my eves o the
orisha, there was such love and tenderness in his face that my
heart was filled to overflowing with affection, Obediently, Ttook
his hand in mine and ate all of the amala he had offered me,

My spontaneous action eeemed to please the orisha, for
he took me by the hand. Nolonger afeaid of him, T followed him
urthesitantly to the center of the circle.

e squatted down by my side and took my face in his
hands. As he looked into my eyes, little flames seemed to dance
in front of me, making his face shimmer in the darkness,

"Omo-mi,” he said, “Never fear no one, no thing, 1,
Changu, alwaws be with vou, I, LJ.'IEL'I'LbL?_. touchmy hl_'lrtfl'.:-r'l.n::lu.

He I.'1:1]:|"'|'|bu.-;.|:l biz words by placing his hand aver his
chest, “When vou need Changd, you call, Changd answer with
fire, with thunder, If someone h:ut wou, call Chmlz,l.:l. Ieome and
burn them all with fire, I rain thunder and hghtning on their
heads.””

He ztood up and smdled sadly,

"ou be not really omo-mi,” he said regredfully, “You
omaanother orisha, orisha Oshidn, who own the Fver walers and
iz beautiful a2 Ory, the sun, and Ochu, the moan. Oshin be my
akpeiehys my favorite sweetheart, and she be vour mather, your
ivd. Buk Tlove vou and protect you like you be amo-mi, Now Tgive
you rain and fire power, You stop ealn, You stap fiee. T, Changa,
say you Jdo.”

He stepped back and his eves closed. The great body
startad o shake convalsively. The arsha was about o leave. 1
moved toward him instinctively, but Maria's protective hands
held me back. T feli a great sadness at his departura, bul | alao
krew he would never be teo far away from me and that T'weuld
see him again.

Hia promizes of power and protection, which astounded
those preaent af the tambor, Tdid not fully understood until much
later. But by the time [ was eight, Teould stop rain at will and, with
little effort, was able to keep fires under conteal
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It iz much easier ta bring om the rain thamn o stop it, Maria used to
tell me.

" All you need are five aranges and a few small branches
from the zame arange tree. Then you locate a cloud—large or
small, depending on the amount of rain you want—and say vour
invecation ko Yemaya and Oshin. Rain comes soon.”

"But Maria, if Changd slops the rain, how come he
doesn’t bring 12

”Cimﬁgﬁ stops rain because he's fire and thunder,™ said
Maria, shaking her head. "You don't understand orishas,
floracita. Fire evaporates water, makea it unsard, disappear. But
fire can't make water. For that, you need Yemara and Oshin
because Yemavd owns the seas, and Oshion owns the rivera.
Together they own all the waters in the whole world.™

Acpcording to Maria, thia identification of the arishas with
natural forces and the proper chservance of natural lawsa was the
greatest power of Santera.

“If you know the orishas, you know everything.” che
told me many times. "The earth teach you everything, but you

a3
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must pay your respects to her always, do foribale, so she will give
you all her secrets. And always remember, the seerets of the earth
are the secrets of the orshas.”™

She shook a finger at me admemishingly, and said with a

"I esk too much of you, florecita. You be patient with old
Marin. Tty to teach vou too much too fast.” She smiled af me and
Sl:rlightmed out one of my rbbone with her usual meticulous
care. “Thisisall T have to give vou. 1 want you to learn it becanse it
is more precious than all the gnl.:lm the world. And vou want ta
learn, don't vout

“Ofcourse [ do,” [ said, hugging her affectonately. “But
toellme, Maria. How do you bring on the rain with five orangea ™

¥ouneed formula, forecita, an invocation to the orishas
Yemaya and Oshin in Yoruba. It's very long, You forget.”

“Then wrile it for me,” 1 crizd. Tran aver to my desk and
handed her a pencil and a piece of paper.

Maria looked down at the paper wilh an amused smils
and pushed my hand away ganily.

“Yonosé nd’ de letras, larecita. Idon't know how toread or
write.”

Ieoked at her in utter consternation. Suddenly | remems-
berad that in all the vears Maria had been in charge of me, [ had
never s2en her reading or writing. Since my father always super-
vised my schoolwork personally, I had never asked Maria for
help with my homework.

I did not know what to say o Marfa. T was only tuelve
years oll, but T was already a voracious reader and could not
imagine life without books. Tn spita of my vouth, 1 felt a deep
sense of outrage and shame, Tknew that Marfa’s poverty and her
skatus as a black woman had kepd her away [rom school,

“Let me teach vou, Maria,” T eried Impulsively.

“What's the matter, florecita?” Maria lifted my face and
peered suspiciously into my eyes. “Oh, please don't ery. Of
course vou can teach me letters it you want, but old Marda ismuch
too old. T don't learn s0 good anymore,”™

Thia eplande marked tha start of an unusual double ap-
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prenticeship. Every day after my return from school Tinstructed
Maria "in the letters,”” while she continued ta teach me the lore
and ritual of Santaria. T used the same books and methods my
first-grade teacher had wsed, and contrary to her self-deprecating
idens, Maria proved to be a very good pupil. Within a year she
could read simple sentences; by the e of twa years, she could
understand most of the newspaper, But writing was never her
forte. She learned fo write only a fow waords besides her name.

Around this lime, Maria taught me the legand of Obi, the
coconut, and how to read the coconut rinds, This eystem of
divination, the basic tool of the santero, is known as dar cooo el
#arifo, giving coconut to the saint, Although the coronut is em-
ploved uavally to congult with Eleggud, all the other orishas can
alzo be questioned by the same means,

According to Maria, the coconut is also a saint "His
name is Obi, and at one time he wag a very powerful orisha. But
he was reduced o his present circumstances becanse of his

ridell'.l

K This patakiis one of the oldest of Yoruba lore. Atonetime
Olofi esteemnad Obi very highly for his purity and sincerity. In
appreciation, Olofi made Obl white as snow both inside and out
and placed him high on the top of the palm tree, Butb when Ohbi
found himself in such an exalted position, he became arrogant
and conceited and would not condescend to speak with people
on & lesser foobing than himeelf.

One day Obi decided o give a party; the first person he
invited was Eleggui, one of his closest friends. But Elegaua,
noticing the sad change that had taken place in Obd, decided to
play him a trick $o test his pood faith. Since Obi had asked him to
inwvite several of their mubual friends #o the party. Eleggud
gathered together all the worst derelicts he could find.

“They were really dirty and smelly,” Marda told me.
“They were ami, cont, eburegua aimd, alakdsa, alfgho—just awful.”

When Obi saw his exguisite palace invaded by riffratf, he
went into transports of rage and, without a word of apology,
mercilessly booted the entire unkempt lot into the street. This
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action confirmed Elegpud’s suspicions and filled him with great
sadness. He did nol express his disappointment, but lelt Obi's
house and did not return.

Several days later Olofi asked Eleggua to bring a special
meseage to Obi's palace. Elegpua refused and told the father of
the gods what Obi had done. To verify the story, Olofi disguised
himzelf as a begpar and went to knock on Obi's door, As soon as
Ol g the poor mendicant standing there, he slammed the door
in Olofi's face,

Olofl teened his back to the house, Ok, he criad out
loudly. “See wha T really am. Obi meye losi emi of2.”

When Obi saw that the beggar was really Olofi, he trem-
bled with terrof, and begzed with Olofi to forgive him. But Olog,
serfously offended and disappainted, would not listen to Obl's
pleas. He immediately decreed that from that moment onward
O would fall from his high place to the ground, where anyone
could pick kim wup. He also chanpged Obd’s color, making his shell
black (to symbolize Obi's sin of pride} and his cuter cortex green
(Lo express the hope that someday Obi would regain his former
purity, which he hides In his hearg). Olafi alzo condemmned Obi
ta foretell the [uture. Ever since, a dry coconut—obi gii gii—is
placad at Elegpud’s feet.

The ceramony of initiation with the coconut (2 used by
the santeros in all their majorceremaonies, The coconut is used not
cily to divine an individual’s futuee but also to inguire if a saint is
pleased with a particular offering,.

Although not 2 santera, Marfa was a devout practitioner
of Santeria and had received the cult’s first fwo inthatons—tha
necklaces, or elekes, and the Warriors. This latter initiation, also
known as laking orreceiving Eleggud, invests the initiate with tha
powers and the protection of Elegpua and three other Warrior
orishas—Ogein, Ochosi, and Osun,

When a person has received Eleggud and the Warriors,
he or she I3 entitled to use the coconut rands fo ask questions of
Eleggua and any of the other Warriors, but not of the rest of the
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orishas. This is becavuse that individial has sot been inidated nto
the mysteries of the other saints.

Maria kept her Warriors in a small cabinet in her room.
Whenever she wanted to question any of these saints, she
opened the door of the cahinet so they could hear her, and
proceeded with the divination ceremony, During one session,
she nsked me to write down the ritualin detail. “So that you don't
forget lnter, " she said with a emile. “But after a while, you learn it
g0 well, vou never again forget.”

When I was ready with pencil and paper, she took a
cocanut from a shell, broke the hard shell with a small hammer,
and used the blade of a kitchen knife to dislodge the brown rind
from the shell. Cathering the coconut’s milk in a glass, she set it
aside and cut five pieces of the rind into uneven sguares about
three by four inches in diameter.

“Coconut milk is good for many things,” Maria told me.
"Dron't throw it away. You can wse it for kidoney trouble, to make
hair grow strong, But best of all, you can use it to getrid of fi4 and
everything burycy, oroed. It brings pood luck, orobd. Bathe your
forehwead with it and it ¢lears your mind, Then theow the rest on
vour doorstep and you'll be healthy and happy, arand.”

She filled a small clay vessel with water and placed it in
fromt of the cabinet where Elegrua and the Warmiors were kept

“Water is important,” she explained, “because Obl—the
coconub-—muet be refrecshed ol the tme, Otherwise he gets
heated and his answers are not good.”

She opened the door of the cabinet and pulled out the
cla;.r vessel where the stone head representing Elegpua was repos-
ing, The head had small coweie shells for e eves and motth, and
from the top of its skull protruded a small metal ornament in the
shape of a feather, Coins, stones and other attributes of Eleggua
surrounded the orisha’s head, Alongeide Elugui stoad a small
cauldron with all the metal implements of the other Warriors.

Maria sprinkled water three times in front of Elegguf and
started an invocation i Yoruba:
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O ulu g Eleggua, owi tuty @ mi ilefs, Oladumere modupue.
Boguo yguers fvalscha babulocha ladalomo oluo i embeless ybae hoye
fonw ., . Baguo yeaorp ache semilens, cosi ik, cosf ana, cosiallo, cosi
ofg, ariku Babd geed L, 7

I translated this prayer many vears later—with much
difficulty due ta the increasingly corrupled spelling and pronun-
clation of the Yorubs Janguage in the New World.

“T give some water to refresh Elegeua, T give you some
waler o refresh my home, and T thank yow, O great Lord of the
Universa. T saluie ell the faithiul santeras, santeros, babelawos,
and great seers who have died and are at the feet of eternity. May
they all rest in peace . . . T aalute all the santeros and 1 ask their
Blessing, so that T will be safe from death, feom illness, Eam
tragedy, from shame. Greatings, holy father . . .

This invocation, known as moyuabar in Santeria, is some-
times much longer, Some santeros believe it is betler to name
Individually all the dead aerieres mayeres—ihe oldest and most
farmous santeros—to ensure their blessing. The blessings of the
santeros’ madrina or padrino (godmaother or godfather) are alao
requested in absenlia

After she finished the Invocation, Maris picked up four of
the five pieces of coconut and washed thern with some water. The
fifth piece, kept in recerve, is used in case one of the other four
pieces braaks during Lthe consultation.

“Remember, florecita, you must always tear off three
small bits of each rind and sprinkle them on Fleggua's image. But
that's only because three is Elegma’s number. If you were sprak-
ing with Changd, Cabio Sile, you'd use four or six bits because
those are Changd’s numbers. For other orishas, you'd use their
individual numbers instead.”

“How do you tear off the bits of coconut? 1 asked,
inspecting the rinds curiously.

“With vour nails, of course,” she answered, taking the
rinds feomn my hands. She sprinkled the bits over Eleggua and
resumed her invocation.

“Ohinyg i, Obing awo, Obivg alle, Obinw ofo,™ she gaid,
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continuing to exorcize death and destruction. Holding the rinda
in her left hand, she touchad the floor and Elegzud's image three
times with her right hand., “Elegpud mocies mocue wnile obo obi
mocuen,”” she prayed, then turned to look at me, “Now you say
wewelle, florecita, to get Elegpua‘s bleasing.™

" Aruelle,” I responded obediently, without the slightest
idea of what 1 was saving.

“Anielle ogua souelle ono, arikd bebi owd, ™ said Marda,
touching her left hand with her right and touching the floor n
front of Eleggrua. She joined her hands in front of her chest and
made the sign of the crosa.

“Unlle api @ Eleggua,™ she said and tumed 1o me once
more, “Say aswid, Horedta, it means amen.”

“hAeorid,” I repeated, soribbling down ell the strange
wordes as fast as I could. T had no way of knowing that my Litle
notebook was the beginning of my lilreta, the traditional journal
where all the santeros and ther followers woite down the cult’s
variows otueals. Like the modemn witches' Book of Shadaws, the
libreta is a journey into the human sowl, and its intimades are
zealously guarded from the curdosity of noninitiates.

During this first session of giving coconut to the samt,
Marfa wanted to ask Eleggna if 1 could receive the necklaces,
known in Spanish aa collares end in Yoruba as elekes.

"You'd be so well protected with the elekes, foredta,”
she often sald, a worried look in her eyes. "Specially now when
vou go to big school.”

Iwas not ta attend high school for another two years, but
to Maria's mind, the “big school™ was a sinister place full of
dangars, The necklaces, therefore, were the ideal answer to the
problemn—if only Eleggua agreed.

[ put my notebook eside and stood respectfully by
Maria's side. She held the rinda against her chest and began to
question the orisha,

“Eleggui, my father, babi awd, please tell me if this little
obini should receive the elakes for her pratection.™

As she finished spesking, Maria threw the coconut rinds
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on the floor in front of the arizha’s Image. The white sidas of all
four ringda came face up, in the pattern known as alafia.

“Alefie, alafic omo, alafic age, alafia s, alafie eriky bkl guad, ™
Marin exclaimed jovfully. “Kisa the floot, flarecita! That is alafia
and it meansa Eleggué gives vou his blesaing.”

I obeved and kissed the Ooor in front of Eleggué.

“Does that mean I can have the elekes?™ T asked hope-
fully.

d *Alafla is not a sure answer,” said Marfa. "It means the
saint ghves vou his blessing, but that's all. [ must ask the same
guestion again.”

She repeated the queetion and again threw the eoconut.
This time, only one of the white sides came up, making the
pattern known as Cogng sode,

Maria's face was a study of consternation,

“Ocana sode,” she said with dismay, “means no. And
sometmes it also means there's something bad coming.”

She picked up the coconut mnds, refreshed them with
water, and made the sign of the cross. “Eleggua, baba awd,
please tell me, is there something wrong—some danger for the
little abimiz™

She threw the fnds on the Hoor and watched anxlously
as they rolled around and finally settled in a pattern—alafia
again, But this time, one of the rinds fell on top of another.

Maria's face relaxed. “Alaba with in,” she exclammed
with a eigh of relief, “T¢'z all right, there’s no danger, Eleggua just
don't think you should hewve elekes—at least not now.”

Ag she gpoke, she poured a few drops of water on top of
the two rinds that had fallen together, and offered them to me.

“Drink,” she smiled. “That way you receive the iré of
Eleggud, And if you want, vou can make a wish and he'll grant
1

[ drank the water and looked at her dubiously, “What I
want is the necklaces, X3aria. When can I have them?™

“ldon't know, forecita. Maybe later on, when you grow
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up. You don't need them now, There's no danger for yvou, Eleg-
gua said so, and he knows, But let me ask him to be sure.”

She picked the rinds agoam, refreshed them, and faced
the oritha enee moere, “Eleggua, my father,” she asked respect-
fully, “Can the little obind receive the elekes when she grows up?”

This time the resuliing patiern waz made of bwo dark and
two white sudes.

Maria smiled. “That's iife, llagecita, the strangest of the
answers, and ik means ves. Be patient, and someday vou'll have
your elekes.”

The fourth pattern, itagis, where three white sides and
one dark come up, Is a tentative yes and the orisha must be
consulkad agein for a definite answer. When Lremember that day
Isametimes wondar what Marfa’s reaction weonld have beenif the
dreaded pattern oyefun, with four dark sides, had fallan during
her consultation. For Ovekun predicta death and destruction and
all sorts of protective measures have to be undertaken to dispelits
evil influenoe,

Although I was present during many of Maria's consulta-
tiona with Eleggui, T was never again the subject of her queries.
Mot until many years later, when 1 was fully grown up and living
in Kew York, did someone consult Eleggua again on my behalf.
Though I knew the ritual by heart, I was not able to perform it
myyself because 1 was not yet in possession of the Warriors.

The woeman wha did the questioning waa not a santers,
but had received several of Santerfa’s preliminary indtiafions,
including that of tha Warriors. She did not charge for her consul-
tations, other than the devecha, or token fee given the orishas for
their help, This derecha varies in actordance with the help ren-
dered, but is minimal and consists usually of §3.15 for a coconut
reading and $3.25 fior the cowrie shalls, orcaracoles, These consil-
tations are known as registres, or searches. Indeed, a competent
practitioner of Santeria can make such a thorough search inte a
person’s life that hardly anything will be left uncovered. The
derecho, or “right,” of the crisha is usually placed in front of the
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goperd, or soup fursen, where the otanes are kept. The money,
sacred to the orisha, is used to buy cendles, flowers, herbs, and
sometimes sacrificial animals. My madrina, a santera from the
Bronx who was initiated into the mysteries of Oishin, always
keeps behind Cahin's sopera several thousand dollars, all
earned by the orisha in countlass registros, ebbds, and initiations.
My madrina would never dare to spend this sacred money.

“I'd sponer haldup e bank,” she told me once, puffing on
aclgar, a staple in Santeria. "You havea better chance of ezcaping
from the FBI than of escaping from Oshidn. And whenshe catches
vou . . . it's better not to talk about it

Mahrrally there are exceptions to every rule, and many
ganteros try to use their religion for their personal gain. The
annals of Santeria are full of stodes of these foolhardy people and
the hair-raising punishments rained on their heads by the en-
mged orishas, But most practiboners of Santeria live in such
preternatural awe of the orishas that they simply do not dare
offend them. This fear of the orishas’ powers has kept Santeria
largely free of abuse and corruption.

Of course it is diffienlt for those unfomiliar with the
phetiomena of Santeria tounderstand the bazis of the fear and the
respect which the santeros feel for the saints or orishas. These
phenomena have to be experienced to be understood. T have
re¢counted the problem that brought me back to Ell:gg.:é’& feetin
full in oy first book on Santeria, but 30 extraordinary is the
experience that it deserves to be told once more,

At the time of the second consultation with Elegzud, a
very attractive business proposal had been made to me, but it
required that T moved te Denmark. I was in severe doubt as to
what I should do, and alistle talk with Elegpua seemed eminently
dezirable,

Dona Pepita is the name of the woman who gave coconut
to Eleggua that day, Although she now lives in San Juan, T still
keep in close contact with her. A retired schoolteacher, Dofia
Pepita is a blue-ryed strawberry blonde who in her early youth
must have been an Exn'anrd.marj' beauty. There are stll traces of
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this Beauty in her smooth skin and fine cyes, and itis obvious that
she makes every effort to preserve her attractive appearance.

Although she is not an ivalocha, her talents in the in-
terpretation of the coconut are extraordinary, WhenIealled her to
ack for a registro, she set up an appointment and asked me to
bring 53.15 for the derecho, tightly wrapped ina piece of brown
paper (a procedure followed for all derechos given to the saints),
and two fresh coconuts. (This froit goes rancid very quickly.
Eringing two coconuts increases the chances that at least one will
be fresh.)

Crn the day appointed Tshowed up with the cocomnuts and
the derecho and was quickly brought to her workroom, where
she kept the small cabinet with Eleggui’s image.

Breaking one of the coconuts, Dofa Pepita found it was
fragh, and proceeded to prepare the four pleces traditionally used
for the reading, and the one in reserve. When she opened Eleg-
gud'acabinet, T noticed thiat the head of the orisha was encased in
a large seachell.

“That is aimply the path my Elegpud walks,” she
explained. “You know there are twenty-one Elegguas. Before
vou receive the Warriors, the babalawo or the oriaté—who are the
only ones who can give vou that initistion—+find out which of the
twenty-one Flegpnas walks with you. The image will then be
prepared sccordingly. Mine calls for a seashell, maybe because
I'm a daughter of Yemaya, and she's the owner of the sea wa-
tera.™

She flled an empty jicara with fesh water and started the
process of divination. Although the procedure she followed was
gimilar to the cne Maria had taught me, Inoticed the prayers she
used were dilferant—and considerably longer.

“The prayers to Eleggua are innumerable,” she said
when [ commented on this difference. “Tknow many, and [ vary
them all the time. T dont want to bore Eleggud with the same
litenies day in and day oot

She poured three sprinklings of water in front of Eleg-
EUAs image, threw the traditional bire of coconut on the image,
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and asked the orizha what the outcame of my planned trip would
be. Eleggud answered with oyelun. As 1 already explained, this
pattern, compesed of four dark sides, is the mest evil omcle.
predicting death and bad Iuck.

Dn-ua Pepila did not seern disturbed by the answer. She
simply presented the orisha with another question. Shoeuld 1
accept the offer | had been made and move to Denmark? Again,
avekun, Undaunted by Elegoud's negative answers, Dofia
Pepita started a barmage of questions, Was there any danger
connected with the actual Hight? Was the offer unseund? Was T
threatened with bodily harm? Immutable and stubbormn, the
ansha porsisted in the same answern: ovekan,

Each time, Dona TPepita bent down to refresh the
caconut, threw some water in front of the orisha, and then
straightened up bo continue the questivning. Finally she turmed
0 look at me. There were fne beads of moisture on her carefully
made-up face, and her eves were dark with concern,

"Eleggud says the offer is no pood,” she teld me, “There
ig only disappointment in it You should forget about it, Further-
mcre, the trip iteelf is hazardous, If you make the trap, wour life is
in danges.”

Tweas filled with dismay. T had been planning the trip for
weeks, My contacts in Denmiark were expecting me, and a series
of meetings had been arranged on my behalf with some very
impartant peaple. T simply had to make the trip. T askad Dona
P pita if anything could be done to dispel the dangers and the bad
luck that Elegmmai had foreseen.

“Lets ask him,” she neplied.

This time, Flegerui’s response was an alafia (blessing)
fallowed by ellife (ves), Pressed by Dofa Pepita, the orisha told us
that e would probect me against death and other dangers if 1
made bim an offer of a small chicken and a large basket of fruit.
But he warned me that nevertheless, the trp would bea complete
waste of fime and money, and that T would do betier staving in
Mew York where T helonged,

Upen hearing that Eleggua was willing to help, both
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Dofia Pepita and I heaved deep sighs of relief. We closed the
consultation without any further guestions.

Several days later Treturned to her house with the basket
of fruits and the young chicken that Fleggua had requested. This
was the first time that Tsaw ananimal sacrifice, and my knees and
my teath knocked together all during the ceremody.

In an animal sacrifice there i3 something primeval,
deeply connected with the collective unconscious of the rece. Itis
el 5o simple. A quick twist of the hand, the chicken's head is
gome, and a Ehick stream of dark-red, hot blood is steaming from
the severed neck, But it is not the beheading of the animal that is
g0 earth-shaking. It is the giving of the bload, the eoceptance that
Blood iz the life, the apieit; and that it is being returned o the
divine source feom where it came.

I saw the blood fall on the stone head representing Eleg-
gua and fill the amall lips farmed by the cowrie shells. The blood
fowed thickly ower the slone and the seashell that encased it, and
the image seemed to pulsate momentarily, as if it were alive.
Dofa Pepita added fresh haney to the blood—to “sweeten Eleg-
gua,” she told me—and soon the image was hardly visible be-
neath the viscous mixture,

She pulled some of the chicken's feathers and placed
them ower the orisha’s image until it completely disappesred
under a downy mound. Dona Pepita guided my hand to gather
feathers that had fallen in front of the image and had been
dampened by the water and the blood on the floor. This action
represented my gathering together all the evil around me, She
mstructed me to squeeze the liquid out of the feathers in front of
Elegena and to leave the bundle of wet feathers there, together
with the inevitable derecho.

When this last part of the ceremony was concluded,
Dofia Pepila tonk again the coconut rinds and asked Eleggua if he
wits pleased with the affer. The answer was a rotund ellife—yesl
Further questioning elucidated where Eleggua wanted the body
of the chicken to be disposed of—an extremely impertant part of
the ritual, for the orishas are very particular as to the disposal of
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animal sacrifices, These remains are as sacred as the Blood of-
fered, since they represent the will of the orishas. Most of the
tire, the animal flash is consumed by the santeros and theae
famnilies. But sometimes, especially during cleansing ceremonies
guch as the one [ underwent, the sacnboed anmal takes onall the
dangers and bad luck threatening an individual, and therefore
cannot Be eaten. It must be teken where the orisha who has
pariaken of the blaod decides. Since Eleggua is the awner of all
roads, animals are oflen browght tooa crassroads, o the woods, oe
eirnply to the garbage, &3 this alsa belangs to him.

The chicken sacrificed i mmy nomde wias o be brought B
the woods, the manigia-eped—aa Marfa called it This eged ia
aliva, eay the santeros, and is [ull of countless apirita, most of
whom heve died in the wobda. “Mever go o woods alone,
florecita,” Maria used to tell me. “Anything can happen thera.
Sometimes in the wooda people talk to you who are not alive.
They seem to be, but they are not. I¥'s all eggd, big mystery, no
one knows what it i7"

Tleft Dona Pepita’s house feeling more relaxed than Lhad
inna bong time, almost asif all v heavy worees and problema had
been left at Eleggua’s feet. I still felt uneasy about my trip, sinee
the orisha had warned me against it. But now 1 felt confident that
&t least no physical harm could befall me.

A few weeks later | flew o Copenhagen. Twas not at all
surprised when, mostly due to a language barrier, the business
affer fell through. I spent leas than a week in Denmark, whan I
had planned to stay several montha. Upon my retom to the
United Gtates, the connecting flight 1o Frankiort developed en-
gine trouble, We had 0 return to Copenhagen afler twenty min-
utes of Mlight. The transatlantic flight alao developed technical
difficulties, and circled the airport for several howrs with faulty
landing gear. When it finally landad, we stepped oul of tha plane
with blanched faces and shaking knees to see the landing strip
covered with foam. Ambulances and fire engines were nearby,
obwvioualy anticipating a major disaster. Laler on Lleamed that the
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police, fearing the plane would fall in the vicinity, had evacunted
all the major highways leading to the airport.

Perhaps it was all a cvincidence, Carl Gustay Jung would
have probably called it a case of synchronicity. But I belitve, guite
skrongly. that Eleggua and the Blood of a chicken saved me and
more than three hundred other people from almest certam death.

In Santeria, the coconut is not restricted to divination
purposes, It is also used for a variety of medical cures, as [
mentioned eaclier, and alse for dispelling negative vibrations.
Many santeros recommend that their disciples bathe their heads
with ¢oconut milk every time they have a headache or feel tired
and confused. Coconut milk is believed bo clear the mind and to
bring peace and stability to the spirit.

But perhaps the mast important use of the coconut, alter
divination, iz the cleansing ceramony known as r'ng.:u:.'-':'m aecane,
or prayer for the head. This ritnal is always undertaken before
any initiation and when an indrvidual finds himself besat with
difficulties. Only a compelent santera can conduct Lhe mgacl'ém
which is parformed to refresh a person’s eleda, or guardian angel.
The santeros believe that when a person falls down easily, gets hit
on the head, feels depressed, or is plagued by misfortunes and
accidents, hia eledi has become heated and needs fo be re-
freched. Coconut milk can help alleviale matlers, but the ideal
cure i3 a rogacion de cabeza,

When I received the necklaces of Santeria, my madrina
performed the rogacion for me in front of her canastillera, the
cabinet where a santero keepa the anperaa with the otanes of the
saints, The canastillero usually has four shelves, each of which
houses the sopera and special attributes of one of four major
orshas. The first shelf belongs to Obatala, the awner of the
heads, whose color is white and whose most important atiribute
is a white dove, The second shelf belongs to Cshin, the orsha of
river waters, who owns love, marriage, and menvy, Oshin's
coler is vellow, her metal is gold, and ameng her attributes she
counts fans, perfumes, corals, honey, and canoes, Oshin's sis-
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ter, Yemayva, owns the third shelf, adorned with her favarite
color, blue. As the owner of ocean watars, Yemavd owns sea-
shells, pearls, oysters, ships, sirens, and all sea creatures. Her
shelf always has emall representations of her attributes, often
including beautiful jewealry encrusted with pearls. Directly below
is the canastillera’s fourth and last shell, devoted to Oya, the
owner of the cemetery and of the flame—one of the most power-
ful and respected of the female arishas. Oya'acolors are a mixture
of nine shades ar a Aowery background where purple predomi-
nates. Some santeros believe her Lo be the rightful owner of
lightning and fire, which she gave to Chango because she loves
b,

Other orishas live in their own special cabinets. Obatala,
Qshan, Yemaya, and Ova are the only orishas who Jive together
m the canastillero,

These four arishas, together with Changd, Eleggua, and
the Warrors, are the foundation of Santesia, Ordnla, whe is the
patron of the babalawos and cannot be inveked ritualistically by
anyvone but a bebalawo, is also of great importance 6o the cult as
the supreme oracle,

All the santeros receive the soperas of these orishas (ex-
cept Oranla), with the respective otanes, on the day of the
asiento, when they are initinbed inbo the cult. Having a saint’s
otanes means that a santero can “work” with that pactcular
vrisha and get his or her spedial blessings.

When an akjeds, or godchild, of the santero visits his
house, his first act, after embracing hie padrino, is to pay foribale
to the orishas in front of the canastillero, Foribale is done by lving
face down on the floorif the personis the child” of a male odsha,
and first on ene side and thenon the other ifthe orisha is a female.
The santere hovers watchfully o ensure that the ahijado daes not
mike any mistakes, Then he mutters a fow words in Yoruba, taps
the ahijado lightly on the shoulders, and helps him up. Both
ahijade and padring salute ¢ach other, arms crossed on thelr
chest, touching cheeks, first on one side of the face, then on the
other,
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The day of my rogacion, my madrina told me to bring
with me two coconubs, two white candies, and a moll of cobton.
One coconut was intended for reading, the other for the ritual
cleansing of the head.

She sat me in front of the open canastillera on a low staod,
barefipot and legs uncovered, my hands resting on my knees,
palms upward. She then brought out two large dinner plates. On
omne she placed the five pieces of coconut used in divination, and
omn the ather the ingredients of the cleanging, which congisted of
bits of coconut, cocoa butter, and the substance known as cas-
carilla {gfin), made of finely pulverized eggshells. The food of
Elegaua—toasted corn and bits of emoked fish and dried
possum—awhich is offered to the orisha after the rogacion, was
alse repasing on the plale.

The madrina placed the dishes in front of the soperas and
poured three sprinklings of water on the [loor. She then began o
movubar, to ask the permission and the blessing of the dead
aqnierns Munyores—are il ighin—and of the orishes, The first
prayer was to Olodumeare, the other name of God in Yoruba,

“Clodumere ayube, Boguo embelese Olodumare ayoba baoi e
baye town. . . God almighty, we ask your blessing; we are at your
faat. We da this with vour permission and the permission of the
faithful dead. Drive away all evil, God almighty . . .

She continued her prayvers, calling again to the spirits of
the dead fvalochas and babalochas for help, saluting her own
madrina and padrino, and invoking the aid of the orichas. Finish-
ing her pravers, she picked up the two plates, faced me, and
announced her intentions 1o the orishas.

“Emihori. . . | now cleanse this head,” she continued,
this time exorcising evil and destrmction. “Casi ik, cost ar, oot
eyé, oozl ofd . . . ikl Dabd o,

She carefully enumerated all the Ingredients in the
plates, and touched the plates to my feet, knees, hands, shoul-
ders, forehead, and the back of my neck, praying in Yoruba all the
while, When she finished this presanlation, she anointed those
same parts with watee, then with cocoa butter. When she bent
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down to pick up the coconut rinds to ask for the orishas” blessing,
T imidly intercupted her,

"Dladrima,”™ T sadd. “Could I ask a question of the orishas
through the coconuf?"”

She turned to look at me, and transfixed me with a cold,
severe glance,

“We are hare o cleanse vour head,” she said, asif speak-
ing toa emall, spoded chald, “not to ask personal questions, There
is & time for that, and that Hme is not now.”

Thoroughly chastened, [ lowered my head and said noth-
ing. Where is Maria? I pondered sadly. She would have never
angwered me 0. Patiently, gently, without hurting my feelings,
she would have explained why I could not ask guestians of the
orishas during a rogacidn. But Maria had been dead a long time.
Maybe she was among the aré ilai, the faithful dead whom the
madrina had invoked before. Maybe her beloved presence was
here now, watching as always aver me, making sure that [ was
well protected. [ felt strangely comforted by this thought and less
hurt by the madrina™ wards.

The questioning of the orichas throwgh the coconut gave
us alafia, followed by ellife, indicating the orshas were wel
pleased with the ceremony. Satisfied with the result, the madrina
put some bit of cocoa butter and coconut in her mouth, chewed
them up, and placed the resulting paste on the top of my head,
the back of my neck, the inside of my elbows, my throat, and my
templea. She alao placed some of the paste on my knees, the
palms of my handa, and my feet. She sprinkled some of the
caccarilla on top of this paste, covering it with clean balls of
Cotbodt,

The madrina then [it the twoe candles, placed them on the
palms of my hands, and closed my fingers around them.

“You eit here quietly for some time,” she instructed me,
“and ask the orishas, especially Obatald, to rid you Df all the evil
influences in your life. I'l also be praying for vou.'

Her voice was gentle, and I found m}-a-t:]f warming again
toward her. In my long association with her, I was to learn that
her affection for me was deep and real. The severity that some-
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Bmes gurfaced in her ralationships with her ahijados appeared
when Santarfa’s strick protocol waa breached, After twenty-fve
vears as an ivalocha, she lived anly to serve the orishas and to
help her shijados. Bhe was a devoted danghter of Oshimn, and the
orisha had given her waalth that she shared genarously with her
ahijados, often herself paying for some of the most costly inita-
tions of the cult. Her only demand was that proper respect and
tribute be paid to her crisha and to her,

The rogacidn ended with the feeding nfE[l:guE-- Pleased
with the food offering, he gave us his blasaing with ira. Then the
madrina tied a white handkerchief around my head and Lold me
ned b remove B until the next morning.

“To enaure Obatala’s blessing and protection,’ she told
me. “Tomorrow you remove the paste fram your head carefully
and bring it back to me. T will then have someane take it to the
mandgia o complete the rite.”

“What about the paste ont my neck and the rest of my
body?™ T asked her.

“Thatcanbe taken off now, ™ she said, and she proceeded
to remave it.

“Madrina, why did wou chew the coconut and cocoa
butter ™

“Becaiise the saliva has aché, power. Some sankaros will
not do it because they don’t want to give of their strength to their
ahijadaos. But that's an offense to the orshag, and these santeros
will reap their own newands,”

[ heard her utter many proneuncements on the improper
behavior of many ivalochas and babalochas, and yes, even some
Babalawos whe, in her apinlon, were a disgrace to Santeria.

*This is an earth religion,” she offen told me, “which is
the clpsest we can come to God. Because of that, it must be kept
pure, There's na place for persanal gainin Santeria. ks purpose is
simply to worship God and the orishas.”

hlaria would have echoed this senbment with her own
special grace: “Olofi and orisha son 8, flarecita, you know orisha,
rou know all. Nid md impo’te, nothing else matters . . "
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When [ was fifleen, Maria’s aldest brother, who was also her
faworite, became severely crippled by arthritis. She decided to
leaveand take care of him, The following vear, Twould be starting
college in the university town of Rio Piedras, where shecould not
accompany me. I was devastated by her leaving, but conscled
myaelfwith the knowledge that I could visit her as often as Hiked.

I missed Marda moest during the late afternoon, after my
return from school, when we had had long conversations to
ingtruct me in the complicated business of growing up. Around
thia time my father bought me an old Buick convertible, and 1
spent most of my free time roaming the countryside in the car. 1
had been driving since I was twelve, but this was the first time [
was allowed to deive alone, The experience seemed like an excit-
ing prelude to my forthcoming undversity stay.

Very soon I started driving to Maria’s house after echool.
Shewas alwava happy tosee me and vvariably had a small feaar
waiting for me usually consisting of suruiiitos de mai (corn fritters
prepared with coconut milk), baoelaites (dried fish fritters), and
sometimes, as a speciel treat, & batch of har famed alcapurrizs
{green banana patties stuffed with spiced pork). Occasionally one
of her nephews would go fishing in the river basin at the edge of
towen, where the ocean and tiver joined ak high tide. He would

L)
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return balancing on his shoulders along wonden pole with e large
fin can hanging from each end. Both cans would be filled with
self, a highly prized half-inch fish which could only be found in
that particular river basin. He would sell his valuable cargo in the
food market at a considerable profit, but he would always save a
large portion of the catch for Mara, who would use the rare fish 1o
prepare one af Puerio Rica’s mast delectable native apecialties,
ertpades de seH. She grated the yucca root and prepared a savory
paste with it, stuffed the paste with the sefi, which had been
stewed in a rch zauce, and wrapped each empanada, or
croquette, in banana leaves, The wrapped empoanada was then
roasted on live coals until the leaves were burned thoough, at
which point it was ready to eat. The great talent of making the
empanadas lies not only in the spicy fish sauce but also in Hming
the empanadas on the bumning cvals and the amount of banana
leaves used for the wrapping. Properly made, the ewrpasade de sei
is a gourmet’s dream come true, and Mara was an aceomplished
dream maker.

I alwavs knew when Maria had made the empanadas
because the anafres tlarge tin cans filled with live coals) waould be
out cooling in the yerd. Inside the Hny, spotless house, Mard and
Dan Flor, her brother, would be sitting behind a heavy wooden
table blackenad by many years of use, A large plate of steaming
empanades would grace the center of the table, which also held
three empty ooconut shells polished to e high shine. These
coguitos would later be filled with sweet hot milk and delicious
coffes whipped to a high froth, Maria, Don Flor, and T would sit
for many hours at this table, sipping coffee from the vogquites and
eabing empanadas.

Becanse 1 kmew Maria eked 8 meager living from her
work as a seamatress, [ alweys brought her milk, eggs, and butter
from our house. My mother always sent her money, which [ took
care ko emphasize was for Den Flor's medicines. This way, Lknew
Mari would accept the money without embamssment.

Diften, as we sal eating the empanadas, Maria would
commint en the magical properties of the seti, which she claimed
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were the result of the union of the ccean and river waters at high
tide.

“Yemava is the acean watera, and Oshin is the rivar,”
she would sav, munching onanempanada, “The bwo orishas are
sisters, and when they meet, they overflow with jov, The seti is
bomm oot of this ha ppiness. When you eat 3etd, you receive
Yemava's and Oschin's blessings,"

Don Flor, who shared Mana's beliefs in Santeria, podded
hiz white head in agreement,

“And that's why satlf aohard to find,” he added gravely.
“Only those the orizhas want 0 bless can find them,”

“Then your nephiw Ramdn must have many blessings, ™
I zaid, a bwinkle in my eve, “He always finds the seti.™

“Ramdn is Yemeyd's son,” Marfa answered, ignoring my
flippancy. “And he sure has her bleasings. There’s always plenty
of tood and clothing for him and his family, and all his children
are going to school, His oldest son will start college nest year, ke

T Felk suddenly ashamed of my light words, “T'm sarry,™ 1
said with a deep sigh, “Tstill have much to learn, Buk it's just that
the seti is only a fish, You make it seem as if everything had
special reasons for being, as it the orishas were behind everything
thet exists."

“But they are, flovecita,” said Maria with a wide smile.
“Everything that exists has its own special ache, a certain power
that's up o us Lo find.” She cffered me another Eml:lanada.
“Here, have some more blessings,”” she said, with her happy,
purgling laugh.

Some afternoons, when her workload was lighter and
Don Flor was resting comfortably, Maria agreed to eccompany
me on & long drive. Qflen we visiled the beach which axtended
the whole length of the town. One of cur favorite haunts was el
fare, a picturesque lighthouse on & rocky promontory on the edge
of the ocean. We would sit on the recks overloaking the water at
the foot of the lighthouse and feed the grvindes—saeagulls—with
pieces of dried bread Maria keptin her ham:lbag forthat purpose,
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“The gaviotas are Olocun’s messengers,” Maria told me.
“Olocun be Yemaya at the bottom of the sea. Sha most powerful
orisha. YWhen you say her name, touch floor end kiss dust off your

ers.””

She threw another plece of bread ta the ssagulls milling
around us and continued her tale, "Many 0ld Yorubas zay Qlo-
cunis a mermaid, others say she iz half man and half waman, My
mammy told me that in the beginning, there was only Qlorun-
Clofi and Olacun. DMofi owned the skies and Olacun the acezns,
but Olocun was so powerful and dangerous that as soon as
Obatalh tonk over the eatth, he chained Olocun with séven chains
at the Batboin of the sea, 50 Olocun would not eover the earth ina
fit of rage, Chained like that, she can cause so much trouble when
she gets angry. Imagine, Horecita, what would happen if she be
E:,éelr.'

I was pensive for some Hme, “Bazia,"” Tsaid finally, “we
were taught in school that gravimtion is what holds the osean
weiabers In their place and keeps them from covering the rest of the
earth.”

“Gravedod—gravitation,” said Maria thoughtfully, “That
be very good name for Obatala’s chaing, florecita.’”

According bo Maria, Olocun’s main attributes were a
maid—a tropical snake——and a mask. The oricha loves to dance
with one of these snakes wrapped around her body, The mask
symbalizes the one used—very rarely—bv the babalawos who
dare to perform Olocun’s ritual dance. This sacred mask, one of
seven belonging to the orisha, is kept zealously by her children.
Hocun must receive her 3acrifices on a baat far from the coast,
and invariably one of those in the boat is taken by the orisha, For
this reason most santeros are terrified of Qlocun and very seldam
dare o “feed” her,

Yemaya "begins" in (ocun, Mariz teld me. There's only
oTE ‘:’ema}r.é, but she has seven paths, On each path she has a
differant name and does a different thing. The aldest, the mast
imparkant, is Yemaya Awoyd, who wears seven skirts to fight for
her children and crowns herself with Ochumare, the rainbow.
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Yemaya Avawd wears a silver anklat and listens o her childran
crly with her back towerd them, She's wise and haughly, and
even Ordnla, By whom she waz once married, listena Lo her
advice. Yemaya Ohutiis a warrior and in this path was married fo
Qgedn, the iran god. She's vislent, does not forget an offense,
and when she fights she carries Ogpin’s knife and other
weapons hanging from her belt, Yemayd Konla lives in the ses
form and offen goes 10 :,]E-ep curled around the prow of a ship.
Yemayi Mavilewo lives in the forests in a smturatw ol whera
she works the most powerfal epells, Yemayh Asesu lives in the
gewiTs and other unclean waters, A messenger of Qlocun, she
eubs with the deed and is very slow in listeming to prayers, which
she always answers very late, Lastly, Yomaya Akuara lives in twa
waters, where the ovcan mects the river. She's happy and loves
to danee, but will not cast any spells. It wis this Yemayh, accord-
ing to Maria, who Lved in the river basin where the seti could be
found.

"Yemaya Akuard very pond for tha sick,” Maria told me.
“She takes care of them and heals them. That's why seti 5o good.
Make my brother fael better.”

"Seti would make anybody feel better, Maria,™ 1 gaid,
smiling up at her.

“'Specially in Maria's empanadas, eh, florscita?” she
gaid, returning the smile. T laughed and she joined ma, her
laughter rippling jovfully in the midst of the startled seagull'a
CTIE,

Sometimes we would dove deep into the karst country,
fiear the remote villagze of Esperanza, where the Arecibo Tonos-
pheric Observatory would be built many years later, The
countrvside there was mugged and fr_"r"l1-::l|:|.|.1'|.,|~.| thi<kly wooded
and mountainowe, Some packe of the terrain were crlsscrossed by
large sinkheles and undﬂgruund rivers whose dull rumble could
at Bmes be heard above the ground. One of these underground
currents emptied into a cave which 1 had never seen, but which
Maria mantioned often, Although the countryside was the prop-
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exty of Osain, the awner of all waoods, the cave and the under-
ground river belong to Oshun.

“Qshuin has many patha—oarinss—like Yemaya," Maria
told me, “EHore an o monde her name is Oshiin Niwe. Sometimes,
when she lives in the bottom of the river, she calls herself Ochiin
Ololodi. She sews and knits down there surrounded by the fish,
My mammy told me Ololodi is hall woman, half fish. There's &
name for that,"

“Fou mean & mermaid?” 1 3aid.

“That's right, florecita,” said Maria. “That’s the reason
she don't leave river. She sils down there all the time with a star
and a hali moon to give her light far her knitting. Claladi very
deal. When vou ask for a favor, she takes a ong time {0 answer.
You need to call her with the agoge [a ritual bell].”

“"Whao is the Oshun that likes to danoe at partiea™ 1
aslead.

“That be Dshdn Yeyd Moro,” Marfa said. "Sometimes
they also call her Yeye Cari. She loves to dance and to paint
herselt. She's always looking at herself in the mimor and loves
perfumes end pretty clothes. Men are crazy about her, and she
playa with them all the time and makes them do whatever she
wante."” Here Maria rolled her eyes and heaved a great sigh.
*There are nany mysieriea with the sainga, flovecita. With Oshin
‘apecially. She be many waomen and still be herself only."™

“] like Oshun very much,” T zaid. “She’s such a happy
oriaha."”

“That sha be, Morecta, thet she be,” Maria said gravely,
“But she can be very serious when she has to. And it's very
dangerous to make her amgry. She don't forgive aa easy as
Yomava ™

’ Many santercs have confirmed Marfa's pronocuncement
an the dangers of offending the usually happy and charming
Oshidn. A now-famous story illusirating this orisha’s delicate
sanaibilities has been reported by many ivalochas.

It seems that at a glemilere given in Havana in honor of
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Oshun, one of her children became possessed by the saint, who
very prompty wrapped herselfin a yellow-silk mantle and began
to circulate among the guesta. Wever had Yevé Cari been happier
and more flifatious. She laughed and joked and swung the
&'[nﬁes of her mantle feam side Lo side weith her inimitable sanci-
ness. Mo one could have bean more f2minine and seduective, even
though she was occupying a man's body. One of those at the
parly reached out an irreverent hand and slapped the backside of
the poasessed omo-Crshin and jeeringly accused him ol being an
inzertide, a homosexual. His action froze everyone in the room,
which became cold and silent, Oshiin stopped inher tracks. Very
slowly she turmed ta face the man whao hasd insulled hee. Looking
at him hard and long, she said, “Five iri# for you and five iroiz for
my ema-crisha."”

Tralé means day in Yeruba. Five is Oshin's adjudicated
number in Santerin. None of those prosent at the glicrmilere was
unduly surprised when both Oshin's sonad the man who had
offended her died five davs later of the same intestinal trouble.
{The entire abdominal region is sacred to Oshin,)

Perhaps the most fightening part of the story is that both
men were buried the same day. Their graves, coincidentally,
were side by side. Twentv-five ivalochas, all daughters of Oshan
angd all possessed by the orisha, showed up at the budal, All
during the services they stood by the graveside laughing in low
and fenebrous tones, with a cutously mirthlese and contemphu-
ous laughter.

Many ather stories about the dengers of offending the
VYenus of the Yorubas aze told by the santeres, who say that
Oshin is most frightening when she laughs.

“1t be bettar when she cries, floredta,” Maria used ko tell
me. “Anytime she cries, she's happy with youand will give you
what vou want,”

“But why, Marin?"

“Oehun be very sentimental, very passionate. Feclings
very strong, wioguni, She crics when she be happy, and laughs
when she be sad.”
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“Hut she also laughs at the parties when she's not an-
grv,.”" I argued.

“That be different,” smiled Maria, patting my hand.
“Mothing deep there, no feeling involved. You still have much to
learn, florecita, but you learn.™

I looked at Marin with understanding awakening in my
mind.

“Maria . . . Is Osluin love?

Her smile deepened. “Among other things, florecita,
among other things.” She tlted her head sideways in a familiar
gesture and looked thoughtful for some moments, “Oshin be
life, earth, nature; ke life, she sometimes happy, sometimes sad,
sometimes good, sometimes bad . . . Not bad, ked,”™ she has-
tened toadd, asif afraid to cffend the origha, “but bad when lifes
gad because there’s no love. Oshiin's love realized, that’s why
she’s mardage, but she's also other kinds of love—love that'a not
pure,” she added delicately. “In fhat path, that coring she'a
Oshin Kayade or Oshin Miwa, She profeces thase women who
lead the happy Life,” mageres de vida elagre, prostitutes, who wor-
ship her by cifering her five egg yolks sprinkled with cinnamon
on a deep white plate.”

*“How can Oshin help these women?” Tasked. Like most
adoleseents, [ knew more about the shadier sides of life than 1 was
given credit for. But Mara, ke most cverdy protective adults,
was always very cautious when we spoke about “wordly™ mat-
ters, coses del mimda,

“Because they're businesswomen in a way,"” she said
carefully, “And Oshién owns all the gold, all the money in the
world, You can't make money without her help.”

*Looks like Oshin owns everything, Maria,” 1 smiled.

“Wot everything,' said Maria sedously, "but she's what
makes life worth living . . .

According to Maria, Oshin owned marriage because she
had been marmried more than any of the ether orishas. Those male
orshas she has not merned, she hashad “adventures” with. The
most important of her atfairs is Changd, whom she loves pas-
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sionately. But the tempestuous god of fire, thunder, and light-
ning has a "legal” wife, the orisha Oba, patron of the Nigerian
river of the same name. Oba is very sedous and ladylike, and
suifarsin d.igrd:ﬁudsi]ence all l;&r'l:hatlgﬂj's extramarital dalliances.

Of all his akpeteblz—mistresses—Changs Is sald to pre-
fer twa, the immesistible Oshun and Oy, the mighty owner of the
cemetery. Oy is not as beautiful as Oshin, but her fiery temper
tascnates Chango, who often takes her along during his most
ferocious battles. Some santeros claim that it was Oya, the owner
of the fame, whao gave to Changd the power of fire. Although
Ovd and Oshiin often guarrel over Changd's favars, they are
gocx] friends and “eat” wweether during the ritual sacrifices. Oyvd's
fiendehip is not extended to Yemavd, who she has never for-
given for kricking her inte exchanging the ownership of the ocean
waters, which ordginally belong to Oy, for that of the cemetery,
previously owned by Yemayd., Ever since that time, the two
orishas detest cach other and the sanberos are very careful net ta
“feed” them at the same time, as they refuse to “eat” together.

Ominla, the heavenly diviner; Ochosi, the hunter; Babiald,
the patrom of the siclk; Aganyu, the powerful father of Changd;
Inle, the divine physidan; and Oggin, the iron forger, have all
been at cne time or another Oshan's husbands or lovers, Only
Obatala, her father, and her “confidant™ Eleggua have not been
linked romantically with the voluptuous onsha,

Oshun's pewer over men i deeply connected with her
cwnership of haney, a coverl symbol of her sexuality. In a well-
known pataki, Oggun was living in the woods, sggd. Without ron
there can be no progress, and as long as Oggin, who owns the
metal, stayed in the woods, mankind's evolution was at a stand-
still, Olofi, very worried about this state of affairs, sent Eleggui to
Ogelin with an order to come out inte civilization. But Oggin
refused to leave the woods, All the other orishas also tried to
convince the savage Oggin to juin them, but Opgin would not
even let them inte his house, Finally Oshun filled a gourd with
honey, tied five silk handkerchiefs around her waist, and went
into the woods in pursuit of the wild and frascible Ogghin,
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Mg soon as Opepin saw Oshin, he hid under some
bushes. The goddess pretended she had fot seen Oggin and
began to dance, swinging her body voluptuously from side to
gide. As she danced, she sang one of her most beautiful love
melodies and fanned the air with her Bve handkerchiefs. The five
gold munilles—bracelets—that she constantlly wears jingled
agrecably on her slim wrists.

Fascinated with Oshiin's beauty and her music, Ogmi
forgot his determination to hide from human evea, and lifted his
head from behind the bushes. Swift as I|ghl;'nmg, Oshin dipped
her fingers into the gourd and spread a handful of honey over
ﬂgg{m's mouth, The unsociable orisha licked the honey with
delight and, like a tmid deer, ventured a few steps out from the
bushes. Oshim made believe she had not noticed Oggin’s ac-
tivns. Very nonchalantly, she swung her skirts and hand-
kerchiets and, continuing with her dancing and singing, mowved
away from Oggin. The love-struck orisha followed her like a
lamb, without realizing ahe was leading him out of the woods.
Every so often, Oshiin would tum around and anpint Oggin’s
lipe with honey.

The process took her frre days, but finally she came out of
the woods with Dg_guﬂ Blindly in tow, There was a great partv in
the city of Ife, where all the orishas lived, for the iron forger's
retum meant the continued advencement of civilization. But
according to the legend, Opgiin did not really change. Though he
did mot refturn o the waods, he continued o be the same Blood-
thirsty, ill-tempered, violent deity. From time to ime, when the
mood enits him, he will cause a train derailment ar car accident,
often halpad by Eshu Ogzuanilebbe, his inseparable companion.
But Orahiin remaina forevar his favorite akpetebi, and for her he
will do anything.

In another pataki, It is Changd whao decides to turn his
back an humanity, climba up to the top of his favorite palm tree,
gind refuses to come down again, Once more Oishtin entices the
oritha down by standing at the foot of the palm tree and very
slowly removing her upper garment, When Changt sees Oshiin
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naked to the waist and emiling seductvely at him, he slides off
the tree with the speed of lightning, and follows Oshin out of the
woods and back to the city of Ife.

The stories about Oshin and her love adventures are
mmany, but santeros remind us that it is quite wrong to think of
Oshin always as a flittatious, frivolous deity, She has many
SETipUS aspects as well, encugh o make one suspect that her
epparent flizhtiness is a pose she adopts when it suits her por-
poses. Yeyd-Corl abeberiye moroladde codyy elamadde oHo—the
powers of Oshin ere unlimited.

Oshun's honey=—=ofr=must always be tested when it is
affered to her. The legend says that someone tried ko poison her
once by inlroducing a dEiu:lI],r philter into her h-:nnE'l.r Esrer since
thern the prisha demands that her ofii be tested in her presence to
ensure that it 15 not poisoned.

Mearia believed that the Oshidn who Tived in the hidden
cave in La Esperanza was very old and very wise,

“Oghiin Funké knows all the secrets of the universe, She
teachesz, That whale eggd is hers, She reng undemneath and
conkrels evervthing. When vou skand out there, vou can feel her
near. All your hair stand on end.”™

And indeed, every time IT'went to the karst country with
haria, I felt uneasy, a3 if I'were in the presance of something vast
and indescribable, Anyone who visits that brooding and mysteri-
ous part of the island is left with the same impression of extraor-
dinary power. Today the presence of the observatory, with s
giant radar where scientists hope they will someday recelve an
extraterrestrial meszage, makes the area twice as awesome. Maria
would undoubtedly place the entire project at Oshidn Funké's
feet, instead of those of Cornell University, which sponsors {E

“It's Oahiin Funkeé,” she would say, “teaching the world
some of the thinga she knows about the universe . . .

Sometimes, after leaving La Esperanza, Maria and [
would go the Central Cambalache, a sugarcane refinery on the
other side of town, where we could drink a tall, icy glass of melag
de apin—molasses—diluted in wabter. This drink and tamarind
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wers Maria’s favorite refreshments, and T tried to indulge her as
often as possible.

Omn our wey to the Central we passed first a large pineap-
ple feld, When the pineapples were mady to be picked, the field
resembled an immense checkerboard dotted with intricately
carved topazes. The golden fruit glistened under the sun,
crowned by the emerald thatch of its epikes. During harvest
times, we would stop by the roadside and talk with the pineapple
pickers. We would invariably end up with the back of the car
filled with delicious fruit, for which the pickers would accept no
payment,

Farther on we would come o the supgar fields, which
were slill cut by the jibaro with the machete. Most of the cutting
was done eatly during the day inorder bo avoid the blistering ravs
of the tropical sun; but in the middle of the zafra, the height of the
sugarcane seasan, cutting sometimes extended untl dusk. The
men worked in gangs, with the best five or gix cutters—the “front

ain"=—opening the row of cane, The most skillbul cutter was first
in front and was appropriately called (o puerfa. In the jfibaro
community, it conferred status fo be a member of the “font
tain,” because some of these men could cutover two tons of cane
& day. Even today, the importance of a skilled cutler cannot be
minimized because there are many fields where the curving of the
ground precludes the use of sophisticated machinery.,

Borause the poisonous cenfipede abounds among cane,
the men tied a piece of cord around their pants’ bottoms, securing
themn to their ankles. Many of them worked naked from the waist
up, in a futile effort to get relief from the scorching heat, The
copious sweat that was the result of their Iabor acted ae a natural
protection against the sun's ravs. Most of the men waore the pree,
8 large straw hat which is a traditional symbol of the jibaro and
of Fuerto Rico,

The men worked in shifts, alternating their work and rest
periods. On the other side of the road, the otherwise empty
landscape was interrupted by an occasional blaze of color, Brazen
and irrepressible, like a sudden burst of Hame, the flonbayin—
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Poerto Rioco's mational tree, known commonly es the roval
poinciana—invaded one's senees almost to the exclusion of
evervthing else. There, under the generous ecarlet canopy of the
great flamboyéan, gently cushioned by the vivid carpot of fallen
blozanma, the jibaro took his well-deserved rest. Like a modern-
day Omar Khayyam seated under his tent of flamboyan blos-
some, he weaved the fantasy of his hopes and dreams in the form
of multiple stanzas which he called dicones, These, later get to
music, became the ullimate axpression of Puerto Rican ideals.

The pineapple and sugarcane fields, the weary jibaro and
his pude implements of labor, were all, according to Maria, the
concern of atill enother Yoruba deity, Orisha-Cko, This saint,
avneretized in Santerfa a3 St. Isidro Labrador, is the patron af
EE;I.'.IELI[[LL‘[E and i3 eymbalized by a pair of oxen pulling a plow.

“Without Orisha-Oka nobody eats,” Maria used to tell
me. “He gives good crops ar takes them away. When earth is dry
or it's too hot ar tao cold and nothing grows ar graws bad, it's
Hme to pray to Orisha-Oko.™

This deity, aaid Lo giva great atability to those who receive
hirn, is awary powerful orizha whass mysieriea can be given DIIJ.}"
to initated santeros. Waturally I am not familiar with this cere-
mony, said to be extremely beautiful. T have, howewver, ssen the
small eilver axen and plow, topped by a tiny umbrella, which is
the emulet reprezenting the ovisha. The olan, or stone, where the
oriaha “lives™ must be found on a recently tilled feld. Orisha-
Cko is ot “ceowned™ on the head of a person, like most of the
other prishas. Like Olocun, wha is the depths al the ocean,
Orisha-Oka, who represants the earth, is too vast to fit noa
human head. Only those olochas wha are told during their initia-
tion that they must receive the god of agriculture are allomrad to
enter into his mystaries.

The spring befare I started college, my circle of friends
started growing and I was llowed Lo go out alone more aften.
The week of Easter I went to Spain with one of my aunts tosee the
Holy Week cbhservance In Seville, Perhaps becanss I was at eucha
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sensitive age, the vivid re-creation of Christ'a sufferings, espe-
cially during the mapnificent Good Friday procession, tormented
me deeply. Lifelike statues of Roman soldiers scourged and
crucified Jesus all owver aggin, the ¥Wirgin Mary cried tears of
diamonds, and the body of Jesus was paraded in a glass sepulchre
with a carved woaden base overlaid m gold leaf, Hig recumbent
figure seemed to lie in uneasy slumber, the pallid cheeks over-
shadowed in grief. Marching behind thiz dolerous splender, the
hooded figures of the priests added a grim touch to the spectacle.
Jesus died again in front of my eyes that weck, and [ found the
gight devastatingly cruel.

Upon pur return from Spain, we found my father waiting
tor us at the airport. He was unusually quicet. While we were
waiting for our luggage, he took my aunt aside and spoke to her
alone for a few minutes, When they fnally rejoined me, [ eould
so¢ my aunt making a visible etfort not to ery. My first thought
was that something had happened to my mother, but when I
questioned my father, he shook his head silently, Suddenly,
inexplicably, I knew it was haria. My father and [ do not always
need words to communicate with each ather. Mo he moved
torward immediately and held me close for a few moements, then
walked away abrupthy and went to pick up our luggage.

Our return trip i shll clear in my mind. [ sat huddled in a
cormet of the car, lost in a pain I had never known before, My
tather explained bricfly that scon after we had left for Spain,
Maria had caught a sudden chill that developed into preumoania.
She had been buried the day before. He tried to consale me with
the knowledge that she had soon lapsed inte uneonsciousness
and had not suffered a painful death, but I kept borturing miself
with the irrational thought that perhaps she might not have died
had I been there, Grief is the least rational of all feelings, and £
simply felt | had somehow failed Marda.

Her death plunged our house into deep mouming, Dur-
ing nine consecutive evenings my parents and [ went to the lifle

house she had shared with Don Flor, to join her friends and
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farnily in the rosaries said in her memory. Den Flor bore his loss
with characteristic fortitude, and the resignation Tsaw in his fce
wias the last leeson T was to receive from him. Six months later, he
died in his sleep.

The schonl term in Puerto Rico ends in May and begins
again in August, Concerning my fortheoming university stay, T
still had to register, choose my liest-vear program, and find a
regpectable place to live. These activities plus my regular school-
wark helped me adjust to Maria's permanent absence. 1 found
that talking about Maria was extremely painful and 1 began to
avodd any reminiscing about her with anyone who had known
her, She, who had been such a happy person, would not have
wanted me to think of her in serrow., Whenever thoughts of her
came o me they were invariably joviul cnes. Sometimes, when 1
wis alone, I thought [ heard her langhter or felt her light touch
upon my shoulders, I'd turn around expecting her to be standing
by my side, and was always disappointed ta find she wasn't. But
the fleeting sadness never lasted because somehow 1 knew she
wis always near, even though [eould not see her, Often [had the
feeling that a part of her was still with me and would retmain with
me forever,

One dav in late July, my mother packed my new white
suitcase with my new clothes and one of the linen sets Mati had
sewn end embroidered for me. She had peinstakingly hand-
sewT 5ix 3213 of fine linen In white and various pastel colors; the
sheets, pillowrases and towels all ended in matching lace which
ghe had crocheted, and they were all embroidersd with my ind-
tals, My mother had bought the materials for Maria, whoeould il
afford the expense, but she had refused to accept any payment for
her prolonged labors,

A few days before the beginning of my Grst term, mv
father drove me to the girls” student hall that had been chosen as
miy home on campis. Since he was not allowed upstairs info the
students’ guasters, he sat with me for some tome in the reception
room, and proceedad to repeat once more the long list of warm-
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inga and admonitions I had been hearing for the past year. Fi-
mally, with obvious raluctance, he stood up and we embraced for
8 long time. When he drove away, I watched him from my
upstairs window until the car was lost in the distance,

Forthe first time inmy lite, [ was completely onmy own.
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During my freshman year, I became decply interested in the
humanities. My professor of philosophy was a persuasive orator
who worshiped Hume, Kant, and Schopenhauer, and taught his
students that the existence of God and other supernatural beings
was not only unprovable but unknewabla, He navigated the
chasm between Spinoza’s rationalism and Hume's empirical
shepticism with remarkable smoothness, thereby avoiding a
head-on collision with the religious senaibilities of his students,
triet of whom were practicing Catholics.

Ithough the course was a general overview of Western
philesophy, Protessor Machado's brilliant rhetoric made ita per-
fect working mold for the reshaping of his young students’
mindes. We soon learned to assert—uwith Hume—that all thinking
or imagining is made of ideas, which in turn are the product of
prrceptions roceived by our senses,

"Ta Hume there was no such thing as mind,"” the profes-
gor told us, waving a st in the air to eonphasize his words, “To
him, ‘mind’ was simply a collection of ideas and not an entity in
itself, He even denied the connection betwreen cause and effect, a
concept upen which rationalism and the entize edifice of scientifc
thought had been built. And he did it with such unassailable logic
that the shocked orthodox world had to stand up and Hsten.”

70
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Here Professor Machado stopped, fist on hip, and twirled his
trustache with great satisfaction, ng if Hume's achievement had
been his own. He waited a little to make sure the class had
assimilpted his words, snd continued.

“And how did he do it7? By L'I::III!'L‘-L'H.].- stating that we never
perecive canses, only effects, We simply infer the cause from the
effect, which Hume 5aid was wrong because we cannot experi-
ence causes. But most important, Hume asserted that whatever
wit can “picture’ in thinking can be exprerenced. Conversely,
what cannot be imagined cannot be experienced. This means that
itisnot— Irepeat, itisnot possible”—here the professor pounded
his right fist on his loft palm—"t0 have an idea or concept of self,
mind, or soul becanse there are no impressions about them, and
therefore no experiences upon which to base them. Anything
that cannat be experienced cannot be imagined, and therefore
cannot exist, And who can eéxperience what the soul is, what the
world of the spirit must be like, what God in his infinite essence
must be? Since no one can—IHHome argued—then nene of these
things exist,”

The impeccable reazoning behind Hume's arguments—
and Professor Machado's colorful but efedtive delivery—found a
reluctant echo in my mind. For the first time in my life [ had come
face to face with logie, faith's most implacable enemy.

Fortunately, Professor Machado also admired the works
of Kant and Schopenhauer, both of whom had been Cheistians
and had accepted the existence of God. Although [ soon grew to
detest Schopenhavsr's unbearable arropance and misogynist
tendencies, [ welcomed Kant's ideas as a drowning person wel-
comes a floating tree branch, [strongly sm.ptv:tth-ﬁ the crthodox
of Hiame's Hmies must have felt the same sense of relief ot Kant’'s
elforta to slay the dragon of skepliciam. But Hume would not be
dismissed so easily. During one of our Biweekly sessions, Profes-
sor Machado explained why.

“Kant,” he said, “accepted Hume's belief that all knowl-
edge arises from experience, but he contended that we must
distinguish between what gives us knowledge and how that
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knowledge is manifested. This was important becanse it differed
from Hume's notion that all ceperience, and therefore all knowl-
edpe, must come from ontside. Kant believed that we have ideqs
that came from within, This is knowladpe independent of experi-
enice, and he called ita priord, What is derived sensorially, through
experience, is knowledge a posieriori, Experience is therefore
shaped by & prisel concepis, which can be likened o undser-
standing and infuition, among other qualities of mind, This
soutids more difficult than it really is, and if vou wse your brains
a3 vou're suppoded to, vou'll understand.™

Maobady dared ask him bo clarify his stalement because
we knew he would go over i many times until he was sure we
understood his meaning. He walked around the room saveral
times, puffing on his pipe, hands behind his kack, waiting once
more for his words to sink in. After a few minutes he continued
his dissertation.

“Kant also asserted that there are ‘things cutside the
mind,” what he called “things in themselves,” which affect and
influenee the ¢mees of our experience, He called them sousen,
as opposed o phenomens, which was the name he gave to the
appearances of things. But—and here ia the important part of this
argument—ones Kanthad staged this careful scenario and had his
audience ready for the performance, he presented the world with
hiz maghum opus, the great thesis that siates that, conlrary to
what Locke, Hume, and empiricism in general believed, the mind
of man i not an empty cliy tablet upon which outer experiences
write their whimsical tales, nor an abstract name [or a series of
connected ideas, Rather, the mind is an organ that classifies the
multitude of seneordal experdences inte ideas and grves them eig-
nificance through coherent thoughts, What all this means is that
man is capable of independent reesoning, of intuition, and that
there i3 rnom for believing that there eve things outside our realm
of experience which are bevond our grasp and understanding,
but which are real nevertheless. These truths are derived from the
way our minds operate. This 15 indeed brilliant, and Kant ap-
parently accomplished what he set out to do, namely to quench
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Hume's skepticism. Furthermoere, his thinking présupposed the
existence of God, even though his exdistence in Kant's view could
not be praven by reason. But one part of Hume's argument was
still unaseailable—namoely that anything that could not be fested,
proven through experience, simply could not exist™

At this point I raised a timid hand.

“Professor?” 1 zaid. When he nodded ensouragingly, T
went on, feeling & bik mere reassured. "Hume claimed Ehat all the
ideas in our minds are the rezult of expenence through percep-
tioms of the outside world, ¥Well, it occurs to me that God is an
iclea in our minds, as are the concepis of aoul and self. The fact
that we have these ideas must mean that Ehey must be the result
of eome sort of perception—which in turn means they must
exdst."™

Profeseor Machado smiled and nodded approvingly.
“Well thought,™ he said, “in a truly Kantion way. What you have
said is profound, butnot new, You have discovered the one wealk
link in Hume's armor, which meens you will forever stand by
Kant's side in this dilemma.™

"I do prefer Kant to Hume, ™ | eaid quietly, “Kant is more
humana, has a greater vision. Hume is toe arrogant, he's too sure
he has all the answers—Ilike Schopenhauer,” [ added impul-
analy, Immediately regretting the unnecessary comment,

Professor Machado pounced on my remerk. He wel-
comed and encouraged contraveray in his cless, “Why don't you
like Schopenhaner?™ he asked, hiding a smile behind his handle-
bar mustache. “He zlse liked Kant and believed in Ged. ™

“Meybe,” 1 5aid, just a touch of defiance in my voice,
“But he was still a horrible man. Since he couldn't be happy—
bacauae of his rotten character—he went around insisting that the
whole waorld had to be mizerable like him.”

Profeasar Machado laughed at this uncharitable, if accu-
rate, vergion of the philesephy of the unfortunate Schopenhauer,
and the rest of the claas [aughed with him. When the laughter had
subsided, the peafessor resumed once more his usual gravity,

“Tt seetns you are a young persan with some strong ideas
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af your own. Which iz fine,” he added with a smile, “becanse i
means you're doing your homework. But it'a important that all of
vou understand the significance of Schopenhauer's contribution
to human thought.”

He relit his pipe and continued. “Schopenbauer was
indeed an unhappy man,” he gaid thoughtfully, "and had every
reason to be because by the time he was tweniy-one, his father
had died, his mother=who hated him=—=had disowned him, aod
he was all alone in the world, Naturally his philosophy reflects his
inmer torment, but it alzo reflects his great gemaus, True, he was
vain and conceited and believed himself to be the greatest intel-
lect of his time, but his claims do not offend peaple so much as
knowing he was probably right. As we have already seen from
previous discussions, Schopenhaner agreed with Kant that the
experienced world consists of phenomena. But unlike Kant, he

uated the noumena—the causes of the phenomena—with
man’a will. This will is evil and is to be blamed for all the suffer-
Ing in the world. Knowledge, which is acquired through will, is
alse evil because it informe us of the termble conditions under
which we Live in thiz wodd. But this pessimism—born of
Schopenhauer’s unhappy life--did not succeed in destroying his
idealismn. Part of his great legacy is that he revealed that thought is
not an abstract concept, but a useful instrument through which
we can control cur actions. hMoat important, he taught us that it
iz wital for man to recognize the force of his instincts and that he's
motivated by his desires to pursue each course of action, In spite
of his degperate loneliness, he saw the value of art and recognized
that beauty is the ultimate good. Schopenhauer was an unpopu-
lar hero, an antihero if you will, but a hero nevertheleas because
he dared tell the world some very unwelcome but undeniable
truths, And for thaf we have to respect him.™

But Professor Machado's defense of the much-maligned
Gemman philogopher did not succeed in endearing Schopen-
hatier to me in the elightest. Not until many years later, when T
reread The Werld as Wall and Iden did I fully comprehend Schopen-
hauer's message and see what Machado had tried in vain to teach
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me. Much of my latter interest in oriental myaticism, espedally
Zen Buddhism, was sparked by Schopenhauver’s belief in the
Hindu concept of Nirvana as the ultimate goal of all personal
development, But at the age of siteen, my romantic idealism did
not take kindly to pessimistic or negative pronouncements. 1
wanted too much to live, o know, and Schopenhauer's
philogophy denied me all that,

Even g0, Professor bachado's exwdition exacted a heavy
toll upon my faith. Prodded by his vigorous dialectic, I slowly
shed some of my most basic religions beliefs. With Kant and
Spinoza, | came to accept that the existence of God cannot be
proven by reason and can only be accepled thraugh faith. By Lhe
end of my first year in college, T had concluded that logic super-
sedes all other values. Religion and superstition—as [ now called
Maela’s teachings—were not based on logical foundations and
therefore had to be discarded.

The decision to give up all my religious upbringing was
not an easy one, and [ felt as if [ were uprooting my soul together
with my beliefs. 1 spent the better part of that first year erving
bitterly over my self-imposed renunciation. Butl also felt that my
decision was necessary. Eventually [ outgrew the pain and broke
eway from religion. Had Maria still been with me, perhapa I
might have had ditficulty in sbandoning her teachings. But her
death had been a turning point in my life. I felt that a part of me
had died with her, and the rebirth in my persopality demanded a
completely new direction. My mather’s Catholic beliefs were not
strong enpugh to withstand the onslaught of incipient existen-
taliam. T was left alone to face the world with nothing stronger
than my youth and my idealism.

The next two years passed with hardly any changes.
Then something happened that forced me to reassess my values
all over again.

During my junior vear, one of my friends invited me to a
party located a few miles from the university, Her brother agreed
ta pick me up at the student hall where [ was lodging, and bring
me back when the PAarly was Over.
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Unfortunately, the day of the party was damp and
stormy. Hurricane alerts were posted throughout the island.
Undaunted, I'went ahead with my preparations for the party, but
by the time my escart arrived, it was raining heavily and visibility
was 1.'|l;!l|,'| .

We drove for nearly an hour through nearhr total dark-
ness and torrential rain, Several times we took a wrong tum and
had to stop the car o get back on the road, During one of those
wrong tums, the car skidded on the wet asphalt and plunged
down a ravine,

The [inal impact laft me momentarily dazed but unhuet.
When I recoverad myself, T saw my friend’s beother was uncan-
scious and possibly badly injured. T had po idea where we were.
The darkness was absclute, Buk Tkiew we needed helpas soon as
possible. Groping for the door handle, [ finally managed to get
out of the car.

The instant Tste pped into the night, T'was drenched in oy
rain. Thewind was 5o streng Teould hardly manage to stand, and
['had to remove my shoes o avodd slipping in the muod. Tventured
a fewr stepa forward, but the wind made me lose balance, pitching
me head first on to the ground. The rain was so heavy 1 conld
hardly keep my eyes apen. I made several attempts to gat up, but
the slippery mud pravented me from getting back on my feet.
Shivering with cald, I huddled an the ground, too tred to perse-
vere. | could see no way out as long as the rain and the darkness
cantinuel.

In myv growing despaie, my thoughts went back to the
gafety of my childhood. During heavy storme, Marin would hover
around me, always with the same request: “Go ahead, lorecite.
Ask Changt to stop the rain, He'll do it for you.™

T wauld Jaugh and call out at the top of my lungs for
Changd to stop the rain. Forme it was a game, and when the rain
stopped shortly after my request, [was never surprised. But now,
a8 T sat in the midst of the slashing rain and the darkness, 1
realized it was no longer a game.

Would i stdl work? Could 1 still conjure the simple,
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mneent childhood faith that I had abandoned in my search for
reality? How could [ make something happen it [ didn't believe in
it? Unless . . L unless that something was part of an independent
reality that existed whetler or mot T believed in itl

Thad nothing tolose by ving. If | faied, Twould simply
be back where Tstarted from, I Tsuceeeded, T would save myselE
and my companion—and alse find proof of a reality enticely
independent of my own,

With great effort [ atood up, vsing both arma o protect
my face from the violence of the rain. Struggling to keep my
balance, T looked up to the sky. half drowned in the unending
wiateTs.

“Change,™ T cried out with all my remalning strength,
*tan you hear me? Onee you told me to call if L ever needed you, I
need you now. Stop the min. Show me the way to safety,
Changd, can you hear me? Changal™

In the distance, T heard a soft peal of thunder. Tlistened
anxiously, and the thunder reverberated once more, this tme
eloser, My heart started ta beat faster inmy chest, and suddenly
caught myself wishing that my call would go unanswered. I
simply did not know if [ could face an answer,

The thunder continued to grow closer, Suddenly ablind-
ing flash erossed the sky. | watched aghast as a lightning baolt
slashed through the darkness and fell directly in front of me.
Small pools of water sizzled at the contact and the wet grass was
burned to the ground, Almost simultenecusly, the réin and the
wind diminished in intensity, until only a few drops were Glling
softly over me,

The deafening roar that followed the ightning gave way
in me to a strange composure. All my fears and misgivings
seemed to disappear, and [ felt a great serenity, When a second
balt of lightning fell, alittle farther away, I was neither shocked
nor frightened. T simply followed its direction.

Im this fashion I walked out of the dark ravine, following
the Gery path, as ightning bolt upon Lghtming bolt guided my
sheps.
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Seweral hours later, my companion and [ were both re-
ceiving proper medical attention. For him, the adventure was
over. For me, it was only beginning.

Many years passad after | met Changd in the ravine, and
mw life underwent many natural changes. I Gnished my atudies at
the Tniversity of Puerty Ricn, specizlizing in peyrhology and
anthropology, and soon thereafter T moved 1o New York o do
poatgraduate work at Columbia University, | never again re-
turned to live in Puerto Rico. Kew York helped me survive a
starmy marriage, the birth of two children, and an nevitable
divorce. Then, in the sarly nineleen-seventies, 1 accepted a post
as an assodate English editor with the United Nations in Vienna,
whera Ilived for several years. Through it all Ieontinued to delve
into the ryrateries of Santeria, as well as inte other phases of the
occult, At this time, T was nat an active [ollower of Santerda,
merely an indersshad observer, but T did experiment—aguile
succassfully—with some of the cult’s magical practices. I soon
discovered that T had a natural talent i “make things happen”
through conceniration and other simple rituals. Sometimes I
used natural objects auch as herbs, roots, fruits, and Howers for
my magical experimenta. Celored candles, incenses, and natuml
oils were alzo quite effective in helping me alter the natural courae
of things.

So sucoesaful was [with my magical practices that [ soon
graduated o more complicatad rituala, some based on the prac-
tices of Santeria and others on kabbalistic symbolism. Thoough
my regearches into the aocult I had learned that the Jewdsh magic
bagad an the Kabbalah has verr strong links with the practices of
Santeria. Theee links could be traced to the fact that Bath systema
had Afeican rooks, particularly in Egypt, where both the Jews and
the Yarubaz had sojourned in ancient timea. The results of theee
resaarches were published in my first three bools, Samteria: Aff-
can Magict Latin America, A Eabbalah for the Moders World; and The
Complele Brok of Bpells, Ceremonies and Mame.

In all my boaks, T have tried o presant psychic phe-
nomena as Fact instead of fiction, and to divest “the ocoult™ of
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its tarmished image of mene superstition and ignorance, 1 beliove
we function on a variety of mental “planes,” and that peychic
abilitics are an intrinsic part of our human nature, which is now
barely beginning to be d-;."'-'du]_::t_d

Interestingly enough, in 19680, the Amercan Jouwrdal of
Peychintry published the results of a survey that indicate that 53
percent of the deans and psychiatey pmﬂ-e.s.-::us. atmedical schoels
believe that courses in péychic phenomena should be taught to
their students. Dr, Stanley Dean, clinical professor of psychiatry
gt the University of Miami Medical School and president of the
American Asseciation for Social Pevchiatry, conducted the sur-
vy, He found that of 228 of those polled, 42 percent believe in the
existence of psvchic phenomena, 44 percent belivwe psychic fac-
tors are important i bealing, and 35 percent said they had
undergone a psychic or paranormal experience arkneéw someone
who had, Dr. Dean concluded that the professors “belicve in
psvechic phenomena and want it included in medical echool cus-
ricula,"*

T'hmughnu!. myv experimentationa [ was alwaya aware aof
the risks inherent in such practices, particularly of the danger of
depending exclusively on “supranormal” activities to bring about
changes in the material world. [ knew I was really fapping the
hidden forces of the unconscious ming; the rituals and other
rmagical alds”" simply focuzed my concentration on specific ob-
jectives, Through this concentration T was releasing vast amounts
of peychic encrgy, which T was then consciously channeling to
achieve a glven purpose, Butin the handsof a human being, such
power is a dangerous weapon. Unconscious and spontansous
energy is not always casy to manipulate, Controlled and well
directed, such energies can transform the warld: uncontrolled
and misdirected, they can destroy it The best way o control this
encrgy is to find the perfect chanmel through which to direct it In
the orishas, the santeros have found the perfect channels.

*Dean, Stanley E., ot gl. Americen Journal of Peyehiatry, vol. 137, pp.
12471249, Oetelker 1980,
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I believe that In reality, the omshas are certain points of
comtack which the Yorubas [and later on, the santeras) were able
to estallish within the collective unconscious. kach orisha apems
o e what Carl Gustay Jung called an archetype or aulonomous
complex within the human personality. Because each archebipe
is independent from the rest of the personality and exhibits
intensely individualistic characteristics, it often behaves as i it
weTe 3 separate, supernatural entiy.

Jung believed that each archetvpe controlz a different
aspect of the personality andior & different human endeavor—a
definition that could just as well describe the functions of the
arishas. For the perfect balance of the personality (and therelore
for mental health), it is wital that each archelype be well de-
veloped and elso well assimilated by the individual. When one
archetype is allowed to overpower the rest of the peraonality (a3
in Lhe case of Mistzsche's Zarathusira), the end resull can be &
mental disturbance or dissociation of persopality—a leading
symptom of psychosis,

Eazch orisha iz an archetyvpe ar autonomous complex
which has been perfectly developed and balanced inta the per-
sonelity af the santern. Because each human individuel has
specific characteristics that et him apart feom others, he is zaid o
ke under the *protection™ of the arisha whao shares those same
characteristics.

When an arizha descends to take possession of & zantero
ot a belisver, that particular archetype’s overpaweting paychic
energies are tempararily unleashed within the conacicus person-
ality. That persocn then dizplays strange powers and unusual
precognitive abilities, the natural attributes of an archetvpe
tormed of pure psvchic energy directed into a specitic channel.

The current of deep affection and sympathy established
between the orisha Changd and myself was the result of a great
many similarities between us, Chango's Gery temper, mischiev-
ous sense of humor, and tendermess hidden under a coal eterior
ate all characteristics T share, The love he showed for me was a
recognition that [ was a part of him, and he a part of me.
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The powers Chang&- vestad in me are natural atiributes
which are part of his particular differentiated energies. There is
mo Ihing unnatural aboul my being able Lo 3top the rein ar control
fire. Thesa (and many other powera which I da not possesa) are
simply part of the autonomons complex known as Changd.

5till, it is easier to ignome the psychological implications
of the Santeria phencmena and accept them at face value, Per-
sonally, 1 prefer to think of Changt as an crsha, a saint, or, in
Marla's words, “a force of the good God.™
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The aura of secrecy surmounding Santeria’s initatory rites does
nok exist in MNigeria, the country of orzin of the Yoruba peopla,
Modern-day Yorubas quite openly practice their ancient religion,
which is often mixed with Chostian beliets.

Many santeros belicve that the myvstery whichis suchan
intrinzic part of Santerfa is the result of the religious intransipence
the Alrican slaves met in the New World, Feeed with constant
perseculion, they wepe forced 3o shrowd their ntuals in secrecy for
their religion to survive, As if the santeros were still haunted by
religicus inlelerance, all the major initiatons of Santeria skl
demand the greatest secrecy an the part of the initiate,

When I recewved the elekes, or necklaces, of Santeria, 1
brcame part of this seeret fradition.

“What you're going to witness now is for your eyes and
youreyes only, " my modoing teld me. “Dlon’t ever tellanyone the
details of this ceremony, or you will have the orishas to answer
tl:rl.l.l

"What can happen o me If T divulge the sacret al the
necklaces, madrinal”

“Treally couldn’t tell you,” she said. “But if you break the
oath, you'll find cut s00n enough.”

The initiation tock place several vears ago, and T have

B2
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neverbroken that aath, Nor do Tintend to do sa here. Alllcan say
ia that Lhe ceremony was one of the most beauliful experiences of
miy life, and that ik gavame an inner strength I did not have before
and which has never abandoned mae.

The necklaces Treceived that day were those of Eleggua,
Chatala, Changd, Yemawva, and Oshin, Red and black beads
comprized Flegpud’s necklace, al white beads Obatald®s, red and
white beads Changd's, blue and crvstal beads Yemaya's, and red
ind yellow beads Oshun's, The wlor of the beads sometimes
varies, depending on the aspect ar “path™ of the orisha which
pertaing bo the initiake, This can be ascertained only by means of
the cowre shells, which can also deterimine which otisha claims
the initiate’s head, Thiz iz cnly a preliminaecy finding, however, as
anly the babalaw e can say withaut any doubt which orisha iz any
Eiven perach’s guardian angesl

The civgeales, o cowrie shells, are Santerfa’s most impor-
tant divination svstermn, At one titne they belonged to Crriinla, But
when Yemava showed that she could read them better than he,
Crinla refused to read theim again. All the orishas cen reed tha
caracoles, and when the santero iz initiatad Into the religion, he
receives cighteen shells for every orisha—except Eleggud, wha
Teeives bwenby-ane shells, one for each of his aspecks. Learning
how to read the caracoles is a long process, and only those
ganteros who receive permission from the orishas are allowed
this privilege.

Though there are cighteen cowrie shells in the oracle, the
ganteros wse only sixteen for divination. To aid in divination,
several other elements are added: a emall dark stone called o0&, a
lomzish white shell called gy, a small seed called euwé oy, & amall
doli's head called ero mwaren, and & small ball of cascarilla or gfin.
These five clements are collectiviely known as {20,

The santeros file the cowric shells specially 20 that they
iré open on one £ide and on the other display a narrow ridge of
tiny serrated teeth very much resembling a small mouth—the
part of the shell that is said to "speak” during the consulta-

ticm.
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When the santero theows dowen the shells to read them,
gome fall “meouth™ side up, others facedewn. Each pattern, or
erdun, has a name, like those of the cotonut, and also a story or
pataki attached to it. Several orishes ahways “spaak” through
each pettern. Who spesks and what he aays depend; on the
congultant himself, because the santero gives that person two
ightr and asks him to hold ane in each hand, without revealing
which hand holda which element. Depanding upon the pattern,
the santera will chooss the consultant’s left or right hand, which
will then reveal the igha that will decipher the oracle’s message. 1t
is a vary cu:nrnpli-:ated and lengthy procedure requinng a prodi-
giows memaory, for the interpreter most remember not only which
igho to use, but alsa which orshas are speaking, and which
petaki correaponds to which pattern. Beranse each pattern de-
pends on the igho held by either left ar right hand, and there are
fve ighos, the oracle’s possibilities are innumerable.

Because of Orinla’s mishap with Yemara, the babalavos
[who are the sons of Oranla) do not read the cowrie shells,
Ingtead, they use the ofaiel?, a chain connected by eight uneven
midallions that are made sometimes of metal, sometimes of
tortedse or cocomut shells. As the supreme oracle in Santeria, the
babalawoe must be congulted for all major ceremanies, but he is
also available for regular consultations, as long as one is recom-
mended by a santero,

A gantera of my aoquaintance once told me how a baba-
lawra gaved her lifa.

“"He started by describing myv place of work in every
deteil g if he had seen it,” she told me. “Then he want on Lo say
that it was on a twelfth floor and that in the back there was an old
elevator used to ansport heavy packages, Iald him T was quite
familiar with the elevator, as Tsometimes uzed itwhen the regular
elevators were oo busv, He shook his head and warned me
against using it again, Within a fow days it was going to fall and I
could get killed.

“Iwas impressed with the reading and decided to fallow
his advice. But force of habit was 50 strong that 1 soon forgot
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shout his warning. A few days later, 1waa ina hurry to get home
and decided to use the back clevator, As T stood waiting for i, I
remembered the Babalawe’s words ind decided not f0 take it
affer all, Just then, [ heazd it clanking ite wiay up. The doors
apened in front of me. T swear, Inatead of the elevator'a deor, 1
gaw the aws of death! T stepped back with a shiver and started to
turn away, At that moment a Jdelivery boy came ranning down
the corridor, velling at me to hold the elevator for him. As ke was
going inside the cage, 1 siopped him. The doors closed within
inches of hig face. He stared at me as if T were crazy. Bul just at
that moment we felt a powerful vibration. Seconds later, we
heprd aloud crash 22 the elevator plurmmeted to the proumd from
the twelfth floor. T wish vou could have seen the face of that
delivery boy, He Iooked like death, and so did 1.°

Althou gh my madrina cannot claim the knowledgeability
of the babalawo, haer registens with the cowrie shella are almost as
impresaive. 1 remember the first day she read the shells for me.

"You ate pumpkin for lunch today, didn't you?™ she
asked, puffing lazily on her cigar.

[ stared at her in dibeliet, “TIow do you know that?™ 1
ssked.

She shrugged her shoulders end pointed at the cowrie
shells. “Personally, I dont know anything,” she said, “Oehun
told me that. She says you most never eat pumpkin in amy form
bacause you're her daughter and pumpkina belong to her. Thatis
whare she keeps her gold and where she prepares her spells, her
bilongos. If vou eat pumpkin, she’ll make sure you will never
have any money, and love will flee from O life. Do you want
that o happen®™

“Heourse not,™ Isaid, with a twinge cluneasinesa. "t
what sbout the pumpkin pie I ate today?”

*You didn"t know, sothet doesn't count,” she said. “Just
domr't est it from now an.”

“You say I'm Oshdan's danghter,” 1 said. 1 remember
that when | was a little girl, Changd told me the same thing.”

My madrina looked up at me. Her hands went still over
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the cowre shells, “How did this happen?” she asked with a
fromem.

1 told her the story of the first tambor Thad attended with
Maria and what Changd had said that day.

*This Marfa . . . was she a santeral”

“Ni, she just believed very much in Santeria, and she
had the collaees and the Warrioms.™

"Whao gave her these iniiations? insisted my madrina.

"Her oven madrina, a Cuban santera who was a descen-
dant of the Lucumis, the Cuban Yorubas.™

“Tsee,” said myv madring, nodding her head, “There are
ghll descendants of African slaves in Puerto Rico, aren’t thera?™”

"Yes, mostly in the litde town of Lofza Aldea. Maria
hereelf had some family in Loiza. Her mother was Yoruba.™

“That explains a lot,” said my madrina. Do you know
which orisha cddaimed Marfa as a daughtec?”

I recalled Maria’s preference for the color white
“Obatala,” T said.

“That explaing the strong link between you and her.
Obatala is alzo voiir father,” said my madrina.

“But I thought you said | was the daughter of Oshin.”

"Oshiin is your mather and your guardian angel—the
one in :harge af your destiny, But Obatala is your fa&:er," she
explained. “¥We all have a father and a mother among the
orishas.”

“And what about Changt?™ I asked her, “What is the
link with him?#"

“You are the daughter of Oshdn,” she answered, “And
Changd loves her very much. He favors all her children, But for
vou he obviously has spedial affection. Pray to him alwavs, and
buy him apples and bananas, his favorite fruits, That way he will
alwaye protect you.”

I told her of my experiences with Changd in Vienna,

“Omnoe,” [ told her, “after esking him for a special favor, I
carmne face to face with a black soldicr in the corner of a Viennesa
gtrect. The soldier was dressed in green fatigues, which soldiera
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wear only within thele camps. He lnoked dieectly at me with a
wide, knowing smile, and I just knew that was na ordinary
galdier, There are no American army camps in Austria, and there
are no black seldiers in the Ausirian army. T know this eounds
irrational, but could that have been Changd?™

“Why do vou call it irrational?” she asked, looking at me
askance, "Everv day we see anud do irrational things and think
nothing of i, Den't vou think radic waves and television arve
irrational? Or do you think seeing people and buildings and wild
animals moving inaide a box is malral 2"

“But that's part of sclence technology,” I gaid. “Tt's all
based om matural laws.”™

“So are the orichas based on natural lawe”™ she
answered. "God—ONofi—is in nature. So are the coishas, And
there are laws, mysteries in nature, which we know nothing
about. The anly thing we know for sure in this world is that
everything ia poasible. Of course that could have been Chanl-;ﬂ
Why not? He chose to show himself to you a3 & soldier because he
ia a Warrior. He was dressed in fatigues becavse he was af war,
working for vow. That was his message. He had heard your
prayer and he wanted vou to know he was working for you. Did
you get what you asked him for?™

“Yes, asamatter of fact I did, " T 2add. “But it happenedin
such a matural way that 1 never even connected him with ic I
thought it was a coincidence; that it would have happened that
Wiy anyway.”

“There are no codncidences in this world,” ahe said
firmly, “Everything that happens has already been preor-
dained.”

"But that precludes free will,” 1said dubiously. “Dhidn't
God make us free to choose what we want in life?”

“0f course,” she smiled.

“Then how can evervthing be preordained ™

"Because he already knows whal we're going to chioee,
He wouldn't be God otherwizse.”

This belief is nok the exclusive peoperty of Santeria. Jung



83
FITUALS AND CEREMONIES

once stated that man only Belizees he wills and choeses, and does
not notice that he i3 already possessed by the autonomous com-
‘plex which he calls God. This complex 1s an expreasion of the life
energy in the psyche. Jung alzo thearized that the phenomena we
call coincddences are in reslity the result of the interrelation of
cosmir forces in the space-time continuum, where past, present,
and future blend into eternity. Tung called these “coincidences”
synchronized events that ere preplanned by the deep uncon-
105,

Several months after giving me the necklaces, iy ma-
drina telephoned me and asked me to come B her house, Al-
though I had not vet received the Warriore, I possessed a stone
image of Eleggua that I had purchased on impulse some years
before, My madrina believed that because this image “had never
been fed,” it had no powers end could only cause me frouble.
(Santeros insist that keeping any unconsecrated image or fetishin
a house will create psychic disturbances for its owner,)

When 1 arrived at my madrina’s house, she was already
dressed and waiting for me. After we greeted each other and I
paid foribale in front of her canastitlero, we went to her kitchen
for some tea.

“Are you busy today? she asked, stirring her tea ab-
sently.

Mot parbicularly, ™ T sadd, “Whet™

“Because [ would like to feed vour Eleggua today.”

I put down my tea mug and leoked at her mguiringly.
"Madrina,™ T said, “that Elegegua has no foundation. Tt's just an
image I bought because T liked it. How can vou “feed” 13

She continued to sip her tea, but the frown creasing her
forehead told me she waza't a3 calm as she seemecd. Finally, sha
pushed her mug away with a sign and 1it a cigar, T watched her
silently, waiting for her 10 speak,

Daofia Pepita, who had introduced ws, had warned me
several times never o press or contradict ber, “She’s an old
gantera,’ Dofla Pepita told me. "She has more than twenty-
five vears a3 an iyalocha. That means she lives by the old Yoruba
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traditions. I have seen her slap one of her ahijados, a Aftyr-yesr-
old man, because he braoke one of the regulations of the religion.
And the ahijado fell down an his knees and started 1o cry, asking
her forgivenesa. So remembear, thia ia one of the oldeat, most
famous, and most respectad senferas mayores. You don't ques-
tion, you don’t argue. You just do. In Santeria, if you don't obey
and wou don’t respect, you have no protection—{rom the san-
teros or from the onshas,”™

"You always question what T tell you,™ my madrina said
finally. “Why? Don't you trust me?”

Her digar had gone out, She fowned and welit it with an
emboased pold lighter. Talways found it dilficult 1o associate her
pele slendar hands, with the exquizitely manicured nails, with
the often strenuous tasks of Santeria. Her face, fnely creased
with the care and toil of many years, had the same delicate
fragility. But behind it lay enomous courage and willpower.

“You know [rust vou, madrina,” Tsmiled. “But how can
| learn if [ don't ask questons?

She snarbed, buther face relaxed, and T knew she was not
&0 upset anymare.

“Hew do you propose to feed my Eleggua?” I ventured
cautiously. “The image iz in my house, If you had told me over
the telephone yvou planned to feed it, Twould have brought it with
me,"

“Tdidne tell you ko bring it,” she said, “because he must
b fed in your bouse. Tknow this Elepgua has no foundation, but
it belongs 0 vou, Someday, when you receive the Warrjors, thia
game image can be used to contain E]Eﬂué’s secrets. Wouldn't
vou like ko consecrate it now, so Elegend can begin o help you
right away?”

Though Tdid not dare tell her, Twasn't sure Twould ever
receive the Warriora. T wasz not sure | wanbed o make the totak
commitrent that Santerfa demands of ite practitoners, But T
knew my madrina would have never been able 1o understand my
hesitation.

1§ Eleggua has to be fed, I'd prefer to do it here,” I said
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evasively. “Basldes, [ have made no preparation for this sort of
l:h.[I't X

& *There's no need for special preparations,” she said. A
certain ring of Anality in her voice told me hermind was made up.
"Where do you keep this image?"

“In my bedroom,” I said, feeling decidedly uncomforta-
ble at the idea of an animal sacrifice taking place in my house, “1
only keep it there out of devotion to Eleggua, It's not the most
comfortable place in the world to sacrifice to him. "

ANy place is the proper place (0 show respect ta asaint,™
she said severely, “What [ want to koow is if vou're willing to do
as you're told.”™

Of conirse T do what vou tell me, madeina. Tknow vau
Enow best”

D'was etill full of misgivings, but did not want fo stop my
apprenticeship with her. After all, what difference could it make
to “feed” Eleggua in my house rather than hers? But there s a
differerice-—as I was woon fo find out.

Apparently pleased, my madrina stood up and began to
¢lear the table, [ iried fo help her, but she motioned me away with
a gesture, “Wait for me outside,” she said. “T'll join you pres-
ently.”

4 By “outside,” she meant the hall whare the canastillero
was kept, While Twaited for her, T'walked around lnoking at the
orishas’ various implements. Close to the front door was the
eabinet where she kept her Warriors and Eleggua, Next to that
was another, enclosing the attributes and otanes of Babald-Ayé,
sviwretized as 5t Lazarus, pateon of the sick, The hatea, or large
wooden bowl with Changd’s otanes, sat squarely aver a large
drum painted in red and white—a symbol of Changd's love of
muic and dandng, Draped loosely over the drim was Changd's
wolilar de maze, one of the large, multiple-strand necklaces the
santero receives the dayv of the asiento, Next to the batea were a
tiny pair of shoes, a samall car, a pair of maracas, and several large
wooden axcs painted in red and white, all atteibubes of the god of

ightning,
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To the left of Changd's batea was a large urn in blue and
gilver ehades, draped in a thin fishnet, all embroidered with fine
cultured pearls. A large starfish and an extensive variety of sea
shills and huge corals surrounded this urn, the symbol of Olo-
cun, the aspect of Yemawva that represents the depths of the
ocean. Diocun sometimes appears in dreams as a beautilul black
woman, with a round face and very long, straight eyelashes. On
each of her cheeks are painted the yeza, the three horizontal lines
distinctive of Yormba females.

Olocun is sometimes represented as a male and other
times as a female orisha; some santeros say that this caint is a
hermaphrodite, She is much feared and respectad, and only a
tew old santeros dare to dance her gpecial chythms, with their
faces covered with a mask so that che will not kill them, The
acquisition of Olocun's urn, one of the mast beautiful initiabens
of Santeria, issaid to give the recipient great stability, But not just
anvone can have her; only those who recaive her special lefra (a
apecial pattern in Ehe babalawo's okueli) are allowed b be in-
itiaked into her mysteries.

Warfa thought it foolhardy to dance to Olocun: “Tt's like
trying bo fif all ocean water in human head,” she used to k]l me.
“But head’s too small, Olocun don't fit. Then she gets angry, and
tears head off!” Every time she mentloned this farmidable crisha,
Marfa touched her fingera o the floor and kissed the dust she
gatherad, “To show respect, florecita,” she would sav. “Very bad
to offend Olocun. She can kill.”

I had completed the circuit of the long hall, going past the
canastillero with the soperas of Obatald, Oshin, Yemaya, and
Ova, and was standing once more in front of the door. On a amall
shelf in a corner near the ceiling stood a emall silver rooster
balanced atop a silver chalice. 1'was curiously inspecting it when
my madrina joined me, ready 1o leave.

“What i3 the meaning of this rooster, madrina?” I asked.

“That is Osun,™ she said, opening the door. "He's the
guardian of the house and of my life, Whenever danger Is near,
Osun falls from the shell to the floor, or simply turns over. This
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gives me Hme to find out through the caracoles what the dangeris
and take the approprinte measures,™

Something it my eyes must have betreyed my disbelief.
She smiled and shrugged her shoulders.

“When vou have lived as long ae T have, ™ ghe gald, “and
have had the experiences I've had with the saints, you will have
no more doubts,” She pushed me gently out of the house, and
clozed the doce behind hee. _

“Tvebean thinking, " ahe said as Thalped her into the car.
"Mavbe Ishould give youw a paly today. It's a beantiful day, perfect
far that kind of thing.™

I Tooked 2k her inguiringly. “What's a palo, madrinat™”

“That's a piece of branch you pick up in the woods and
consecrake it to the ik, the dead,”” she asid. “In Santerda, one
muat pay respect Lo the dead before the saints. The ikd are all the
dead peaple in vour family, your anceslors. If ¥OUu pray b your
ikl end make sure they are all well advanced in the spiritual
world, they will give wou their protection and provide the foun-
dation upon which you can receive Santeria’s iniiabions. If you
do this, you will see how all your parsaonal alfairs will atraighten
themselves out, and you will accomplish everything you set out
to dio.”

1 had never been able to reconcile myself with ancestor
wiorship, one of Santeria’s mest important aspects. 1 believed in
preying bo the dead, and had often had masscs said for deceased
meambera af my family. But asking the dead for help smacked to
me of necromancy, and sent shivers down my spine.

“I'm mot gure 1 want the palo, madrina,” T said cau-
tipusly, not wanting to cffend her, “Can’t I just work with the
otishas without mvolving myself with the dead?™

She sighed mmpatiently. “But you are involved with the
dead. We all are, whether we believe in Santeria ornot,” shie said,
“That's what pecple don't understand. The souls of the dead
gravitate naturally to the members of their families on ear th,
hoping they will receive help in the form of candles and prayers.
When this help is not fortheoming, the souls become carth-
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bound, intlicting uncenscicus harm on their former relatives. A
great deal of mankind’s problems and tragedies could be al-
leviated if people took better eare of their dead. ¥hen you asked
me o be yeur madring,” she added quielly, "you promised you
would trust me and follow my advice, no matter what, [f you
refisse to do this, Twill consider your apprenticeship ended, and
vou will be free to leave my house.”

I knew the house she was referring to was not the place
whare she lived, but rather the large conglomeration of valochas
arud Babalochas of which she was the center.

“But I don't want to leave your houge,™ T said,

“Tt's not @ quastion of what you went,” she answered,
"You mual learn o work with the dead and lose your fear of
them, or you cannot remain in Santeria, bow if you don't want to
repeive the pala, please take me back home, and we will not
discuse it amy further.”

“We're closer to my house than yours,” Tteld her. “Lat's
go there instead.”™

“Will you accept the pale?™ she insisted.

s, madrina, [ will”

*Then first let's drive to a chicken farm, where we can
buy two chickens—one for Eleggua and one to consecrate the
palo,” she gaid, settling herself more comfortably in her seat.

Obediently | drove to a place near my house where live
poultry could be bought and watched as she carefully chose two
small, very young male chickens with black-and-white mottled
feathers,

“This {5 the tvpe of chicken one sacrifices to Eleggua,™
she explained. “Remember, they muat be male; never offer Eleg-
gud female chickens, He will not accept them.”

We drove on to a wooded park nearby that was, as I
mentioned o my madrna, very popular with joggers and cy-
clists.

“Dran’t worry,™ she aaid wilth quiet assurance. “They will
not see us. Onee we are in the woods, Csain, the owner of the
torests, will protect us from human eyes.”
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“Ireally hape ap, madrina,”™ [said. “Woods in New York
can be very dangerous for women.”

Wa parked the car on one of the park’s lanes and walked
to the edge of the weods, The month was November, and the
ground was richly carpeted with dry leaves in a fantastic amay
af colors. Burnt sienna, bright achre, magenta, wvermillion,
russet—all the magical hues of the artist’s palette rustled under
our feet. My madrina opened her capacivus handbag and took
vt two pennics,

“This is Oeain’s derecho,” she explained. “Remember,
each time you comde to the woods to do any work, you must pay
him his dues,”™

She placed the money on the damp grass and said a short
praver in Yuruba,

Ol awvriee elese ko ee Jore e dyere obe Be . .
Powerful Osain, who heals with his herbs, we pray that your
herbs be favorable o0 us, and bring s good health and many
blessings . . .

I did not tell my madrina that when T was a child, Maria
had taught me this same prayer, orone very similar. She had alao
taught me of the derecho one must always leave at the edge of the
wonds, and how Lo recogrize the various ewe, or herbs, of Osain.

This one-eved, one-armed, one-leggred saimt, withowk
whom Santeria could not exist, was left in this incomyplete con-
dition afler a fiery struggle with enother orisha. Some santeros
believe that Changd, angered by Osain’s interest in Oya (one of
Changn's paramours), blasted Osain with a bolt of lightning,
leaving him lame and blind forever. But another legend claims
that Changt and Osain are very good friends who would never
hurt each other: and Lhat it was Orianla, the owner of the Table of
Ifa, who maimed Osain. According to this second wversion,
Chango taught Ominla how to prepare an ebbd with twelve fire
torches and twelve flintstones Moddwanis). This spell resulbed ina
boltof lightming that set [ire to the woods, rapping Osain within.
Whenever there i3 a forest fire, sanleros say that Osain and
Ordnla are at each olher's throats all over again.
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In the woods, we immediately came to a small hill, thinly
covered with trees,

“Whenever you see a hill in the woods, remember it is
gacred t0 Olofl,” said my madrina, “All mountains and hills are
his, but those in the woods are particularly blessed.”™

She bent down and picked op a round, smocth stone.
"How beautifull™ she exclaimed, “See how perfectly smooth and
sculptured it is. Such stones are not common, but here they are
plentiful.™ She bent down again, dislodged several other stones
with some difficulty, and handed them over to me. “*These are the
true jewels of the earth, untouched by human hands,™ she said.
"Maore precious than diamands and emeralds bacause thay hawe
the strength of the orichas. With these you can build empires, i
vou anly know how o use them.” She paused for a moment,
then added, “And if you listen to me, Il tell vou how."

“What showld T do with them, madrina?” I asked her.

“Keep thom untl i is time to consecrate them to
Changd," she answered. “T'l tell you when.”

Opening her handbag again, she pulled out a small bottle
of rum and a plastic bag filled with a mixture of popoom, toasted
earn, and bits of smoked fish and dried possum. She handed bath
to me, and pavsed momentarily to light a frash cigar.

“Twill walk in fromt of vou now,* she told me. "Butwhen
we return, vou must walk in front of me. Follow me, throwing
handfuls of the corn micture to Both gides of the woods as we
move aleng. The feod is for Oeain and the ik who lve in the
forest, a0 the earth will be richer and mare fertile with our offer-
ing. Asvouwalk along, keeplacking at the ground until yowaeea
broken branch that appeals to you, When you do, pick it up at
onee. It is vour pala.™

She took the rum from my hands and started to walk nto
the woods. Every ance in a while, she would take a mouthiful of
rumn, pursing her lips Hizhtly and forcing the liquid out, to spray
the trees and the shrubbery with a fine miat. [This technique is
harder than it sounds, and took me a long time to perfect.)

As she walked, smoking and spraying, my madrina
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chanted fo the woods in Yofuba, ancient songe which had been
heard by the earth since primondial times, Very slowly, but un-
mistakably, the atmosphere around us began to change. Thelight
breeze that had been munning through the trees suddenly
stopped. The air seemed heavy and motionless, as if it had a
form. The leaves were immobile, as if frozen in time, and [eould
g dozena of birds among the tree branches, all curiowshy silent
and observeant, Hatening intently to the pleintive singing in the
andent, primeval lengue.

Fallowing my madrina’s admonition, T walked behind
her, dizpersing Ehe corn mixture o the left and to Lhe right of our
trail, looking [or a suitable tree branch. Among the bright leaves,
the dull gling of silver sud denly caught my eye. I stirred the leaves
with the Gp of my boot and uncovered a natural crook, formed by
a twisted tree branch, weathered to a silver patina. T picked it up
and called out to my medrina that I had found the palo we were
gearching for.

She waited for me to join her and reached out for the
crock.

"Thet's a real beauty,” she said edmiringly, “and it has
the blessing of (rRain because it is & twisted tree branch with a
handle—his traditional symbel in Santeria,”

“¥What do we do now?™ [ asked.

"¥We thank Osein for his bleasings and leave nine pennics
where you found the branch es a derecho for the dead, for whom
it Is intended.” She took the nine pennies from her handbag and
gave them to me. While I deposited them emong the leaves, she
geid the last prayer to Osain.

We returnad the same way we came, this time with me in
the l=ad.

“Use the palo as a shepherd’s staff,” my madrina tuld
me. “Lean on it, get used to its feel, for it will always be yours,
end it will always provide vou with strength and comiort, eape-
cially when things look darkest."

We left the park, drove directly 0 my house, and had a
late lunch. Then my madrina sat in my study and proceeded to
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adorn the palo with fabbens atud tiny bells she had bBraught feam
har house. She rafused to accept any payment for them or for the
chickens, which she had bought with her own manay.

“You just pay the derechn,” she said. “Thal's three-
fifteen for Elegeui and two dollars for the dead. That sacred
money must always be paid for the ebbi 1o be uccassful

She had brought nine diffarant shades of ribbona, ebout
half an inch in width. Theae she tad leboriously to the palo, one
after the other, forming & silky row that reached nearly to the
ground. She atteched the bells to the ends of the ribbons and
when she waa finiched jingled the crook by tapping it lightly
against the floor. She then hendaed it to me.

“Here's your palo,” she said, with a smile. “May it bring
you ma.n].r blessings.”

“Thank you, madrina,” I aeid, hugging her warmly. "It
looks so protty, 1 think I will keep it in my study.”

“But it isn't meant for the atudy,” she azid. “It's meant
tor the bathroom, where one pravs to and feeds the desd.”

1 was familiar with thizs cuztom of Santerie, but had never
been able to understand it.

"Why the baghroom?”

#Papguse it 3 the coldest and darkest room in 2 kouse,
not unlike a tomb. And becanse it is the place where one cleanses
the body of all ita impurities.”

She stond up with same effort and picked up har hand-
bag and the palo. “Bring one of the chickens and come with me to
the bathroom,™ she said.

Thiz was the part I dreaded the most, but [ opened the
box with the chickens, picked up one at random, end followed
my medrina. She leaned the palo against one of the bathroom
walls, and out of her seemingly boiomless handbag pulled a box
of candles, a small candlestick, a small Bottle of nam, a package of
panatelas, a jar of honev, another jar with the familiar com
mixture, and matches, lining them all up carefully on the floor,
Shestood up, asked me to stand by the bathroom door, and ook
the chicken from my hand. Holding the animal by its legs, she
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quickly pasaed it all over mv body, starting from the top of my
head and ending at the fest.

Do you know why I'm doing this?™ she asked me.

“To transfer any negative vibrations around me to the
chicken,” she answered.

She snorted and nedded. “Right. Now hald the chicken
for me while I consecrate it.”

I tak the chicken from her hands and watched her ag che
lit the eternal cigar, tumed it around, and inserted the lit part
inside her mouth, 1 winced instinctively, expecting it to burn her
tompue and lips. But she simply Blew thick clouds of smoke
through the unlit end of the cigar, which acted in every way asan
open spout, When the bathroom was heavy with smaoke, she put
the cigar aside, and took a generous mouthiul of rum and sprayed
the chicken with a fine mist, She then tock the chicken from my
hands and held it dght over the pala.

At this point she began to moyubar, invoking the deadin
Yoruba,

Ik e gaed ey w bad bod, and le h_gw myd wn baf bai, eyé o
Huai ayd un b.zi'baz q,h:' I Howed aps un bl bai m.;'é o, lanahd awe
ayd wx bal hai |

She began to name all the dead santeros mayaores, ane by
one, as her own madrina had taught her, She then turned o me
and asked me to mention afl the people in my family who had
died, starting with my great-great-grandparents and moving on
to the precsent. Thie toek some thought, but 1 fnally aceomplished
it.

As soon as the lengthy prayers were over, she flipped her
wrigt 20 quickly I anly caught the glint of her gold bracelats as
ther danced on her wriet, tearing the chicken's head with one
swift mation. And then there was a stream of blood falling di-
rectly on to the crock's silvery bark and many-colored ribbans,

“Quickly, open the jar of honey and pour some of it over
the palo.™ As she spoke, she moved the chicken's body all aver
the eroak, to make sure it was thoroughly sprinkled with blood.
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As T poured the honey over the pala, T automatically
tasted it with & forelinger, following the ald teadition of Santeria
that seys that honey belongs to Oshin. Since she wes once
puisonad with honey, this liguid muat always be tasted doringan
ebbi so the onsha knows the honay is free of impurities.

After sprinkling the palo with blood, my madrina placed
the chicken's body on the fleor next to the palo and began pulling
teathers fram the bird, which she then placed over the palo. The
blood and honey caused the feathers to stick to the branch,
covering some but not all of the sibbons. The palo’s final appear-
ance was curipusly attractive. Contrary to my worst feare, 1did
not receil from it in horror but felt rather close to it as if it
embodied much positive strength.

My madrina told me to place a glaas of cool water by the
palo, and set a lighted candle on the candlestick next to the
water, From her handbag che pulled out four pieces of coconut,
refreshed them with cool water, and asked the iki where they
wished the body of the chicken to be disposed of. The answer was
the woods, where the remains of the chicken would be dutifully
buried the next day.

Now it was Hime to “feed" the dead. My madrina placed
ont the floor a small dish with the corn mixhere and some of the
remnnants of our lunch.

“Eemember, the dead den't eat like we do, ™ she warned
me. “But food is energy, and it is this energy that we are offering
to our ancestors. Since the food you are offering is part of your
own, it is as if you were offering them a part of vour own energy
gupply.”

2 “But it is all so primitive, madrina,* T said doubtfully, Tt
iz as #f T were renouneing all civilized thought.”

“You're not doing anything of the sort,” she said, chak-
ing her head. “You haven't renounced anything, You're still very
much the same person vou were before the ceremeny, What you
have done is to acknowledge the existenee of a epiritual reality
parallel to your physical body, and to accept the close identifea-



100
RITUALS AND CEREMONIES

Hon between all natural things, The journey vou have embarked
on i3 a journey within, and because of it, you will emerge a better
human being.”

"“Hut what aboul the chicken?” | insisted. "lsn't it cruel b
deprive it of its life?”

"Da you believe in reincarnation and spiritual evolu-
Hom?™" she asked.

“Yes, [do,” [ said. “These are beliefs held by most of the
world's major religions.”

“Well, then, think that its sacrifice for a spiritual cause
will vastly advance thie chicken's spiritual evolution. Do you

thinik it would have advanced ae much—or suffered less—if it had
died to grace your table and satisty your hunger?™

“Inever thought of it that way, " I said. I'was bo remember
these words many times. As [ grew closer to the mysteries of
Santeria, T ofen watched ritual sacrificoes and wondered at the
ultimate deetiny of the energies that made up the animal's
gpiritual eszence,

“There's no cruelty in anything we do in Santeria," seid
my madrina softly, “Our only concern is o serve God and the
orishas by observing certain natural lawe, Sacrifice is sometimes
IIE-I:'i'.'EEEl.I"l." because it too is a natural law. You will learn more as
time g;m*s. or. But now it's time to feed Eleggua. He has waited
long enough.”

As she offered the second chicken to Elegpua, [ found
myszalf thinking of the orisha instead of the chicken. 1 visualized
him as a pulsating energy that absorbed the animal sacrifice,
transmubing it to radiant, eternal life. I knew then why the ma-
drina wanted to sacrifice to Elaggud in my house. She wanted his
essence to permaate all that sureounded me. T {2l his Pn:-werf'ul
emanation touch me momentarily, filling me with a great seren-
fty, Feeling that, [ understood at last the meaning of sacrifice and

the unity of things.
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In the spring of 1980, the ASPCA, apparently acting on a
teighbor's tip, raided an apartment in the Bronx where an asiento
was about o take place, According fo an article in The Newr Yeork
Times,* ASPCA agents came upon “a scene of blood-spattered
confusion.” Several chickens and hameters and a poat had al-
ready been sacrificed, and the raiders confiscated eighteen chick-
ens, three goats, and several hamslers,

This report gave Santeria a few months of adverse and
much sensationalized publicity, when a great deal of speculation
took place on the purpose of the gacrifices, The press, obviously
unfamiliar with Santera, commoenly used terme like “satanic
cults™ and ““bizarre ritualistic activities.”* This near-hysteria was
guite understandable. Ritualistic killings and "“blood sacrifices™
are supposed to be the exclusive realm of horror stories and
B-grade films, and are not supposed to happen in real life. It
compounded the santeras’ plight when a young boy was found
hanging upside down froma tree in a Bron park, with his throat
cut and a bottle filled with his blood at the roots of the tree. When
two bodies showed up in Manhattan, completely drained of

*See The N York Times, Bay 24, 1280, po 27,
=eae the Mew Yark Post, At 9, 1980
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blood and showing all the signs of ritualistic murder, again San-
terfa was maomentarily suspect.

The zanieros withstood all these suspicions with their
proverbial equanimity, “It will be all dght,” my madrina com-
mented. “It's all in the hands of God and the orishas. This
religlon did not come all the way from Africa Lo fall prey o
religious discrimination.”™

Ouddly cnowgzh, this statement found echoes in the atti-
tudes of the ASPCA, who publicly expressed the sentiment that
there was a “great deal of good in this religion,”™ and that they
were not bying to peraecute peaple for thelr religious beliefs. A
high official of the ASPCA went so far as saying in the same
newspaper interview that he only wished that “we could get
together with the babalawos and talk. Maybe we could straighten
this thing aut.™

Around the zame time theze articles appeared, a high
official of a well-known civic organization had been creating a
great deal of legal difficultiea for the santeros. Finally tired of his
relentless persecution, a geoup of alochas gathered together in
Upper Manhattan to dizcuss the situation. What their final deci-
gion was [ do not know, but cne of the iyalochas who had
atbetided the meeting expressed the feelings of the olochas during
a tambor shortly efterwards.

"We do not wish Lo break the law in any wav,” she told
me, “and would be willing to pay a license fee for the animal
sacrifices to the proper authorities, or do whatever is necessary bo
comply with the law. We can understand people's curiosity and
concern, and we would welcome the opportunity to show the
world that our religion is pure and beautiful. What we will not
telerate is the abuse and constant persecution being inflicted
upon us by this particular official” She paused for some mo-
ments, then went an geimly. “And we are gaing lo do something
about it. We don’t believe in putting out contracls on someone’s
life like the Mafia does. But we have our waye, . . 7

“See the Sunday MNews Magazine, August 10, 1980,
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Several weeks later | met the official in question, and he
offered to drive me home. Our route took ua through one of New
York's major highways, All durng the teip, his brand new car
chugged reluctantly along the highway, threatening to stop at
every turn of the raoad. When we finallv arrived at my house, the
official tumed to me and said, “Flease, Miss Wippler, tell the
santeros to get off my back!™

| lpoked at him curiously.

"What do you mean?” [ asked. "What have the santeros
done by vou?”

He covared his face with trembling hands, “Evervthing ™
he said hoarsely, “T've lost my job, My fnanccs are a disaster, my
home lite is collapsing, my health is deterioriating, even my caris
giving up onme. 1 don't know what to do anymore.” He unoov-
ered his face, and 1could see the desperation in his eyes. His hand
mached out and touched mine. *Please 1]l them Lo lay off me. T
won't bother them anymore. T promise. Tust tell them to leave me
alone!™

“But how do you know the santeros have anything to da
with this? I asked him. *It could all be & coincidence.” [ did not
believe my own words, but 1 wanted to allay his fears.

“Tt's o coincidence,” he insisted. “Tt's them, T know!
Flease promise me vou'll speak to them.™

I remembered the ivalocha's worde at the tambor and
shivered a little. "T'll convey your message ko the santeres,” 1 old
him. “T tan’t make any promises, but I'll speak with them,™

When I spoke to the same fyalocha who had made the
veiled threat, she shrugeed her shoulders, “He'll be all vight
now,” she told me. "We won't cause him any trouble as long as
he eaves us in pesce.”

[ do not know what happened after this, because I never
heard feom the man again. But the santeros, the ASPCA, and the
Department of Health are at present discussing the legal prob-
lems of amimal sacrifice: and are reportedly making progress,

Blood sacrifice is not new, The Bible i=s full of inslances
where the Hebrews offered blood sacrifices g0 God. The ritual of
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circumcision and Abmaham's willingness to sacrifice his only son
are only bwo examples of the importance of blood to establish a
covenant with the Dweity. “For blood is the life,” say the scrip-
tures. Tr the first chapter of Leviticus, God speaks fo Moses outof
the tabernacle about how a burnt offering must be presented to
him:

“And he shall kill the bullock before the Lord: and the
priests, Aaron's song, shall bring the blood, and sprinkle the
blood round about the altar that is by the door of the tabernacle of
the comgregetion . . .7 (Lewviticua 1:5)

The book of Numbers melates that when Mozes had fully
set up the tabernacle and ancinted and sanctified it, the twelve
princes who represented the twelve tobes of Istael came to bring
thedr offerings to honar the Lord,

“And the Lord said to Moeses, They shall offer their offer-
ing, each prince an his day, for the dedication of the altar . . .
And he that offered hia offering the firat day was NMéhshon the
son of Amminadab, of the tribe of Tudah:

“And his offering was one silver charger, the weight
thereof was a hondred and thirty chekels, one silver bowl of
seventy shekels, after the shekel of the sanctuary: both of them
were full of fine flour mingled with oil for a meat offering;

“One spoon of ten shekela of gold, full of incense:

"One yvoung bullock, one ram, one lamb of the first year,
tor a burnt offering:

"And for a sactifice of peace offerings, two oxen, five
rams, five he-goate, five lambs of the first year: this was the
offering of Wahshan, the son of Amminadab . . " (Numbers
T1I-17]

When Jesue was born, his mother Mary, unable to bring
the required lamb of the first year for her ritual cleansing, brought
instead two young pigeons to the priest, one for the burmnt offer-
ing and the ather for a sin offering (Luke 2:22-24). These instrc-
tions are clearly delineated in Chapter 12 of Leviticus.

Jesus himselt underlined the importance of blood sac-
rifice during the Last Supper, when he raised a goblet of wine
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and said to his disciples: “Drink ye all ofit. For thisia my blood of
tue new testament, which iz shed for many for the remission of
aina"™ [Matthew 26:27-28), This “Blood sacrifice™ of Jesus is stll
enacted in the Catholic mass,

Toensure properobservance of the andent laws, modem
rabbie have acquired special permits that allow them to sacrifice
the animals that are going to be consumed by their congregations.
These enimals are still slaughlered in strict acoordance with the
Mosaic [ews.

Mozl of the animals sacrificed in Santeri@ are alsa con-
sumed by the santeros and their families, This meat, congacrated
to the orishas, is believed to have great healing powers, and
members of the religion consider themsalves lucky when they
can partake of it. Bub when an animal has been sacrificed during a
ritual cleanging, it is believed to have absorbed the problems,
dangers, and negative vibratons of the person who underwent
the cleensing, end is disposed of without being eaten.

“Animals are bemg a-luughteredbj. the millions every day
tor meat consumption,” said my madrina, puffing as alwa-*s on
her cigar ‘Wh]_.r fan't God and the UD.EhEIE- have a few?” She
shaok her heed and blew out a thick elowd of smolke, “TH's the
hypocrisy I den't Tike,™ she added. *Those same people who cry
out because the santeras give a few animals to the orishas don't
shed any tears owver their roast lamb or chicken cecciatore. And
those animela suffer when they die. Have you ever been to a
elanghterhouse? Well, I have. The stench of decaying blood is so
terrible the animals sense thelr fate long before they ate killed,
The animals that are aacrificad to the orishas ere Mllad awiftly,
gently, out of respect for the saints, They don't suffer half as
mu:l.llll

“But they do suffer, madrina,™ T sald quietly.

"Den’t you?" she angwared bluntly, "Dnesn“twur}':‘:lne?'
Would vou rather have apared the life of the chicken you gave to
Eleggua and died instead with over thiee hundred people en
vaur way beck from Denmark?™

“Of course not,™ I said, with an uncomfortable smile.
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“And what dao you think the penple on that plane would
have said?” she insisted. “What do yau think their choice would
have beent

“Muost 0f them might not have belivved &, T said.

“That's not true,” my madrina said finmly, "Teople be-
lieva anything when they are facing death.”

Another time, upon my querying her an her constant
smoking of a cigar, she returned to the question of sacrifice,

"Everything in nature is full of energy, achg, life,” she
sald, "When you give some of this energy o the crishas, it is
returned to you a thousandfold in whichever form you prefer.
BEload is the highest concentration of energy, bub not the anly
orve, Candles, for instance, give outa great deal of energy becanse
uf the wis they're made of, When you lighta candle, the energies
which are partnf the wax are relezsed into the atmosphere. If the
candle is dedicated to God or 1o one of the ocrishas, who are
manifestations of God, the wax's energy is absorbed by the [oree
0 whom it i dedica

“Like the hurnt sscrfices of the anclent Hebrews,™ |
interposed.

"Yes," said my madrina approvingly. “It's the same
thing with a cigar, Tobacco iz a very potent plant. 1L has a lot of
power. When vou smoke a strong cigar, you are releasing a great
deal of energy. If you're conaciously directing the smoke to work
for vou, it will, A lot of other weeds do the same thing, but some,
like marijuana and mescal, are bad because they cannot be di-
rected or controlled. They usually contral vou.”

"Are cigarettes potent enough to be used like the cigar?”

"M, " she said, “becanse you inhale a cigarette’s smoke.
That way, you're not releasing any energics.”

A few yearaago,” [ said, "Barbara Walters went to Cuba
to interview Fidel Casiro. When | saw the film m BNew York 1
noticed that all during their conversalian, Fidel kepton smuking
long havanas and blowing aut large clouds of smoke which kept
the room in a kind of hiee, When [ started watching the inter-
view, | was decidedly ant-Castro, but by the time it was aver [
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was thinking Fidel soundad verv intelligent and amiable and not
half the ogre | thought he was. Later an, several hiends who had
walched the intarview expressed the same sentiment. We were
still against everything he stood for, and vel were fascinated by
the man. Tnow wonder if that cigar had anything to do with it.™

Ay madrina had “made the saint” in Havana and her
great love for Cuba did not extend to Fidel Caatra.

"l saw that interview,” she said. "He doesn’t need o
moyubar with a cigar iocontrel people, He's pot something betler
thin that.™

She then proceeded to tell me a story which [ have gince
then heard from other sources. The story concerns Cuba’s deep
involvement with Santeria, an mvalvement which has externded
to Puerta Rico, Santo Domingo, New York, Miami, Chicago, and

all tha places where large groups of exiled Cobans are found.

Many Yorubas were brought to the Caribbean islands
and to South America, Because their religion required the use of
herbs, plants, and trees, the jungle areas of Cuba and Brazil were
ideally auited to the Yorubaa and their orishas, Tn Brazil, the
Yoruba religion became known as Macumba, Candomblé, and
Santuaric. In Cuba it becane known as Santeria and Lucumi. In
both countries, the African beliefs became a very important part
of the peaple’s cultural and spiritual development. Santeria is an
Initringic part of Cuban music, religious practices, and socal stnac-
ture. Our Lady of La Caridad del Cobre, the patron saintof Cuba,
in syneretized as Oshin, one of the Yorubas® most powerful
orishas. Every year, aon ar around Seplember 8, there is @ high
mass in her hanor in 5t Patrick’s Cathedral in New York City,
This day, marked as her day in the Catholic calendar of saints, is
alzo obaervad by the sankeros with special ceremonies in her
honor. Even those Cubana who do not practice the religion are
aware of its tremerndous impact on other Cubans,

The 1958 revolution created many difficultes for Santerda
in Cuba, There are many rumors of persecution and abuse, One
highly unlikely story claima that Fidel deessed a famed statue of
Oshiin with combat clothes similar to the ones he always woars,
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Another story says that he appropriated the considerable trea-
sures of the sanctuary of another popular orisha, Babalo-Aya,
gyncretized as St Lazarus and immaorialized by Desi Arnaz with
drum and song in T Leve Lucy.™

Che santero who ardved from Cuba in the “freedom
flotifla,” told me that Fidel always weara hwo wristwatches, re-
portedly to hide his initiatlon bracelet from curious eves. To this
santere and to many others like him, Fidel is an initiated olocha of
griat powers. Lt is also said that during Fidel's stay in the Cuban
manigta, &8s he prepared for the revalution, he and his followers
worshipped Eleggua, who lives in the woods and is the first
warrior of the Yoruba pantheon. According to this story, all the
attacks against the santeros in Cuba are a smokescreen created by
Fidel to hide the fact that he himaelf is an evid practitioner of
Sanberia.

Another santera who has lived in New York for many
vears claims to have witnessed a grand ritual during which Fidel
was immersed in a bathtub filled with the bloed of sacrifidal
enimala to make him invulnerable against harm and give him
total control over his enemies.

According to many santeros, the battle between Fidel
Castro and former Cuban President Fulgencio Batista was fought
om twa levels: the physical world end the world of the orishas.
Fidel won the war, but could not destroy Batista, who escaped
from Cuba with milliona of dollara and retited to Spain where he
died of natural canses many years later. Batista, said to have been
& devoted believer of Santeria, allegedly owed his miraculous
escepe from Havana to the protection of the orishas,

A well-kiown story tells how the defeated Batista waited
alone in the Presidential Palace after Fidel's victerious entrance
into Havana, He held a loaded pistol close to his head, ready ta

*This famous chant to Babali-Aye was recorded by Cuban singsr
Mignelito Valdés under the Columbia label many years before Desi sang
it.
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