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A Voodoo Ceremony
 (Invocation of the Spirits)




I.

“What would you like, please?”, a black waitress asked me after I sat down at one of the tables in my favorite restaurant in Lagos.

“An English breakfast, please”, I replied. Almost every weekend I went to this restaurant at this time. For the first two years I worked in Lagos, I had a friendly relationship with the Nigerian waitresses. When I entered the dining room, they greeted me with: Hey Bob, nice to see you. But a few weeks ago, they started treating me coldly. Today, I am greeted with: Please take a seat, Mister! Why “Mister” suddenly? Previously they asked: Bob, would you like the English breakfast again? They knew what I wanted. Now they ask: What would you like, please?

They served me an excellent breakfast every time, so I continued to go to that restaurant. Their manners were polite, but they had become very formal toward me. The former familiarity had vanished.

What had happened? We had so many stimulating conversations together. The waitresses were very interested in Europe, and I was able to tell them a lot about it. They also talked to me about African ways of life. This gave me first-hand insights from their daily experiences. It was something completely different than reading about it in a book.

But then I made a mistake: It was not a secret that Voodoo was practiced in Lagos. But I wanted to know more. So, I asked where in Lagos Voodoo was practiced and what rituals were used. From that moment on, the previously friendly waitresses’ behavior changed. They became distant, only talking to me when necessary.

I told this to a black female colleague, and she said: “Oh, so you are the white one who asked about Voodoo!” Apparently, word had already spread in the immediate area about my intrusive way of asking questions.

“Yes”, I confessed, “I asked for it, and now the waitresses don’t like me anymore.”

“They still like you”, my colleague explained, “they just want to protect you from yourself. They fear that if you continue to poke around in this subject, you’ll put yourself in danger. And they also want to protect themselves. If you continue to search for information, some of the Voodoo Priests will find out about it, and they won’t like that you suddenly know so much about Voodoo. If they then ask the waitresses, ‘how does he know all this?’, they want to be able to say, ‘he doesn’t know that from us. We only talked to him about menu and drink orders.’”

“And why shouldn’t a white person know anything about Voodoo?”, I asked.

“Voodoo is a part of our black culture”, she replied in an energetic tone, “Voodoo is none of your business!” She saw my surprised look.

“You work here in this company as the head of the finance department”, she continued, “if you tell us to do this or that job, we’ll do it. And if you ask me about the way to any shops or anywhere else, I’ll give you the correct information. But don’t ask me about Voodoo. Voodoo is none of your business. I give you a good advice: Stay out of it!”

I didn’t stay out of it. Later, I realized I should have done better.




II.

So, I continued to poke around this topic. However, I refrained from discussing Voodoo with customers or with the staff at other restaurants; I didn’t want to risk being disliked in the future. Instead, I asked Africans from my wider circle of acquaintances, mostly partygoers with whom I met frequently.

My attempts to learn more about Voodoo didn’t yield any significant insights. Some people evaded my questions. Others claimed they didn’t know anything specific about it, which I didn’t believe. And when someone answered my questions, the answers were very meager.

One day, I received a written invitation from the manager of the restaurant I still enjoyed, as a frequent guest, to a complimentary breakfast. The date was the following Saturday at 9:00 a.m.

I accepted the invitation and was treated to a first-class breakfast. The service was also friendlier. They made great efforts to please me. Was the reason for this preferential treatment because I visited this restaurant so often? My feelings told me there must be another reason.

When I finished my breakfast, a waitress approached me and said: “Please don’t leave yet. There’s someone here who is willing to talk to you about Voodoo.”

Aha! So, arranging this meeting here was the real reason for the breakfast invitation. I was surprised. Until now, no matter how hard I tried, no one had been willing to tell me more about Voodoo. Now someone offered to do it, without I didn’t ask for it.

“Please follow me”, the waitress asked me and led me into a separate room, usually used for private parties and conferences. As I entered, I saw a middle-aged black African sitting at the head of a long table. I estimated him to be around forty years old. He was wearing a dark gray suit with a white shirt and a light blue tie. His shoes were shiny black. Next to him was a leather briefcase. From his appearance, he could have been a lawyer or a manager.

“This is Mr. Bob Lizard”, the waitress introduced me. Then she left the room.

“Sit down!”, he commanded in a harsh tone. He gestured toward a chair that wasn’t directly next to him, so that when I sat down, there was a large distance between him and me. He studied me through his gold-rimmed glasses. He didn’t say a word. To break the silence, I hesitantly asked: “So, you’re willing to answer my questions about Voodoo?”

“No!”, he answered imperiously. It quickly became clear that this would not be a conversation on equal terms. He made unmistakably clear that he intended to take the dominant role. He seemed unfriendly.

“If you don’t want to answer my questions, why did we meet here?”, I wondered.

“I’m going to tell you something about Voodoo”, he replied, “so you’ll finally stop asking around about Voodoo. It’s starting to get annoying. You don’t need to ask me any questions; I’m only telling you what we want you to know. Now, I have a question for you: Is ‘Lizard’ your real name?”

“No”, I said, “my colleagues saw me photographing small lizards that often scurry around our company premises. Then they nicknamed me Lizard. The service staff of this restaurant must have picked up on it when some of my colleagues called me so.”

Now a slight smile appeared on the black African’s face. I was about to tell him my real name, but he interrupted me: “Well, then I’m correctly informed.”

From this answer, I concluded that he already knew my real name or that he wasn’t interested in it at all. This man was difficult to assess. Who was this man? I didn't even know his name, he didn´t tell me. But apparently, he knew something about me. How? From whom? He said he would only tell me, ‘what we want you to know’. Who was meant by ‘we’? Questions upon questions that I knew he wouldn’t answer.

“Well, Mr. Lizard”, he addressed me by my nickname, “we’ll start with some historical background. Voodoo comes from Vodun. It’s a word from the Fon language, spoken primarily in the areas of present-day Benin and Togo. Vodun means spirit. Vodun is a religion; it originated in West Africa, in the ancient African kingdoms of Dahomey and Guinée. Slaves who were brought from these kingdoms to Haiti developed Haitian Voodoo by adapting to their changed living conditions there. There is a similar religion in Cuba that arose in the same way. It’s called ‘Santeria’. It has some similarities to Voodoo, but it is a different religion. But that’s just a side note; let’s stick with Voodoo. When, generations later, some descendants of the former slaves returned to West Africa, which they considered their original homeland, there were rapprochements between Haitian Voodoo and West African Vodun.

He paused briefly and took a sip of tea. I noticed that tea was available only for him. There was no tea set for me. But I refrained from asking for it.

“So, that was a little introduction to the history of Voodoo”, he ended his speech, “I think we should leave it at that for now. You can come here next Saturday at the same time as today, Mr. Lizard, and then I’ll tell you more.”

He stood up abruptly, picked up his briefcase, and left before I could thank him or say goodbye.

It was a brief meeting, and at times not very friendly. But I was just glad that someone was willing to talk to me about Voodoo at all.
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