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Ñañiguism [Abakuá] is not a masquerade, nor a fearsome society: it is an ethnic re-importation: it is an African country that plays, chants, and dances things that in Africa must have meaning. What does it mean? Like Hamlet, I said, That is the question.

—SPANISH PENAL AUTHORITY (Salillas 1901: 342)

History has two parts: that which happens and that which is written.

—CUBAN ABAKUÁ LEADER, 2001


To all who struggle to defend historical memory of family and community
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A NOTE ON THE TYPOGRAPHY AND WORD USAGE

The font used for Èfìk orthography is PanKwa. Èfìk has two tones: high and low.1 Starting in the 1860s, the standard writing system of Èfìk has been based on the Roman alphabet, now modified by the addition of diacritic marks above the letter. Accent marks over vowels and nasal consonants indicate tone: acute [´] for high tone and grave [`] for low tone. The umlaut (two dots over a vowel) as used by Goldie in the old Èfìk orthography has been replaced with the subdot (ẹ and ọ), as used in the current official orthography for Èfìk, as well as Ìgbo and Yorùbá (cf. Essien c. 1982, 1985). Without such diacritics, Roman spellings of Èfìk words would be either ambiguous (out of context) or meaningless. One would be unable to distinguish the Ékpè chieftaincy title Mbàkàrà and the Èfìk term Mbàkárá, meaning “those who govern” (popularly used to mean “white man”); to distinguish between úyò meaning “voice” from ùyó meaning “biscuit” (Aye 1991) or the Ékpè leopard club of the Cross River region from the Èkpè religious ritual among neighboring Ìgbo of Ngwa, Umuahia, and Owerri (Amankulor 1972). Or, in Ejagham, between nsìí meaning “earth” and nsí meaning “fish” (P. O. E. Bassey, 2005, pers. comm.). Because diacritics have not become standard in Èfìk publications, I have used them when possible, in other cases, more research is required.

Several comparisons are made in this volume between words derived from Cross River languages as used in contemporary Cuba and words used in contemporary West Africa. When introducing Abakuá words, their Hispanicized spelling as commonly written in Cuba has been altered to be phonetic in English, so that ñáñigo becomes nyányigo; Usaguaré becomes Usagaré; Aguana becomes Awana; Bacocó becomes Bakokó, Embácara becomes Mbákara, and so on. In this way, I intend to make the terms easy to pronounce by readers from both sides of the Atlantic, leaving evident to the critical reader any conclusions about their similarities or sources.


FOREWORD



Engineer Chief Bassey Efiong Bassey is highly regarded in the Calabar community for his knowledge of the history and practice of the Ékpè system and for sharing some of his wisdom in the book Ékpè Èfik (2001). He was among several Ékpè title-holders who actively supported my research in southeastern Nigeria and southwestern Cameroon. My study was completed only after learning from Bassey’s insights into the Cuban materials. Thanks to his generosity, we have made great advances in the interpretation of Abakuá through Ékpè consciousness and symbols.

—IVOR MILLER



Trans-Atlantic trade in slaves involved mostly Africans of the tropical forest region of what is popularly referred to as the Dark Continent. The main ports of embarkation of the slaves were in the geographical zone of West Africa, more precisely the Gulf of Guinea. Calabar, an inland port with access to the Atlantic Ocean and beyond, played the ignominious role, among a few others, of facilitating the trade promoted and funded by Europeans and white Americans who did not think much of black Africans. The trade was premised on the belief that black Africans were not worth more than preferred beasts of burden. Being beasts, they were not entitled to human rights and privileges. Consequently they were said to be devoid of culture, tradition of note, and civilization. Even though the principles of human rights were not well accepted in the world, the slaves were exposed to more inhuman treatment in their new abodes than they ever experienced in their original homes of purchase. The black procurers and sellers, not realizing the attendant insults to their persons, fell for the immediate monetary gains. Soon afterward, stories filtered through to slave masters in the land of purchase, causing a few to regret the part they had played, especially when the status of some of those sold out came to mind. Some of those sold had claims to royalty in their original homes. After a while the world came round to recognize the dehumanizing practices and stamped them out. Action taken was limited to the protection and prevention of abuses to the body. The psyche was left unattended and has continued to receive bashings ever until today.

Primordial culture, tradition, and civilization are endowments to man from birth. Some are more conscious of their psyche than others. Background and environment bestow form and color. Black Africans are perhaps more conscious of their psyche than the white race. They had from birth been exposed to vehicles for bringing them into conscious rapport with their psyche. The vehicles are music, dance forms, incantations, variety of equipment, to mention but a few. They are employed discriminatingly, in a synthesis named culture, to bring one into contact with his psyche. To a black African, culture is the food that nourishes his psyche. It is the dynamic body-cleansing agent that facilitates conscious contact with the psyche. It is exportable in the hands of experts of the culture, and because psyche is involved, differences that occur between the same culture in different lands, far and near, are not significant. Tradition is sedentary. It is localized.

Without a firm cultural base, tradition is subject to changes brought about by external forces and time. Civilization has become a discriminating tool in the hands of the white race. Those not educated in the ways of the white race are looked upon as uncivilized. No one asks what those who are not educated in the ways of black African should be called. In the context of black African, no one is accepted into a cultural school unless he is humble, submits, and acknowledges the culture. Appreciation comes later, and the outpouring of civilization comes much later. There is first the desire to know and a belief that a school for learning exists, even though it may be informal. Despite these conditionalities, commentators were in the habit of pouring scorn on African practices. They wrote copiously after fleeting visits to Africa, where they were joined by religious pundits and governments to blot out belief in indigenous culture, tradition, and civilization. It was an attempt to rubbish black African self-esteem.

A trained black African is conscious of his psyche and invests to nurse it. He is not at home in an environment that is not conducive for his cultural practices. So he tries to make room for it. The much-heralded abolition of slavery had limited benefits for black African slaves. Even after emancipation they had little or no freedom to practice their culture or to be involved in their civilization. The Cuban situation narrated by Dr. Ivor Miller points clearly to that. Freedom was peripheral. The psyche was still in bondage. Under the guise of prevention of budding rebellion, Africans in Diaspora were denied the freedom of involvement in their indigenous culture, religion, and other psyche-searching activities. Here again Dr. Miller’s experience in Cuba is relevant. To further firm their grip on blacks, the white masters and their supporters took to peddling of contentious stories about imagined powers of cultism, black magic, and witchcraft. Of all the practices, cultism was the most feared. This was partly because witchcraft and black magic were well-established practices among the white race, whereas cultism, which the whites were advised to avoid in their own interest, was supposedly the preserve of blacks. It is not unnatural for practices that are unfamiliar to a foreigner to be looked upon with awe. The engagement of black African communication techniques may cause spasm of shivering on the unenlightened. The whites were generally afraid when their imagination went rioting out of ignorance. It was not long before they felt insecure, to the point of conjecturing a possible overrun of constituted authority by the blacks engaged in cultism. The Cuban experience is relevant.

Denial of the existence of black culture, tradition, and civilization had its adherents among some blacks brow-beaten to accept the humiliation as a fact of life. Those who knew they had something of value resisted, and these were those whose investment had brought them into conscious contact with their psyche. The Cuban experience of Dr. Miller is supportive. That was why the attempt to effectively prohibit the more worthy practices of the blacks failed. Aside from fear, occasioned by lack of knowledge of the psyche as perceived by an African trained in his culture, Christian religious attempts to reach psyche knowledge through circumlocutious routes and practices caused problems. By this, Christianity introduced profound bias into the matter. It may well be that some blacks do not posses any culture of note. Certainly not those of the Cross River basin of Nigeria, where some of the slaves came from. In Cuba, the popular belief among the white population was that black culture practiced in the country is home grown, and therefore lacking in the depth of a culture of note. If that were true, it meant the black culture of Cuba is as old as the blacks in Cuba. Being of recent origin, the claim to culture could not be sustained. That was also the position of various commentators, governments, and the white race generally.

The situation remained the same until Dr. Ivor Miller buried the white man’s pride, humbled, and submitted himself to be admitted into black culture at its roots in Calabar. Having lived in Cuba studying the Abakuá culture, he was amazed to find a striking similarity between Abakuá and Ékpè/[image: image] Society of Calabar and beyond. This confirmed the oral tradition of Abakuá that traced its origin to Calabar. Dr. Miller learned from his travels in the Cross River region of West African and neighboring sovereign countries. He experienced the benefits of humility and submission to black culture and learned from the custodians of Ékpè/[image: image] culture. After his initiation into the culture, benefits of the system are dawning on him, and if he is patient, he may discover in time that a civilization exists. In the short term, what he saw and learned are similar if not identical with his experience of Cuban Abakuá. The proof of relationship came when he brought Abakuá exponents to Calabar. The spontaneous reactions of the Cubans to Ékpè/[image: image] music, dance forms, acclamations, and others proved beyond doubt to the Cubans and Ékpè/[image: image] exponents that Abakuá and Ékpè/[image: image] are sister organizations with the same root. All are employing the same techniques to bring man into conscious contact with his psyche and enable him to know himself.

There is much talk about cultism—not only in Cuba. The initial instinct of a man about the things he does not understand is the attempt to exterminate or get away from it. Extermination may be through deliberate wrong labeling, blackmailing, and the assignment of spurious supernatural powers of destruction. Attitudes of the white race of Cuba are not unusual. It had been the practice the world over. But are Abakuá, Ékpè, and [image: image] cults? Certainly not. A cult is usually a small body of persons engaged in spurious intellectual or religious pursuits. The most important determining factors are purity of purpose, size of group, coverage, and area of influence. Abakuá, Ékpè, and [image: image] do not fit into the definition. With at least 15 million adherents in many sovereign countries, the practice could not adequately be labeled cultism. Second, its teachings are not spurious. If they were, the groups would not have existed longer than Christianity in the area of its adherence, despite Christian attitude. Third, the teachings for bringing man into conscious contact with his psyche have been tried, tested, and proven to be efficacious. Its purity of purpose is a precondition for membership. If Freemasons, Roscicrucians, and others have a system for bringing man into conscious contact with his psyche and are not called cultists, why should a black African, homegrown system not earn respectability? Is it because anything black lacks credibility? P. Amaury Talbot and others found it difficult to accept black African origin of Ékpè/[image: image] but elected to assign Ékpè/[image: image] audio and written communication techniques to Egypt, where such a system does not exist.

The Abakuá system of Cuba was exported from Calabar, the area endemic with Ékpè/[image: image]. The Abakuá account of how the system came into Cuba is in concert with Ékpè/[image: image] practice. Only those who have attained a certain minimum grade have the spiritual authority to effect a transfer of Ékpè/[image: image] from one territory to another. Ordinarily Ékpè/[image: image] or Abakuá is sedentary until energized into action by a spiritual authority. Perhaps the words secret or brotherhood more appropriately describe Abakuá and Ékpè/[image: image] groups. Secret, not because they are sinister. Down memory lane all the early groups dedicated to the study of man and his potentials have been secret groups. Even Nazarene, of which Jesus was supposed to have been a member, was a secret group. In Calabar of old, only Ékpè initiates were trusted with community assignment requiring steadfastness, secrecy, and valor. They made good in soldiering. Military commanders were ranked members. Contrary to modern belief, they were not selfish, but public-spirited. It is not surprising that Abakuá members took risks in the overall interest of Cubans. Public service is a basic teaching in Ékpè/[image: image]. Abakuá is not different. As it was in the days of old, Ékpè/[image: image] was the moving spirit of the community. It regulated community life for the overall good and defended community rights even at the point of death. Abakuá, a child of Ékpè/[image: image], could not have performed less in Cuba.


VOICE OF THE LEOPARD


INTRODUCTION

Òbúb mbùmè ókùp ùsèm.

He who asks questions hears (or learns) the language, or gets interpretations.

—ÈFÌK SAYING1

The Abakuá mutual aid society of Cuba, recreated in the 1830s from several local variants of the Ékpè leopard society of West Africa’s Cross River basin, is a richly detailed example of African cultural transmission to the Americas. The Abakuá is a male initiation society, and its masquerades and drum construction, as well as musical structures, are largely based on Ékpè models.2 Its ritual language is expressed through hundreds of chants that identify source regions and historical events3; several of them have already been interpreted by speakers of Èfìk, the precolonial lingua franca of the Cross River region.4 The term Abakuá itself is likely derived from the Àbàkpà community of Calabar, the historical capital of the Cross River basin of southeastern Nigeria and southwestern Cameroon.5 The social life of the Àbàkpà (Qua Ejagham), Èfìk, and Efut peoples of the Cross River basin in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was organized not in kingdoms but in dispersed, sovereign communities united by networks of obligation and prestige. In the absence of a state, each autonomous community had its own lodge of the leopard society, known throughout this region is as Ékpè or [image: image], literally meaning “leopard.”6 In West Africa, as in Cuba, the societies are organized into a hierarchy of grades, each with a specific function. With the help of both African Ékpè members and Cuban Abakuá, I have been able to reconstruct fundamental aspects of how and why Ékpè was recreated in Cuba, and how Abakuá presence formed an important strand of identity and artistry in the emerging Cuban nation.

Those privileged to have participated in Abakuá ceremonies, as the yellow moon slides across the sky to the sound of chanting, bells, and a mystic Voice in the temple, or as the sun rises over the temple grounds to the chant and dance of men beneath the canopy of a ceiba tree, will understand the awesome energy of this tradition. Abakuá is the product of its African sources, the Cuban history it helped shape, and the fortressed cities within which it emerged. In what follows, I present the essentials of this story, with the hope of enabling others to appreciate the foundations laid by Africans in Cuba, the fidelity of those creoles who followed their teachings, and the sublime music created to express them. My research began the process of confirming the Cuban narratives, but among the unexpected results was the commencement of a dialogue among West Africans and Cubans.

This book tells the story of how several generations of West Africans who were enslaved and forced to migrate to the Caribbean were able to regroup and reestablish an important homeland institution in the process of their self-liberation. The Africans recreated their homeland society, a form of government, in order to instill its values in their Caribbean-born offspring. This achievement occurred not in a marginal backwater, but in Havana, a fortified city at the heart of Spain’s maritime empire. It did not involve a few people, but hundreds and later thousands working collectively, as it became foundational to the future nation-state.

Only with the help of contemporary members of this society have I been able to understand details of this history. Abakuá leaders have aided my research because, as their counterparts in West Africa have initiated me as an unofficial ambassador to Cuba, they hope that my activities will facilitate communication across the Atlantic, enabling related cultural groups, separated through the forces of the European global expansion nearly 200 years ago, to reconvene.7 With the help of both Cuban Abakuá and Cross River Ékpè, the material here has been carefully selected to identify historical and cultural continuities, as well as some aspects unique to the Cuban variant.

Ékpè and Abakuá leaders speaking about their cultural systems often use the sun as a metaphor for its teachings (see examples from Cuba in Plates 6 and 7).8 As the Earth revolves around the sun that radiates light and heat to give life, so too the cultural and economic lives of Cross River communities revolved around Ékpè, its teachings radiated insights into correct living. The epicenter of Ékpè and its Abakuá variant, the mystic Voice that issues from a center, is likened to a sun, a giver of life. The teachings required to maintain it are passed from one generation to the next in the form of philosophical insight, moral values, and aesthetic mastery.9 The ceremonies were often symbolic reenactments of cultural history, a form of theater used to teach participants past events and bring their meanings to the present. Like the Homeric epics, the legends were understood as historical events by their most gifted performers.10 Across the African continent, ritual performances proceeded in various ways, each with ultimate goal of “opening the eyes” of initiates, of giving them a “second birth,” so that they could be taught incrementally the esoteric mysteries of their civilization, to prepare them for community leadership. In the Cross River region, the mysteries of creation were shared, over a long process, from one autonomous community to another, through a club called Ékpè (leopard), whose defining symbol was a sound representing the voice of this beast.11

Thrown into the vortex of the trans-Atlantic slave system, Africans in the Western Hemisphere were in many cases able to regroup to form communities in which their specific philosophies and lifeways could be taught to their offspring. This information was so valuable in the process of adaptation and defense in the new environment that it has been passed on for many generations. For those who practice them, for example, the Cross River Ékpè society and its Cuban Abakuá variant are equated with “life.” This is why Abakuá say, “el hombre muere, pero el Abakuá no” (man dies, but Abakuá does not).

This process has been almost totally misunderstood by outsiders because it occurs in initiation societies, where only members are taught. In the Cuban case, it was common in the nineteenth century that family members were unaware that their father or brother was an Abakuá member until his funeral, when rites were performed by his ritual brothers. Being Abakuá was illegal in the colony, and continuity was assured through invisibility.

Contemporary Abakuá leadership base their practice on knowledge taught by Africans to their Cuban creole apprentices throughout the nineteenth century. Those not initiated into Abakuá are called ndisimi; in Ékpè practice, ndisimi means literally “ignorant,” those who do not know.12 Ékpè and Abakuá are popularly known as “secret societies,” but in fact their existence is well known. Technically, they are initiation societies. What is genuinely secret in them is mainly procedural, ritual knowledge, taught incrementally in stages, as members rise in status to become community leaders.13 In the case of Abakuá, the psychological barriers members raise to outsiders, combined with their marginal status vis-à-vis the larger society, makes them effectively an “invisible society.”14 As boxer Muhammad Ali observed, “You cannot hit what you cannot see.”

Abakuá practice is a form of history, as well as politics, because its teachings counter the misguided notion that black history began with slavery. Instead, Abakuá builds confidence by training members in the details of their precolonial history, beginning with the foundation of Ékpè in Africa through contact with divine creation.15 In the 200 years since the founding of Abakuá to the present, there has been no significant communication between West African Ékpè and Cuban Abakuá. Although Abakuá practice adapted to the Cuban context was enriched through its encounters with other cultural ideas there, its fundamental mechanisms are clearly recognizable to West African members of Ékpè.

THE ÉKPÈ IMPERIUM

In the Cross River basin of Nigeria and Cameroon of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, social life was organized through separate initiate societies for men and women. In the absence of a state system, regional trade networks were sustained through membership in a titled society, with each autonomous community having its own lodge.16 The leopard society of the Cross River basin is known variously as Ékpè, [image: image], and Obè, after the local terms for leopard.17 Being among the most diverse linguistic regions in the world, to simplify, I will hereafter use Ékpè, the Èfìk term most common in the existing literature.

Hundreds of Cross River settlements each possessed their own Ékpè lodge, a symbol of their autonomy, where matters concerning local governance were settled in councils until colonial rule at the end of the nineteenth century.18 In Old Calabar in 1847, the Reverend Hope Waddell wrote, “The towns of Calabar are, in fact, a number of small republics, each with its own chief and council, united only by the Egbo [Ékpè] confraternity, so far as they have joined it for mutual defense.”19 Few details are known about early Ékpè history, but indications are that after continuous contact with European merchants was established in the early 1600s, Ékpè was transformed by the Èfìk-speaking traders whose beachhead settlements on the Calabar River received European cargo ships.20 Based upon a mercantile and educational relationship with British port cities, Èfìk Ékpè in Calabar developed an eclectic tradition reflecting the reach of their trade networks. As the European demand for slaves grew (from the 1630s to the 1840s), Èfìk traders extended these networks throughout the entire Cross River basin, eastward into present-day Cameroon and northward to the Árù (Arochukwu) trading oligarchy,21 encompassing all the Cross River settlements mentioned in this study, where languages such as Balondo (Efut), Ejagham, and Ìbìbìò, Ìgbo, Oron, and Umon were (and still are) spoken.22 Many settlements in the reach of the expanding Èfìk trading zone, like Àbàkpà (Qua Ejagham), Oban, and Uruan, may have already possessed forms of Ékpè (as many of their contemporary leaders claim). Nevertheless, Èfìk merchants shared their own forms of Ékpè with many settlements with the aim of solidifying trade relationships.23 The result, according to one Cross River historian, was an Ékpè Imperium.24 Being the dominant form of interethnic communication, the ceremonial practices of Ékpè reflect a rich variety of languages, costumes, music, and dance from the entire region.25 As the European demand for slaves increased, competition among dominant Èfìk settlements for access to the cargo ships intensified, resulting in several battles where some Ékpè members were enslaved and carried to the Caribbean.26 Peoples from the hinterlands who may not have been Ékpè members, but who stayed in Ékpè regions while passing down the Cross River from Cameroon or while passing through Arochukwu en route to Bonny or Calabar, would have learned about Ékpè’s importance as a political system, enabling them to have contributed to its recreation if they reached Cuba.27

CARABALÍ DIASPORA

The trans-Atlantic slave trade transferred many thousands of people from southeastern Nigeria and southwestern Cameroon throughout the Americas, where they were known as Calabarí or Carabalí, after the port city of Calabar from which many departed.28 From the well-known Calabarí presence in Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina to the neighborhood of Calabar in Salvador, Brazil, to the Calabar High School in Kingston, Jamaica, to the Carabalí nation-groups of colonial Cuba, Calabarí presence was nearly ubiquitous.29 The island of Cuba received significant Cross River influence in the form of oral historical narratives that continue to be communicated in apprenticeship systems. Many narratives memorializing places and ethnic terms of the Calabar region are maintained by the Cuban Abakuá.30

Approaching Ékpè and Abakuá History

On the west coast of Africa, “Someone said at independence: ‘the principal victory of colonization was to have perpetuated a real cultural genocide.’”31 In the Caribbean, however, some African descendants claim to have very specific information about their African heritage. With regard to their collective ceremonies, Cuban Abakuá say, “Nothing is done which is not based on knowledge of what was done in the beginning.”32

Abakuá was formed in the nineteenth century, mainly by free urban black workers in the port zones of Havana and Matanzas. African knowledge was taught to Cubans and then maintained through ceremonies that included the recitation of chants called tratados (mythic histories) in African-derived languages.33 These tratados are taught in apprenticeship systems within initiation families and are often maintained in manuscript form. In a narrative about how aspects of Abakuá philosophy and instruments were passed on from a master to an apprentice who developed into a leading twentieth-century musician, the manuscripts are described as key. As a young man, Esteban “Chachá” Bacallao, founding member of Los Muñequitos de Matanzas (a famous rumba percussion ensemble), inherited the manuscripts and drums of his late teacher: “There were kept the secrets of his life, the mysteries, prayers, and chants of Abakuá. … The notations by [master drummer] Carlos Alfonso throughout his lifetime were as important as those century-old drums that so often had moaned in his hands.”34

Only the lack of access to these texts by earlier scholars of Cuba and the Caribbean can explain the dearth of detailed knowledge about African-based philosophies in the literature.35 The communities organized around these philosophies were active forces in resistance movements throughout Caribbean history; they produced the arts that best express the national experience. In the course of conversations among non-Cuban anthropologists and historians over the years, I have generally been met with blank stares when asking them about the oral texts of the Kongo/Yorùbá/Arará/ Abakuá groups they studied, whether historically or in the anthropological present. Not housed in libraries, these texts are maintained within the minds and manuscripts of the leaders of these traditions. Access to them, and, equally important, their interpretations, requires a meaningful relationship with these leaders. These unpublished and coded texts depict Africans in the role of protagonists using their own cultural systems, quite distinctly from the usual portrayal in the published literature of Africans as protagonists—itself a rare phenomenon—in the quest of assimilation into the norms of the dominant culture. During my research, I was instructed to document several foundational Abakuá treaties. Since these form the basis of ceremonial practice, I had privileged access into the mechanics of Abakuá history. Without the approval of Abakuá leaders, and until we have furthered the process of their interpretation through Cross River languages, these Abakuá tratados will not be published (a portion of one treaty is transcribed in the discussion of the Ékuéri Tongó lodge, in chapter 3). In cases where segments of Abakuá tratados have been recorded commercially by Abakuá musicians, I refer to those topically in the following chapters.

Reflecting the topic of study, my research became trans-Atlantic through the aid of Nigerians and Cameroonians who began to interpret phrases of the Cuban Abakuá into Cross River languages. Evidence was gathered to show that the oral historical memories of slave descendants in Cuba are relevant to Cross River social history, itself largely synonymous with Ékpè history, of the nineteenth and eighteenth centuries and earlier. In what follows, I document and discuss the recreation of Cross River Ékpè into nineteenth-century Cuba and its impact in the cultural history of the island, particularly Havana and Matanzas.

The first studies of Cross River life were conducted by missionaries and colonial officers. In 1862 Scottish Presbyterian the Reverend Hugh Goldie published A Dictionary of the Efïk Language; in 1863 the Reverend Hope Waddell published his memoirs Twenty-Nine Years in the West Indies and Central Africa; in 1912 District Commissioner Percy Talbot published the first of his voluminous studies, In the Shadow of the Bush. Regarding these and other works, Cross River specialist Keith Nicklin observed that studies of the history of southeastern Nigeria have “tended to concentrate upon the coastal zone, especially the trading settlements of the Niger Delta and Calabar. Large groups like the Ìbìbìò, Ejagham, and Bokyi have been virtually ignored.”36 Later critics charged that some classic texts about the region, like “the much quoted works of Amaury Talbot (1926) are in parts at best organized and educated guesswork.”37

Given the lack of information about this region during the trans-Atlantic slave trade, Cuban Abakuá is a totally new source, freed from the colonial and contemporary ethnic politics often imposed upon historical studies of the region. The use of Abakuá chants as historical narratives is nothing more than an extension of African oral literary methods. In the West African kingdome of Dahomey, anthropologist Melville Herskovits observed that “songs were and are the prime carriers of history.”38 When a Dahomean specialist “at one point could not recall the sequence of important names in the series he was giving[,] under his breath, to the accompaniment of clicking fingernails, he began to sing, continuing his song for some moments. When he stopped he had the names clearly in mind once more, and in explanation of his song stated that this was the Dahomean method of remembering historic facts. The role of the singer as the ‘keeper of records’ has been remarked by those who visited the kingdom in the days of its autonomy.”39

I witnessed such a scenario repeatedly in conversations with Abakuá leaders, whose lore is largely embedded within responsorial chants. This kind of historical dialogue is comparable to other traditions in which elders use chants as mnemonic devices for historical and geographical information. Central Australian song lines, for example, express origin stories related to “the travels of a Dreaming ancestor through a particular landscape.”40 The songs were created by founding ancestors as they journeyed through a region, naming and creating features of the land. Their performance creates a map of that original journey.41 Other examples are found in the navigational chants of the Pacific South Sea islanders or the Norse sagas including geographical information that helped people travel from place to place.42

Cuban Abakuá narratives are vehicles for travel through time and space. Their chant lines reach across the Atlantic ocean to evoke specific places and historical figures in the Cross River and, in rare cases, actually map out physical journeys through Cross River geographical zones.43 Through performances of chanting with the corresponding ritual actions, Abakuá recreate the mythic history of their society, reenacting the original sequence of events in the creation of Ékpè. By doing so, they recreate them in the present.

Leading Cuban scholar Fernando Ortiz identified this process through two books in the 1950s, La “tragedia” de los ñáñigos (The “Tragedy” of the Ñáñigos [Abakuá])and Los bailes y el teatro de los negros en el folklore de Cuba (The Dance and Theater of the Blacks in the Folklore of Cuba). In both cases, Ortiz compared the structures and meanings of Abakuá initiation to the Eleusinian Mysteries and to ancient Greek drama.44

Fernando Ortiz and Abakuá Studies in Cuba

In the nineteenth century, the study of African-based communities in Cuba began with police arresting black people, taking their possessions, and writing about it. As a consequence, many confiscated African-centered sacred objects became artifacts in anthropological museums. Rodríguez Batista, who ended his term as civil governor of the Province of Havana in 1890, donated many items to the Museo de Ultramar (Overseas Museum) in Madrid, including Abakuá Íreme costumes and instruments.45 In the early twentieth century, Fernando Ortiz (1881–1969) began his life long-interest in African-Cuban studies after seeing Abakuá objects in this museum.46 Ortiz later recounted to his friends, “I returned to Cuba with the Abakuá on my mind.”47 Don Ortiz came to be regarded as the “third discoverer” of Cuba, largely for his pivotal and voluminous studies of Cuba’s African influences. Being an inspiration to his formation as a scholar and writer, Abakuá became a constant theme in his work.48 While reflecting upon his initial interest, Ortiz described Abakuá as,

the most characteristic of the colored element in Cuba, that is the mystery of the secret societies of African origin which still survive in our land. Everyone talked about this, but no one really knew the truth. It seemed to be a shady business, about which there were many macabre fables and bloody tales, all of which served to spur my own interest. I even offered to a publisher, a friend of mine, a book I was to write within a year. Forty years have elapsed and the book is not yet written, notwithstanding the wealth of facts and observation I have accumulated. I began my investigations but soon realized that I, like most Cubans, was utterly confused. For it was not only the curious phenomenon of Negro Masonry [Abakuá] that I encountered, but also a most complex mélange of religious survivals of remote cultural origin. All this with a variety of societal origins, languages, music, instruments, dances, songs, traditions, legends, arts, games, and folkways; in other words, I found that the whole conglomeration of different African cultures—then virtually unknown to men of science—had been transplanted to Cuba.”49

Throughout his life, Ortiz referred to his work in progress.50 He wrote a letter in 1956 to Dr. Vera Rubin in New York City regarding his project on the Abakuá: “I have all the necessary materials to write this book, gathered laboriously through my fifty years of research into the origin of the ñáñigo society in Africa and Cuba, its history, activities, organization, personages, rites, music, chants, dances, its expanse in Cuba, its functions and future. I think the work of writing will be complete in one year.”51 This volume never materialized.52 Fortunately, Ortiz did publish materials about Abakuá in many of his later works, as indispensable as the studies by Lydia Cabrera to any researcher on this theme. I refer to the work of Cabrera throughout this study.

Calabar

“If I did not know that you are a chief, I would not allow you to wear that cloth you have on,” announced Chief Joe Bassey through the microphone in the filled auditorium.53 As the crowd applauded, a mischievous smile appeared on his face, leading him on to other remarks about my presentation to the community of Calabar, Nigeria.

In the lecture hall were many men and women in traditional attire, among them leaders of the indigenous government of the entire region, known as the Ékpè or [image: image] (leopard) society in the local languages of Èfìk, Ejagham, and Efut (Balondo). As did I, they wore ceremonial hats, carried walking sticks, and wore loin cloth wrappers tied around the waist. The type I wore, called Ukara, was an indigo dyed cotton that only Ékpè members may wear, since they display symbols and signs related to the mystic workings of the society.

We were in the Old Residence of the former colonial District Officer overlooking the Calabar River, now home to the National Museum. Down the hill from us to the west sprawled Atakpa, an ancient Èfìk settlement with a beachhead that served as the port to embark thousands of enslaved locals to the Americas. In the distance upriver (to the east) lay the port of Creek Town, the first Èfìk settlement before Calabar became a metropolis and the place from where the majority of enslaved humans were loaded onto canoes that placed them on the European ships that carried them to their fates.54

During my first trip to Calabar, the museum curator invited me to speak about the Cuban Abakuá founded by enslaved Ékpè members taken from these shores.55 I called my talk “Okóbio Enyenisón Èfìk Obutong: Cross River History and Language in the Cuban Ékpè Society,” based on a Cuban chant memorializing those who founded the first Cuban lodge (see chapter 1). With the help of speakers of Cross River languages in the United States and now in Calabar, we had made great strides in interpreting many of the Cuban chants, in the belief that these are important links to the history of the region. We confirmed that Obutong was an Èfìk settlement, some of whose leaders were enslaved during conflicts in the eighteenth century, and that all terms in this Cuban phrase are coherent in the Èfìk language (see the appendix of songs).

Local personages were taking this topic very seriously, since—as the depth of the cultural transmission to Cuba becomes apparent—they have learned that Cuban Ékpè is a direct link to their own past as a people(s), an issue with contemporary ramifications. Several other scholars have worked on the links between Calabar and Cuba, but I was particularly well received, perhaps because for the first time we were organizing a trip of leading Cuban members to visit Calabar.

With me at the presenters’ table in the lecture hall were several leading intellectuals and traditionalists.56 In the front row sat a dozen Ékpè leaders in regalia, with many others present discretely wearing street clothes. Among those dressed to the nines, Joseph Bassey was the Muri (clan leader) of the Efut Ekondo lodge in Calabar.57 Representing the Ékpè lodge of Big Qua Town in Calabar was Chief Imona, whose father had been the Ndidem (paramount ruler) of the Qua Ejagham of Calabar.58 A week earlier the Qua Ndidem had received me in their lodge with Ékpè masquerades, drumming and chanting, food and drink; afterward Imona told me that, due to my recent initiation by another lodge, I was the first foreign researcher they had allowed past their portal. Imona had worked with many foreign Ékpè researchers in Calabar over the years59; the privilege I enjoyed was a sign of their interest in communicating with Cuban Abakuá.60
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FIGURE 1. First encounter between Cuban Abakuá and Nigerian Ékpè, in Brooklyn, New York, 2001. Cuban Abakuá members Vicente Sánchez (standing, with drum and white hat) and “Román” Díaz (shaved head, on tall lead drum) play to Íreme masker. Photo by I. Miller.

My interaction with West African Ékpè members began in 2000, after I published samples of Abakuá phrases from a commercially recorded album. Soon afterward, Nigerian members of the Cross River Ékpè society living in the United States informed me that they had recognized these texts—particularly the phrase “Efi Kebúton”—as part of their own history. Thus began a process of interpretation that led to what was perhaps the first meeting between both groups, at the Èfìk National Association meeting in Brooklyn in 2001, then at the 2003 meeting in Michigan with the Obong (paramount ruler) of the Èf ìks. This process culminated in the first official visit to Calabar of Cuban Abakuá during the Third Annual International Ékpè Festival in December 2004, a trip organized by myself and paid for by the government of Cross River State (see the epilogue). Fittingly, one of the two Abakuá was “Román” Díaz, a professional musician from whose 1997 recording I transcribed the chant identified by Nigerians (this recording is found on the accompanying CD).61

The key to my facilitation of these meetings was presenting myself as a historian, that is, a scholar not interested in secrets, but in using Abakuá chants to identify African source languages and regions, a project of great interest to Abakuá themselves. As a North American scholar, I had access to information about Africa that Abakuá did not have. By sharing this with Abakuá intellectuals, we became colleagues, helping each other unlock the coded history contained in the chants.

During three months in Calabar in the summer of 2004, I met Ékpè/[image: image] leaders from many lodges, first in Calabar and then throughout the entire Cross River region. Once initiated, I was accompanied by one Ékpè brother or another to the communities of Akpabuyo, Creek Town, Efut Ibonda, Abijang and Nsofan in southern Etung, Oban, Oron, Umon, and Uruan, all in the Akwa Ibom and Cross River States of Nigeria.62 I also traveled to southwestern Cameroon, to present a lecture at the University of Buea at the foothills of Mt. Cameroon and to meet with [image: image] elders in Ekondo Titi, Dibonda-Balondo, Bekura, and other villages.63 All these regions were connected during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries through the Calabar trading network, and all of them are reflected in the Cuban Abakuá narratives. Because I traveled alone to Cameroon, the Iyámba, or head, of my lodge gave me an “Ékpè passport” that identified me as a member.64

I shared an English translation of my Cuban manuscript with selected Ékpè leaders who were formally educated and who grasped the significance of the work. One of them, Engineer Bassey Efiong Bassey, was able to interpret large portions of the Cuban material into the Èfìk language, the nineteenth-century lingua franca of the region. He was able to make sense of how the language was transformed using an Ékpè system of communication known as nsìbìdì, which consists of signs and symbols that are expressed through recitation, playing instruments, gesture, or drawn images.65 Like Abakuá language, nsìbìdì was designed to keep outsiders away, as this Ékpè chant makes clear:

[image: image]

Engineer Bassey and I speculated that in addition to using coded Ékpè terms, Cuban Abakuá may have phrases from Èfìk, Ejagham, and other Cross River languages that were intentionally transformed to disguise their meanings. The purpose was to block the understanding of Cross River language speakers in Cuba who were not initiated. This type of camouflage is consistent with nsìbìdì practice in West Africa.

During the process of interpretation in West Africa, I read Cuban terms aloud or played recordings of Abakuá chanting, then described their meanings to many Ékpè leaders who helped me identify the Cross River sources. In this way, I began to map out the likely sources for scores of Cuban lodges founded in the nineteenth century.

New York City

My research in Africa was the logical conclusion of a process that began in 1987 in New York City, where I first witnessed a rendition of an Abakuá signature by Cuban artist Juan Boza. Cross River nsìbìdì was adapted to the Cuban context in many ways, one of them being an immense vocabulary of signs called firmas, gandó, or anaforuana (signatures).68 From our first meeting in 1987, we began a profound friendship that included his teaching me about Santería (Yorùbá-derived Ocha), of which he was a full initiate. Portentously, Juan presented me with his print of an Abakuá initiation signature (called Aráka Suáka). Although not Abakuá, Juan was one of several twentieth-century Cuban artists who used its symbolism in the fine arts as a means of expressing a Cuban identity. Many Cubans who are not members identify with and defend Abakuá. As my teacher, Juan led me through my first consecrations in the Ocha tradition, and with his support, I was awarded a fellowship from Yale University to travel to Cuba to learn more.69

Cuba

I arrived in Havana in 1991 as a student of the Cuba’s National Folklore Ensemble (Conjunto Folklórico Nacional, CFN). Already a performer of various West African and modern dance styles, I had begun to learn about the three major African-derived religions of Cuba, Santería (Ocha), Palo Monte, and Abakuá, through Cuban initiates living in New York City.70 Because African influences in the Americas are maintained most prominently through religious practice, this is the logical place for students to begin. After the CFN workshop, I remained in Havana and Matanzas to apprentice with elders in Santería houses (ilé Ocha), learning about the overflow from ritual music, dance, and symbolism into popular culture. Some of this material, including interviews with singers Celina González and Merceditas Valdés, was later published.71

When in Havana, I stayed at the home of my wife Idania Díaz, whose family gave immeasurable guidance to my work. Supporting my interest in learning from elders of the Cuban religions, Guillermo Pazos, a family member, located a group of elderly men who frequented the nearby Parque de la Fraternidad in Centro Havana. These men happened to be Abakuá, and they recommended we speak with Andrés “el Ñáñigo.”

In June 1993 we met Andrés on the street corner of La Parque Curita, where he sold printed sheets of Catholic prayers. He agreed to talk with us. The next day, at Andrés’ request, we crossed Havana’s harbor to el Castillo del Morro, a seventeenth-century fortress overlooking the city. Facing the sea, with his back to the limestone bulwark, Andrés began to evoke the memory of the first Carabalí who entered Havana, in “tiempo de España” (the colonial days), as if he could see them arriving on ships. Reciting portions of Abakuá history in Abakuá with interpretations in Spanish, he recounted how they arrived, regrouped, and recreated their leopard society. That Andrés was a master storyteller became obvious to all; that Andrés also had rare information to convey became increasingly obvious to me as a scholar.

While revising my transcriptions, Andrés used a technique common in Abakuá manuscripts of creating a border between the sacred Abakuá phrases and the profane Spanish interpretations by inserting the symbol XXX. Respecting this solution arrived at by nineteenth-century Abakuá scribes, I have left the marks as integral to the texts whenever possible. In Calabar, I found a parallel attitude toward the formal use of Ékpè and other Cross River languages: During ceremony inside the Efe Ékpès (Ékpè temples), only indigenous languages are used. English, the official language of government, is kept separate.72

During our first meeting, Andrés was reserved and soft-spoken. Upon reflection, this was an awkward occasion. Being a repository for privileged knowledge about the Abakuá, Andrés wanted his testimony to be documented and preserved. That this information was normally to be shared with members only made this a delicate issue. Because Abakuá was very marginal to Cuban societal values, however, research on this topic was nearly impossible for a Cuban scholar, for several reasons.73 It was not surprising then, that Andrés would work with a foreign scholar like me, who was not formed by or involved in local concerns.

When I look back at my photos of Andrés that first day, his face was pinched, hard, and impenetrable. This is not the tender and generous man I came to know. As we began to work regularly, this face would soften, becoming dramatically expressive as Andrés went deeper into the subject. When parting that first day, I presented Andrés with a frozen chicken to cook at home. This was a time when many elderly people, especially those with no family to help them, were starving in Cuba. With the end of funding for Cuba by the Soviet Union in 1989, and the tightening of the United States embargo against Cuba, the situation was desperate. To paraphrase a family member, this period was “worse than slavery. At least then, a master was required to feed slaves. But today. …” In spite of Andrés’ hunger, he took a long time in accepting my offer. When Guillermo accompanied Andrés home, he attempted to share the chicken with him. This kind of nobility, I learned, exemplifies Abakuá values. That it survived even when Andrés had not eaten meat in months (as I later learned), demonstrated his motives for teaching Abakuá history were not primarily economic.

I had come to Cuba to learn about Yorùbá influences. Being far more developed than studies of other African migrations at the time, there were several opportunities in the United States to study Yorùbá cultural aesthetics; thus this was the obvious place to begin.74 I had not intended to study Abakuá, but having been presented with this rare opportunity through Andrés, I began to read all I could find about the society. For the next four years, we worked intensively as I documented all he wanted to tell me.

Born and raised in the solares (tenements) of Centro and Old Havana, Andrés Flores Casanova (1891[?]–2001) had been an involuntary lifelong member of the Havana underground. He was a self-taught reader with an incredibly agile mind, but his dark skin and lack of formal schooling determined that he would move from one unskilled job to another (Plate 1). Andrés utilized his intelligence by becoming an unofficial historian of the Abakuá.

Andrés was descendant of the Cross River region. His great-grandfather, grandfather, father, and several brothers were Abakuá members. Andrés learned the language and history from within his own family, from manuscripts left by his great-grandfather, who was born in Africa. He also learned from his elder brother Julian “Planta Firme,” a title-holder in the Isún Efó lodge. Considered by many as an important teacher of Abakuá language and traditions, Andrés shared his knowledge with many young members. A living connection to ancestral Abakuá practices, Andrés was a repository of the perspective of black Abakuá members at the turn of the last century. Because many historical barrios (neighborhoods) have at least one lodge, its activities are of great symbolic importance to the local populations.

There is no standard written text for Abakuá practice—most elders have personal versions of handwritten vocabularies and passages they inherited from their elders. To learn, each initiate must seek out a teacher. Those few who learn from a Basaibéke (an elder with vast knowledge) and who assimilate all they are taught may become title-holders.75 In any communal practice, one person cannot embody all knowledge, but as I was taught in The Gambia, “Every elder is a burning library.” Until the end of his life, Andrés was continually visited by younger Abakuá seeking to learn about the past.

From 1993 to 1996, Andrés trekked—hat on head and walking staff in hand—from Old Havana to our apartment in el barrio de Colón, where we worked in the comfort of a familial atmosphere.76 By 1997 his legs would no longer carry him. I began to visit Andrés, riding my bicycle through the narrow, cobbled streets of Old Havana, to the wharf area of the barrio de Belén where he lived. Once inside his small, dark apartment in a centuries-old building, we would clear off a space at the table and continue to work. I would begin by presenting my list of questions, which were geared toward interpreting Abakuá phrases and clarifying chronologies. Having exhausted my questions, Andrés would often quiz me in Abakuá, as he was quizzed in his youth by elders, about the interpretation of phrases or the order of historical events. Unlike the youthful Andrés, I had our manuscript to refer to. In this way we tested its contents. He often emphasized that I should not change anything he told me, because he told it as he had learned it, and because he felt that the present generation was poorly informed about the history of their brotherhood.

During this last phase of our research, Andrés introduced me to many of the Abakuá brothers who lived on his block, as well as others who worked on the docks or who visited him from other parts of the city and from Matanzas. By this time, Andrés was very proud of our manuscript and talked openly about it. He would tell those who came to him for information, “Wait till the book comes out, it’s all in there.”

As I learned over time, Andrés was not bound by an oath of secrecy, as are Abakuá members. For his own personal reasons, he was never initiated. This gave him the freedom to speak with me and convey the history as he understood it in Abakuá language, with translations in Spanish. According to local legend, Andrés was not initiated because he knew too much and in his youth criticized his elders for their lack of knowledge. In the early twentieth century, when Abakuá temples were made of wood, a person standing in the patio of a temple could hear the liturgical phrases emanating from in the inner sanctum. Having already learned Abakuá lore from his grandfather, father, and brothers, all of whom were Abakuá, Andrés would attend ceremonies. On one occasion as he listened from outside the temple, he disagreed with the chanting of a ritual leader and criticized him vocally, interrupting the ceremony. Andrés was not forgiven for this ostentatious transgression. Being barred from initiation into his favorite lodge, he chose not to enter any other. This anecdote indicates that Andrés lived with high ideals about the way Abakuá should be performed and narrated, according to the inherited teachings. He remained critical of contemporary practice throughout his life and chanted with a remarkable emotional depth and authority.77

I felt no reason to question Andrés about his membership status, because much of his information was proven accurate when compared to the earlier work of Fernando Ortiz and Lydia Cabrera. I also knew that many initiates of this society know as little about its esoteric teachings as does the rank and file of any religion. Furthermore, on the African continent, many traditions require a long process of apprenticeship before initiation; neophytes are tested on their knowledge before allowed entry. Initiation, then, is a confirmation of the training undergone by a neophyte. About one initiation society in Nigeria, Yorùbá scholar and diviner [image: image] wrote, “The Ifá cult is semisecret. The literary corpus used for divination is regarded and held up as a great secret which the uninitiated should not know about. … There are also public and semi-public divination ceremonies in most towns in connection with public ceremonies and rituals. In this way, many Yorùbá men and women get to know a good many of the ‘secrets’ of Ifá divination, so that these secrets are, in fact, no more than open secrets.”78

In the context of Caribbean slave societies, the rules of initiation societies were altered for protection; one learned Cuban Abakuá, Kongo, or Lukumí traditions only after making a commitment to them through initiation. In other words, while few disputed Andrés’ narrative, many challenged his authorization to speak it. Another factor was one that Pierre Bourdieu called “rites of Institution,” where ritual is used to consecrate and reify differences, such as gender and class, between people. Bourdieu wrote that consecration transforms initiates by transforming the way others in their community perceive and behave toward them and simultaneously transforms the way that initiates view themselves.79

But in the case of Andrés, who seemed to consider himself an African in exile, he rejected offers of consecration from several Abakuá lodges (his first choice being unavailable to him), because as a descendant of Calabar with deep knowledge of the traditions, he rejected the contemporary Cuban practice of his day. A repository of the perspective of black Abakuá members at the turn of the nineteenth century (quite distinct from a person using inherited materials creatively to transform them), Andrés was an idealist who loved the practice so much that he did not practice.

The Interview Process

Because details of Abakuá history are contained in oral narratives, I was faced with the task of documenting them. In the process, I created a technique that enabled me to do a comparative study of their variants. I prepare for interviews by reading about the topic and by making a list of open-ended questions related to its major themes. I approach the initial interview as an opportunity for the teller and I to become acquainted and as an informal brainstorming session. I usually begin by switching on the recording device, asking the teller to state his or her name, a brief summary of their background, and then to deliver his or her most important story. My job is then to listen, in an active and supportive way, resorting to the prepared questions only if the teller asks for guidance. When the teller finishes the immediate story or reaches a point of fatigue we stop. I later transcribe this material, then formulate questions intended to elicit responses that will fill in gaps or resolve contradictions in the testimony.80 Conducting interviews without strict adherence to a list of formal questions is less orderly, but it allows the speaker to free associate, letting linkages between events emerge in the telling that may not be chronological, but that may reveal meaning or give insight. Chronology can always be established later in the editing process.

This type of interviewing requires building relationships. One day Andrés arrived to tell me that the night before his late brother, an Abakuá title-holder, had spoken to him in a dream, asking Andrés to reveal to me the circumstances of his death and the ensuing ceremonies. Had I insisted on following a rigid agenda of my own design, there may not have been room for such spontaneity. Supportive listening by the researcher allows the teller to explore hidden areas of experience. In the case of Andrés, who had experienced a life of poverty, the drama was sometimes raw and terrifying, and his stance against it hard. The patience and support I tried to demonstrate while recording testimony, as well as my consistency in transcribing and editing, elicited a trust in our working relationship. In turn, his feelings for the grandeur of the history and practice of his ancestral traditions made him an ideal teacher.

In June 1994 Andrés came almost daily to our home in Centro Habana. We often sat for several hours throwing out questions, which he answered profoundly, usually without hesitation. Often when ours were exhausted, Andrés—whose Herculean mind seemed to be just warming up—asked for more questions. By continually expanding upon earlier themes he had presented, Andrés recreated a world that may have been otherwise lost to history. Being that Abakuá ritual performances are structured upon the question and response method, our interview sessions were, according to Andrés, modeled on Abakuá debates, which have their maximum expression in la valla (the cock-fighting pit), where the performance of responsorial chanting is accompanied by a percussion ensemble and dancing during ceremonies.81 When the results of our sessions were transcribed, Andrés would read them, point to areas that needed reworking, and dictate corrections. As the body of material grew, I began to organize it into thematic chapters.

Writing a public document on an initiatory society is a delicate matter, and I was guided by the recommendations of Andrés at all times. His first condition was that I not speak about this project with others. This was apparently for his own safety, because he felt a local person might become jealous of our collaboration and try to disrupt it. After we had worked for a year, Andrés introduced me to several Abakuá title-holders, bringing them to the house for interviews. In this way Andrés demonstrated generosity as well as confidence in his own position, unafraid that others might take center stage in our work. All whom I met, including the late Luis Salinas, a title-holder in the group Abarakó Sisi, readily acknowledged that Andrés was a highly knowledgeable person on Abakuá lore.82

Later I tape-recorded several interviews with Salinas about his life as a foreman on the Havana docks, where Abakuá had long been a major labor force. Salinas spoke with a distant sadness in his eyes about the respect and camaraderie Abakuá gave each other in his youth, when they were united as a labor force. He brought me to a ceremony of his Abakuá lodge in Regla, across the harbor from Havana. The experience of participating in a crowd of hundreds of men performing an initiation, with Íreme masquerades, dance, drum, and chant, was awe-inspiring. I particularly appreciated the affection and respect given to elders like Salinas, who received intimate embraces from his brothers and whose voice, low and cracked with age, was listened to attentively, the younger men straining to hear his chanting.

Several other title-holders I met shied away from contributing to this project, fearful of being associated with a published work. In the past, many Abakuá have been suspended or banished from their lodges for divulging information to non-Abakuá. By struggling to see the completion of this volume, Andrés continually demonstrated his generous character and extraordinary willpower. He wished to record his great-grandfather’s knowledge so it could be shared. He also wanted the achievements of his elders and contemporaries to be remembered. Andrés actively conducted research by asking other Abakuá elders for their anecdotes and versions of Abakuá history. He began to clarify issues that were often deliberately enmeshed in esoteric labyrinths in order to confound inquisitive outsiders. He recalled urban rebels who risked their lives to defend the Abakuá from authorities. His joy in this intellectual pursuit fueled his desire to document this history, making it more difficult for those who would come later to distort it for their own purposes.

In 1996, after three years of this work, Andrés continued to deepen his revelations of Abakuá lore. At first I found this confusing, because several things he said at the start of the project did not jibe with what he said later. I learned to scrap earlier versions, often sparse and superficial in comparison, replacing them with later versions that were usually accompanied by long passages of Abakuá as well as logical explanations as to why they existed. It became clear that because of the success of our relationship, where Andrés may have earlier treaded lightly, he was now reaching into the depths of his intellectual resources. After three years of tape-recording and transcribing, we began to work exclusively from the written text. Over the ensuing months and years, Andrés revised the manuscript repeatedly, until his eyes grew too dim with age, at which point I began to read aloud to him. In our more than thirty revisions of the entire manuscript, it was rare that a new phrase, a new organization, or clarity to this material did not result.

By working with one voice relating an overarching narrative, I had hoped to give the reader a coherent and dramatic tale. In order to expand upon its overarching themes with greater detail, however, I began to review my manuscript with several Abakuá masters interested in the historical work I had done. Their scrutiny of Andrés’ narrative gave them many exciting points to debate; their responses offered insightful interpretations of the ritual language, a process reflecting the living practice, where no one person has the entire picture. This collective tradition exists within a multi-centered conversation.

El Chino Mokóngo, Abelardo Empegó, and the Interpretation of Abakuá Lore

In 1998, a friend and Abakuá title-holder brought me to the home of Gerardo Pazos “El Chino” (1925–2002), a title-holder of the Kamaroró Efó lodge.83 Known as “El Chino Mokóngo” since he was Mokóngo (a leader) of his lodge, his lineage directly descends from the first white Abakuá lodge, created in the 1860s. His grandfather, father, and other family were Abakuá leaders, and El Chino was reputed to be an orthodox master. Housebound by a debilitating illness, El Chino welcomed my regular visits to document his own experiences, as well as his responses to Andrés’ text. Over a period of two years, he helped me reconstruct the historical material I had already gathered on the controversial lineage of Mukarará (white Abakuá).

After several months reviewing Andrés’ text with El Chino, I integrated parts of his dialogue into the final version. Because it is not possible to obtain the totality of knowledge of any tradition, I avoided firm conclusions as I began to comprehend the collective, democratic implications embedded in the unfolding dialogue.

Following standard Cuban logic about the importance of initiation as a means of access to esoteric knowledge, one would suppose that El Chino knew more than Andrés about Abakuá, but this was not necessarily the case. Some passages rejected by El Chino as bogus, for example, had been documented in the 1950s by Ortiz.84 On the one hand, Ortiz wrote, “These differences can be explained at times by the concurrence of various African languages and dialects in the formation of the Abakuá jargon.”85 On the other, interpretations may differ because of the interpreters’ access to information about the language and its use in ritual.
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FIGURE 2. El Chino Mokóngo with the Mokóngo sign on his hat. Photo by I. Miller.

After reading aspects of Andrés’ narrative to El Chino, he remarked that he had learned from it. The reason why a practicing Abakuá leader with sixty years of experience would find something new is twofold. First, Abakuá practice could be compared to that of medicine, with specialists for each branch of knowledge. El Chino knew the facets of his own responsibilities as Mokóngo very well, but about those of other dignitaries he knew much less. Second, the noninstitutional nature of African-derived traditions in the Caribbean makes them vehicles for constant reinterpretation within each group of practitioners, explaining their dynamic adaptability to the context of each new generation. Had I worked intensively with five Abakuá masters from five different branches of the society, I may have received as many more varieties in the interpretation of inherited lore. Thoughtful humans do not passively consume monotonously repeated received traditions. Instead, they creatively reinterpret and renew received practices in ways that give them meaning in the present.86

During this time another friend and Abakuá title-holder guided me to the home of Abelardo, a title-holder (Empegó) in the Munyánga Efó lodge (Plate 2). Abelardo had grown up with Andrés in the same barrio, where they were schoolmates. I reviewed the manuscript with Abelardo, who related that since a young man, Andrés spoke in a manner reminiscent of a nineteenth-century bozal (a person born in Africa). He confirmed Andrés’ extensive knowledge and related to me the story of why he was not initiated.87

Thus, in the course of my research, Andrés set the terms and then El Chino, Abelardo, and others responded with sometimes different and sometimes coinciding interpretations of Abakuá lore. The dialogue among them reflects the living dynamic of African-derived orality in Cuba. Each had differing perspectives. Andrés, a descendant of Calabar but not an initiate, seemed to live in the nineteenth century, hardly discussing the ongoing revolution in Cuba. El Chino, I learned after he passed away in 2002, was a chief of police on the Havana wharves in the 1950s during the Batista regime. A descendant of Spaniards, he was from a white Abakuá lineage. Abelardo, an enthusiast of Castro’s regime, became a member of the Communist Party of Cuba (PCC) after receiving his title in 1963. Soon afterward, belonging to both the PCC and a religion was prohibited, so Abelardo stopped attending reunions of his lodge.88 He was a descendant of Africans, a former dockworker, and finally a construction engineer who, as a representative of Castro’s regime, built structures for Cuba’s allies throughout the world, including the Republic of Congo and Angola. I found that the political orientation of the speaker made little or no difference in the information diffused about Abakuá, an indication that the ritual material exists at a level beneath the machinations of everyday public life in the national sphere, giving members a particular group and individual identity within their barrio.

Critiquing the Literature

From the first publication in 1881 to the 1930s, all studies of Abakuá—as virtually all ethnographic studies of African-Americans—were written by police and criminologists.89 Andrés was acutely aware of this. I brought copies of these early publications from libraries in the United States, and Andrés critiqued them. Because Abakuá was established to liberate men destined to die as slaves, Andrés was shocked by intellectuals who viewed as primitive and unholy a society whose aim was mutual aid among workers. He told me:

Much has been written about the Abakuá religion. Many writers have been misinformed and others augmented their writings based on speculations. In order to rectify what has already been written, I can only speak about what I have been taught by the elders and what I have experienced, and I hope that you will publish this accordingly.

Some writers have profaned the Abakuá religion by stating that after a man is initiated he must commit a bloody deed. This is false, and if a man is known to be problematic or violent, it is highly unlikely he would be accepted into a juego [lodge], because the other members would not want this responsibility.90

During the colonial period many writers launched works that censured our religion, stating that we ate children’s hearts. All those things have been denied and have been demonstrated to be propaganda against us because all beliefs and people deriving from Africa were discriminated against by the government and the wealthy social class.

In response to this prejudice, Andrés felt that only a work based upon the African treaties could accurately tell the story:

There are many legends written about the origins of Abakuá in Africa, but none of them are based on the treaties and their concepts. Each writer tells it their own way, based on their imagination, but until now no one has written anything that the Basaibékes [wise men] of Abakuá can reaffirm. The Abakuá never told the truth to those who came despotically seeking for information. Even the plazas [title-holders] would send the obonékues [first-level initiates] away on errands in order to do their works in secrecy. Due to these facts, some fear that our truth cannot be known. I don’t mean to say that some books don’t have some good qualities and should be forgotten—I feel that a serious researcher will be able to understand and justify our reality.

To speak of the origins of Abakuá in Africa, one must first speak of Sikán [the female founder]; when one speaks of our origins in Cuba, one must begin with the first baróko [ceremony] performed by the king Efík Ebúton.91

Beginning with the first publications, Andrés read and commented. In 1882 the book Los criminales de Cuba y D. José Trujillo (The Criminals of Cuba and Don José Trujillo) was published.92 About it, Andrés told me: “The chief of police of Havana, José Trujillo, never had the opportunity to acquire firsthand knowledge of this religion. Because of his position he was able to gather some information, but his prisoners never told him the truth. For example, he mentions a confrontation involving a juego called Umorice in the barrio of Los Sitios.93 This is false, since the first juego created in Los Sitios was Ntáti Machecheré, later Usagaré Mutánga Efó was founded, and still later Ororó Mayambéke Efó. To this day these juegos control this zone, and a juego called Umorice has never existed.”

Through his arsenal of knowledge, Andrés challenged the published literature on Abakuá, literature often considered “authoritative” to outsiders, but that is in fact often hostile. Reading propaganda written against his ancestral practice made Andrés even more determined to document Abakuá history. It also served an important methodological purpose: By responding to the literature, he recalled anecdotes and phrases he otherwise may not have.

Andrés told me, “There are many errors in Trujillo’s vocabulary, as well as in the names of the juegos. For example, he published this chant, but didn’t know what it meant: ‘Bani, Bani, nyampe eyeneká makua sakon minombaira apofene ke atebere atamundira abore keron abecekuenyon heyey bario sanaribó ekué.’94 This is a poorly written funerary chant. It contains the phrase ‘heyéy bário,’ used only in the context of a celebration.” Abelardo agreed, “He is right; in the funerary rites one chants: ‘jimí jimí nankuéo,’ instead of ‘heyéy bário,’ which is for a feast.” In Nigerian Ékpè contexts, the phrase “heyéy bário!” is a standard way to begin evoking Ékpè.95

As scholars of their tradition, Andrés, El Chino, and Abelardo consistently brought clarity to themes that were often incoherent in the earlier literature. In 1916 Israel Castellanos’ La Brujería y el ñáñiguismo en Cuba (Sorcery and Ñáñiguism in Cuba) was published. Andrés reported, “This is pure propaganda. The majority of its information was acquired in the prison archives and among prisoners. He posits a relationship among assassins, men who wear tattoos, and Abakuás, which is absurd. In this era many people who were not prisoners wore tattoos, for example, sailors, who were not Abakuá.” El Chino Mokóngo added, “There were sailors who were Abakuá, like nowadays there are policemen who are Abakuá. In my juego there have always been sailors. Most of the Abakuá were dockworkers. They were also owners of schooners or worked on schooners or ships. They were persons who traveled to different countries and spoke several languages; they must have had contact with Africa.” Again and again through our discussions, I was able to document rare perspectives absent from the published literature, such as the maritime Abakuá, a topic with exciting possibilities for trans-Atlantic studies (see chapter 2).

Three editions of Rafael Roche y Monteagudo’s La policía y sus misterios en Cuba (The Police and Their Mysteries in Cuba) were published in the early twentieth century.96 Andrés apparently knew many of the people documented therein, commenting, “This book is one of the greatest abuses ever published by the author. He did not know the theme of this religion profoundly. The Abakuá was progressing and expanding in this period. The government and the Christian religions saw the Abakuá as monsters, thus people began to speak badly about the Abakuá—they went to the point of comparing them to cannibals. Almost all the men mentioned in his book had criminal records, but this does not mean they were Abakuá. They were simply evil-doing men. It is true that some of the men he mentions, like Rapisún, Emilio Larrazaba, Eusebio Enipopo were sworn-in, but ‘Mula Ciega’ and many others were not Abakuá.” Abelardo agreed, “It is true what he says.” El Chino Mokóngo added, “Police chief Roche’s book mentioned some true facts, but the aim of the book was to attack the criminals, and as they thought that all the criminals were Abakuá, they attacked the Abakuá.”97

As is described in chapter 5, Abakuá was declared illegal in 1875, with its members treated like criminals. Following its Ékpè model, Abakuá were autonomous communities who policed their own members. Colonists recognized the threat to their claims over the territory. While confrontations occur wherever competing judicial systems coexist, the conflict was disguised by official propaganda that would have the public confuse Abakuá activities with murder and cannibalism. Abakuá became scapegoats, the boogiemen of Cuba; anything they were accused of that was outside the norms of polite society seemed possible to the propertied class. Andrés noted, “Roche compared this religion with the Mafia, which is false.98 In the Mafia when a man is removed from his group, he is executed, and when an Abakuá member is separated from his juego, he is respected, there is no statute to punish him. Moreover, we are not smugglers, and during ceremonies there are no business transactions, only rites of brotherhood and fraternity.”99 The prejudices have run so deep that in all periods of Cuban history, the colonial, republican, and revolutionary authorities, with some exceptions, have consistently expressed hostile attitudes toward Abakuá. A recent example is found in a book of police testimonies published in Cuba in 1980, when one author claimed that “another strategy often employed by the Abakuá mafia is ‘to make the bed’ (prepare an aggression of many against one).”100

Despite the hostile stance toward Cuban Abakuá in the work of Trujillo and Roche, some of their documentation was useful. For example, several Abakuá explained to me that some treaties (mythic histories) reproduced in Roche’s work reflected their language and history (see examples in chapter 3). While turned off by condescending speculations, Andrés would carefully read an author demonstrating a solid understanding of Abakuá history and precepts. By the 1940s and 1950s, vocabularies and monographs—by Lydia Cabrera, Juan Martín, and Fernando Ortiz—began to appear that recognized Abakuá as a system to be studied on its own terms.101 For example, Andrés read Cabrera’s 1958 La Sociedad Secreta in its entirety. We were fortunate to have Cabrera’s pioneering work as a springboard, although her fieldwork conducted primarily in Matanzas, and my own was largely in Havana.102

Cabrera’s works were based on years of conversations with Abakuá members who relayed fragmented and contradictory versions of Abakuá mythology to her. In her earliest work on the Abakuá, Cabrera expressed her frustration with the obscurity of the material, “regarding the first consecrations of the ‘fundament,’ the Abakuá texts speak with a prolixity as entangled as it is detailed.”103 She concluded—somewhat tongue in cheek—that the “Foundational sacred histories of the brotherhood … appeared without any order in these dirty librettos, manuals of the ocobios [brothers], worn with use, composed with the same sincere dis-preoccupation of syntax and written at times with ink of two colors, that various initiates have put in my hands as crystal-clear keys that would guide me through the obscure labyrinth of their traditions.”104 Eight laborious years later, she had come to appreciate the labyrinth of Abakuá mythology, “Los ñáñigos [Abakuá], like the Greeks … were not usually in agreement about a single mythic event. But we don’t complain at the amount of versions and disparities about any of these themes … since with such variance their traditions are nobly enriched.”105

The literature on Abakuá is vast and cited throughout this book. Generally speaking, all earlier works published in Cuba treat Abakuá as an important national sociological phenomenon, with little preoccupation for the international implications of its continuities with Cross River Ékpè (even though Ortiz, Cabrera, and Martín had pondered the origins of many terms and concepts). A paradigm shift occurred with the publications of Robert Farris Thompson, perhaps the first scholar to conduct research among both Cross River Ékpè and Cuban Abakuá. As a young student I was inspired by his work to embark on my own career. While building on early works by W. E. B. DuBois, Melville J. Herskovits, Lorenzo Turner, Pierre Verger, and others, Thompson’s African Art in Motion (1974) and Flash of the Spirit (1983), mapped out the field of trans-Atlantic studies by identifying a variety of regional and ethnic African transmissions. My own contribution has been to follow up these leads by sustained research in a particular region, while using language and performance as major sources of evidence.

In the process of comparative research, I found that the hostility toward Ékpè in the literature about West Africa was comparable to that toward Abakuá in Cuba. In one of many other examples, contemporary historians have compared Ékpè to the Mafia: “By the 1790s, virtually all males at Old Calabar were being forced to purchase membership in Ékpè, if they did not join willingly. Those individuals who were not members of the society but were in the streets when ekpe was being ‘run’ were punished, usually by whipping. In ‘running ekpe’ through the different wards, the ‘grand council’ turned the Ékpè society into a type of protection racket, akin in its operation to organizations like the Mafia, and with its religious functions seemingly subordinated to commercial and political ends.”106

This description may not be incorrect, but it portrays Ékpè in a sinister light. One could alternatively make the case that belonging to Ékpè in Calabar was like belonging to a university in a society where education is highly valued. Education may be expensive, but without a title or a degree, one has few chances of survival and protection from menial jobs. Nevertheless, some young adults reject this institution, but truant officers are hired to punish them. Although the colonial literature contains many references to “whippings” by Ékpè masks, few of these were eyewitness accounts.107 On the one hand, Ékpè masks could and still do carry sticks to beat noninitiates who fail to make way for members in procession. On the other, the Ékpè bells around their waists were a warning to nonmembers to stay away.108

The comparison of Ékpè to the Mafia is indeed provocative. Was Ékpè run like organized crime in North America? Thanks to the analysis of Eric Hobsbawm, we know that “the Mafia” is not one thing, but an umbrella term for several institutions with various functions and tendencies, first emerging in mid-nineteenth-century Sicily in order to defend landowners from emerging capitalism. Its later development as organized crime in twentieth-century North America is quite a different matter.109 Since these historians failed to distinguish one form of Mafia from another in time and space, they seem to use the term for shock value. If from a perspective of European colonization Ékpè and Abakuá were criminal, one can also say that from a perspective of West African traditionalists, colonialism was organized crime.110 But this kind of dialogue takes us nowhere. Instead, it would be much more interesting to understand why Ékpè was created in West Africa and the important functions it carried out. Likewise, why was Abakuá created in Cuba, and how did its leadership adapt it to respond to the issues facing their communities in different periods of history?

The Èfìks of nineteenth-century Calabar certainly transformed Ékpè to maintain their position as middlemen in the trade with Europeans, but this extreme use of the society did not define it for all times or places.111 Other Cross River communities with Ékpè that were marginal to the trade routes seem to have continued their earlier practices.112 One academic observed that Ékpè membership lost its affiliation with ethnic lineage and “revolved around the sheer economic power to buy the esoteric knowledge and titles.”113 Primary sources in Calabar confirm this trend for the leading lodges of Calabar, but these were aberrations that neither defined the practice nor its philosophic insights for the entire region. Undoubtedly, as settlements grew into heterogeneous towns and cities, club membership became open to the wealthy who met other requirements; entry fees were a form of social security for the elders.114 But prices of entry fluctuate, then as now, depending on one’s relationship to the community. If purchasing power became definitive to leadership in Ékpè, why then is the following Ékpè phrase still chanted in Calabar?
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Even missionaries, who competed with Ékpè for influence in the community and who therefore viewed it as a negative force, understood the importance of family lineage in Ékpè. The Rev. William James Ward, who spent many years in Oron in the early 1900s, noted, “To become a member of Egbo [Ékpè] is the dearest wish of nearly every youth, and a fond father feels that his money, hardly won, is well spent in securing the fulfillment of his son’s desire. It is by no means easy to become an Egbo [Ékpè] member.”116 Reports from the same period in Usaghade (Isangele), a source region for Ékpè in present-day Cameroon, also maintain that “membership of Ékpè was usually acquired in the first instance for a youth by his father.”117

Facile condemnations of Ékpè and Abakuá systems reflect hostile attitudes best understood in the context of Euro-centric assumptions. How could Ékpè be both a spiritual practice and a social security system? How could titles be inherited within families, yet nonindigenes could become members? The multiple facets of Ékpè continue to mystify. The first missionaries who settled in Calabar were invited by Ékpè leaders who sought the education of their children, while British sought to create a literate elite who could help run the palm oil trade.118 The Rev. Hope Waddell, who was originally invited by Ékpè leaders into Calabar, later wrote, “the Egbo [Ékpè] Society was originated and maintained, not to repress crime, but to render its members absolutely irresponsible for their conduct toward their dependents.”119 An invited guest, Waddell became exasperated when he realized he could not act in Calabar society without the permission of an Ékpè council. Statements like these were used to garner military force to suppress Ékpè and install British law.

Missionary arrogance resulted in crimes against the laws of the land. In 1855 the town of Obutong was bombarded and burnt down by a British naval ship “at the request of European traders,” with the excuse that a treaty was violated.120 The conflict began six years earlier when the Reverend Edgerley purposely broke a drum inside the Ékpè temple, then in 1854 broke a symbolic egg at the shrine of Ndem, the water divinity.121 In the aftermath, the Mission House in Atakpa (Duke Town), Calabar’s economic center, declared itself independent from Ékpè law, with naval support.122

In retrospect, observers have argued that southeastern Nigerian communities experienced little crime before the arrival of Europeans. Colonists justified their presence to keep law and order, yet Nigerians have responded that “a false picture of African lawlessness and disorder” was created.123 Traditional law was apparently very effective, as it evoked the presence of the living and the ancestors in crime detection. In Calabar, Ékpè was dreaded as “no respecter of persons.”124 But once locals learned that the new Christian authorities pardoned offenses and that they could escape local law by running to the Mission House, a dramatic rise in crime resulted.125

Countering the myths of Ékpè as a purely commercial enterprise, several anecdotes demonstrate the judicious use of power by Ékpè leaders to resist subjugation. From the 1820s to 1830s, when Atakpa (Duke Town) was at the height of its power, their leader did not allow European traders to create settlements in the region.126 In the 1850s, his successor “had on many occasions refused to blow Egbo [evoke Ékpè] on anyone the supercargoes requested, who was indebted to them.”127 Calabar historian Monday Efiong Noah wrote that Ékpè “was the most fair and effective instrument of government that was ever devised in the region. European traders often times resorted to the use of Ékpè laws for orderly conduct of their business.”128 In 1851 British Consul for the Bight of Biafra John Beecroft “argued that Ékpè was the only government that could effectively rule Calabar.”129

The Ékpè and Abakuá systems, while certainly modified from their nineteenth-century models, continue to share important strands of philosophy, values, and aesthetics, some of which are described in the following chapters. The persistence of these values indicates how flexible these systems are in adapting to local conditions and pressures, while maintaining their basic structure and teachings.

A dramatic advance in my own learning began with the support of Victor Manfredi, a linguist specializing in Ìgbo and Yorùbá who has extensive contacts in the global Nigerian community. I began to communicate with his colleagues, linguists and historians from southeastern Nigeria, sending them audio and visual recordings of Cuban Abakuá for analysis. Once the linguistic continuities with Cross River Ékpè became obvious, I searched in vain for several years to find Èfìk speakers in Chicago, Boston, and New York City. Only when Nigerians themselves contacted me after reading my work did the process of trans-Atlantic interpretation began in earnest.

Mutual recognition between the Ékpè and Abakuá provokes many questions about West African cultural continuities in the Caribbean. That both Ékpè and Abakuá perceive themselves in the other’s language and ritual practice points to the vitality of oral history and performance as sources for new evidence in the African Diaspora. To identify continuities is to create a platform, for the implications of this knowledge are not lost upon members of both communities, since Ékpè and Abakuá currently struggle to use traditional practices as a means of responding to contemporary issues.130

The Talmudic Spirit

As Max Weber noted, “the intellectual seeks in various ways, the casuistry of which extends into infinity, to endow his life with pervasive meaning, and thus to find unity with himself, with his fellow men and with the cosmos.”131 Abakuá practice is nonauthoritarian, and lore is parceled throughout the society. No single person has a total view of its practice or the authority to decide for the group. Following Ékpè protocol, Abakuá lodges are run by councils following very clear inherited guidelines.132 In a rare public expression of the nonauthoritarian tendencies of Abakuá and other African-derived systems, a Cuban percussion ensemble with Abakuá members recorded “La plegaria” (The Prayer) in the 1950s. This elegant song uses codes to express the profundity of their collective, inherited traditions, while distinguishing them from would-be authoritarians seeking to impose their will.133 One cannot enter these systems or learn about their teachings willfully, one must be invited, after undergoing a series of tests.134

Regarding the interpretations of their inherited texts and traditions, Abakuá leaders recognize the existence of variants. This is easily said, but when one is face to face with a learned initiate convinced that his version is the truth, the sway of charisma can be powerful. Working with El Chino, Abelardo Empegó, and other Abakuá title-holders in Havana and Matanzas, broadened my view of Abakuá history and practice. I learned to keep variations of liturgy and historical anecdotes integral, placing them side by side (versus displacing one for another). Early on, I sought the common denominators in variations, attempting to create an overarching narrative by blending all the materials. Experience taught me that the diversity of narratives is interesting in itself, because the narratives sustain a rich debate centered on the interpretation of the origin myths, a sign of a vibrant intellectual tradition. By traveling to various villages in West Africa where Ékpè/[image: image] exists, I learned that there never was a master narrative about the society’s origins, but confirmed that each group has their own perspective.

If there were merely one published narrative, then anyone could purchase and read it. Instead, access to Abakuá information has a rigorous protocol. Members demonstrate their commitment to the tradition by actively seeking information from their elders, by critically observing ceremonial action, and then making their own conclusions. The study and interpretation of Abakuá lore can be compared to the “reasonings” of Rastafari elders, whose theological debates seek to reveal the Truth of their history and received divine messages. Both approach their traditions in an almost Talmudic spirit. The Judaic Talmudic tradition is believed to have originated in the Revelation granted to Moses; a small portion was delivered in writing, a larger one orally. Since Moses, the “Oral Torah” was passed on in apprenticeships from generation to generation to the third century C.E., when it was transcribed.135 This “core document of Talmudic tradition” has been the subject of study and interpretation ever since.

Abakuá narratives are not divine revelation, but mythic histories recounting how Calabarí ancestors received contact with the divine, then maintained it through the formation of the Ékpè society in historical stages. Parallels with the Talmud are found in the original orality of the material and especially in the lack of preoccupation for a single interpretation. In some Talmudic passages, one finds unresolved disagreement, where “no single answer is ever declared authoritative, and in fact several of them are couched in extremely vague or exotic terms and never clarified at all.”136 In the Talmud’s argumentative style, some passages contradict others. In rare passages, “the Talmud admits that two different versions of a master’s teaching are inconsistent, but then leaves both standing.”137 Torah study has such a detailed protocol that it has become “a religious ritual in its own right … [perhaps] the most sacred ritual that Jewish life had to offer.”138 So too the most respected Abakuá leaders are dedicated students of the inherited lore, much of it contained in a myriad of small chants and longer treaties. These erudite spend a lifetime receiving, memorizing, and interpreting them, then demonstrating mastery of them in ceremony. In the process, they are trained as intellectuals, critically engaged in the history and philosophy contained in the passages. In a society with few avenues for social advancement, Abakuá practice enables working-class males to express their intelligence and artistry as well as any artist in any other form.

Because they are coded, the narratives are labyrinthine. In Cuban Abakuá, as in West African Ékpè, “there are things that [the elders] should never articulate clearly,” not even to initiates.139 Abakuá treaties are fixed in writing, although variations exist. These hand-written texts are treated like oral passages: divulged piecemeal to apprentices who, after memorizing, then reciting them correctly, are given more. Abakuá narratives have many branches, there is no single book or codified text.140 Little is known about the process of reducing African oral knowledge into writing in Cuba. It may be relevant that literacy has a long history in Calabar: since the eighteenth century the sons of Èfìk elites were educated in England.141 The narrative told by Abakuá leaders is that in the process of Africans initiating the first Cubans into the society, the ritual texts were written down. Since Cuban creoles were not native speakers of the language(s), and since the Cuban context did not easily allow for the lengthy process of oral transmission, the Cuban initiates could study the written fragments and pass them on.

Methods of selection and interpretation used by Abakuá leaders include applying their own logic to received texts and then comparing these with actual practice by participating in plantes (ceremonies). That is, one cannot function without the theory, but if that is all one has, one cannot function. During ceremony, a percussion ensemble with chanters performs outside in the patio as rites proceed inside the temple. Those who chant take turns demonstrating their knowledge, challenging others to respond to their questions. If other participants can follow, they also participate in a dialogue exploring the vast terrain of Abakuá epics.

Reconstructing Abakuá History

The traditions of each lodge may be distinct but should be legitimized by reference to a passage in the Abakuá language. Though the texts may have divergent interpretations, being written, they are not likely to have been altered much since the nineteenth century, making them sources of information for Cross River history.

This book documents those lodges established in nineteenth-century Cuba, a period when Ékpè from Africa were present and participating in the dissemination of knowledge. The process of identifying the lodges, their foundation dates, titles, and sponsoring lineages required the reconstruction Abakuá history. By examining the oral tratados (mythic histories), the published literature, and by interviewing knowledgeable elders, I constructed a general picture of important Potencies (lodges) and their lineages. Fieldwork taught me, however, that many initiates are uninformed about the history of their own group, such that I had to find the right elder to discover a particular piece of the oral tradition.

The historical reconstruction of Abakuá lineages requires multiple methods of verification. By speaking to dignitaries such as El Chino, Abelardo, and others in Havana and Matanzas, I verified the testimony of Andrés, always returning for his evaluation of what I was learning. Andrés’ advanced age and his declining health motivated me to investigate incessantly the oral traditions of Abakuá history, believing that with his passing away there would be little hope for completing this task.142

Andrés was my Calabarí Homer, and to him I am eternally grateful. But in fact, after being initiated in Calabar and charged with being an ambassador, my relationship to Abakuá shifted, as I was able to offer information to its leadership, who in turn sent messages to Calabar through me. My subsequent learning enabled me to understand Abakuá history in deeper ways. Although I am obliged not to reveal these teachings, they have allowed me to grasp the essential elements in the story, as well as to reduce speculation.

Historical Anthropology of the African Diaspora

My own approach to understanding the contributions of Africans to American history and society is a historical anthropological one that considers the perspectives of contemporary Africans and their indigenous philosophies as necessary participants in a dialogue. An example of this approach is found in Black Rice: The African Origins of Rice Cultivation in the Americas (2001) by historian Judith Carney, who convincingly documented the agency of “Rice Coast” African men and women in recreating “an entire cultural system” in the production of rice from the onset of European colonization of the Americas. This kind of work allows us to “see Africa through the Americas,” that is, to understand aspects of African technologies that were foundational to American societies, in this case the diversity of West African rice producing methods and the “domestication of a separate species of rice in West Africa” that was not fully understood until the twentieth century.143

James Sweet’s study Recreating Africa: Culture, Kinship, and Religion in the African-Portuguese World, 1441–1770 (2003) is a model of comparative trans-Atlantic research in the archives. Using the records of the Portuguese Inquisition in Brazil as a primary source, Sweet’s findings “challenge widely held notions that African slaves were unable to replicate specific African institutions in the Americas.”144 He detailed how divination practices brought by Africans were continued, even if their imperatives were transformed because of the condition of slavery, but that these transformations were “made in much the same way that acclimations were made for wars, droughts, and famines that periodically occurred in African societies. In all cases, the driving force behind divination was the restoration of communal balance and harmony.”145

In 1948 Melville Herskovits created an important model in his essay “The Contribution of Afroamerican Studies to Africanist Research.” Herskovits observed that because the study of cultural elements taught by Africans to members of American societies can help scholars better understand their African source regions, a transAtlantic dialogue can only be a win-win situation.146 He suggested that collaborative exchanges with communities of international scholars could transcend linguistic and ideological borders.

The colonial project of erasing African history and presence has been countered by dialogues between West Africa and the Americas and the work of earlier scholars/participants such as [image: image], William Bascom, Maureen Warner-Lewis, and Pierre Verger, and it was exemplified in a collection of essays called Rethinking the African Diaspora (2001).147 More recently, Professor J. Lorand Matory has demonstrated in Black Atlantic Religion (2005) that trans-Atlantic dialogues have been ongoing for hundreds of years within communities of African descent. Many examples of such dialogues have been documented in the Yorùbá-derived Diaspora between the Republic of Benin and Nigeria and Brazil.

In the case of the Cross River Diaspora, there is little evidence for an ongoing dialogue between Ékpè and Abakuá; instead, there is much evidence that Ékpè members in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Cuba were able to reorganize their homeland institution in Havana and Matanzas, a creative process of adaptation to this Caribbean society that became foundational to its urban social networks and music culture. Being a hermetic group that does not proselytize, Cuban Abakuá do not want to be studied. When I learned of their strong interest in confirming their West African sources, however, I began to share information about the Cross River Ékpè with them, to their great satisfaction. As one Abakuá title-holder told me, “After learning about Ékpè in Africa, we understand that we are not alone in the world.” That many Cross River Ékpè have a similar interest in the Abakuá is a signal of the political use of inherited cultural systems on both sides of the Atlantic.

My own experience of becoming an initiate of a Calabar Ékpè lodge and receiving a title therein was important to the process of identifying continuities between Cuba and Calabar.148 For example, the lodge to which I belong, Ekoretonko (Efe Ékpè Eyo Ema), has a namesake in Cuba, the Ekuéri Tonkó lodge of Havana.149 The title I received, Mbàkàrà, is also an important title in Cuban Abakuá lodges, with a similar function.150 In all Ékpè lodges, Iyámba is a title of great importance; this title is also preeminent in Abakuá.151 In [image: image] lodges of the Ejagham, the equivalent of Iyámba is Musungu; in Cuba, the grade Mosóngo is fundamental.152 There are many, many other examples.

It is remarkable that the Abakuá cultural movement has been able to maintain some degree of intelligibility of its texts to current Cross River practitioners of Ékpè—the source tradition from which it was separated some 200 years ago. As with other cases of oral transmission across long time and space intervals, such as the Vedic and Homeric poems, the Abakuá example combines intensive artistic discipline with a ritualized guild framework. Since the revolution in 1959 information about the Abakuá has been inaccessible to most non-Cuban scholars. By documenting the nineteenth-century transmission of Ékpè to Cuban receivers, I hope to contribute to a contemporary dialogue in the Cross River Diaspora, an awareness by Cross River peoples of the contributions of their ancestors to Cuban society, and the ability of Cuban Abakuá to confirm the sources of their inherited traditions.

As the present moment of history is witnessing the reconnection of the two ends of this vast Diasporal arc, the impact of this encounter on the local communities of participants will be fascinating to observe. At the same time, the public nature of the new encounter is eliciting unprecedented openness from all sides to scholarly access, which promises to enrich the description of each of the local traditions that were heretofore so closely guarded from outside view. Eventually the global Ékpè-Abakuá network may develop its own scholarship from within, such has happened already to an extent with the Yorùbá-Lukumí tradition.

The Chapters

In Cuba, the persistence of the myths of docile slaves and the contentment of the impoverished with their condition was such that historians José Luciano Franco and Pedro Deschamps-Chappeaux devoted much of their writing to demonstrate the continual resistance to enslavement. In the 1980s, Deschamps-Chappeaux wrote, “never did a year pass in the Americas that was not marked by a rebellion against the slavery system.”153 The vast majority of Cuban rebellions, as well as communities of fugitives, were multi-ethnic, involving the descendants of Africans, American Indians, Asians, and Europeans. In other words, where the colonists tried to divide and conquer, their subjects organized across every imaginable barrier to fight back. The story of the Abakuá society is a narrative within this larger picture, one with all the elements of an epic: the slave commerce on the African coast, the forced migration to the Caribbean, the incredible ability to regroup in order to recreate the indigenous leopard societies of the homeland, and then the infusion of African traditional values into creole populations of all backgrounds by bringing them into this society of prestige. I doubt there is a better example than this of the inclusive inclination of African systems, although similar examples are found in Brazil, Haiti, and other places. Instead of working within the limitations of race—what Europeans imposed upon them—Carabalí migrants used their indigenous systems to maintain group solidarity by teaching initiates the responsibilities inherent in the privileges of membership.

Chapter 1 is based largely upon Abakuá narratives about the arrival of Carabalí Ékpè members and the many stages in their process of recreating Ékpè in Cuba, creating the first Abakuá lodges, and establishing the three major “ethnic” lineages: Efí, Efó, and Orú. Although not readily apparent to the reader, most of the Abakuá language used to tell this story is contained in chants used even today in ceremonies. Comparative research shows that symbols, objects, and concepts fundamental to Cross River Ékpè were reproduced in Cuba.

The significance of Abakuá is evident in the history of Havana, where enslaved people built the city and renamed its barrios on their own terms. Chapter 2 describes the roles of free urban blacks, urban cabildos de nación (African nation-groups), fugitives from slavery living in Havana, workers on the wharves of Havana, battalions of blacks and mulattos who worked there also, Hispanicized free urban blacks known as black curros, as well as the multiple anticolonial movements in the early 1800s, and how all of these strands impacted the emergence of Abakuá in the 1830s.

Abakuá leaders resisted even the harshest periods of colonial oppression by continuously creating lodges based upon their Calabarí homeland traditions. Chapter 3 uses the concept of planting, of activating the brotherhood—shared by Ékpè and Abakuá—to describe how Abakuá expanded from the 1830s to 1860s in a cosmopolitan urban environment and in the face of barbaric repression as experienced in the wake of the infamous Conspiracy of La Escalera in the 1840s. Documenting the process of the transmission of Ékpè into Cuba, this chapter lists the major lodges founded and identifies their possible Cross River precedents. In the 1860s, Abakuá expanded into the nearby port city of Matanzas, with the sponsorship of Havana lodges.

Chapter 4 describes the process by which creoles, or Cuban-born initiates, were assimilated into Cross River traditions through Abakuá practice, focusing on how an Abakuá title-holder in Havana named Andrés Petit created the first lodge of white men, thereby founding an entire lineage that continues today. This process was related to general conditions in Cuba at the time, including economic crises and tensions with the colonial regime. The creative responses of Abakuá leadership made it the first integrated institution in Cuba, before the Wars of Independence began and before the rebel leaders such as Antonio Maceo and José Martí proclaimed that an independent Cuba would be an integrated one.

Integration threatened the structure of colonial rule. Chapter 5 describes how Abakuá was made illegal in 1875, with its members (as well as other anticolonials) dispersed to Spanish penal colonies in North and West Africa. Those who could escaped from Cuba to Florida to join the emerging cigar industry. Responding to scholarship that argues for the recreation of Abakuá lodges in exile, having learned otherwise from Abakuá leaders, I discuss issues basic to the process, which serve to highlight the extraordinary achievements of Abakuá’s foundation in Cuba.

Chapter 6 reviews the last two decades of colonial rule, including the official termination of the African cabildos de nación, as well as their Three Kings’ Day processions in Havana, and the attempts by police to destroy Abakuá by confiscating their sacred objects. Meanwhile, in the emergent Cuban popular theater and music there is evidence of Abakuá used as a symbol of cubanía (Cuban-ness). To understand contemporary anecdotes I gathered about Abakuá and African-descended General Antonio Maceo, I review the significance of Maceo, whose mother is regarded as the “mother of the Cuban nation.”

Because music is fundamental to the expression of Abakuá and because many Abakuá have been professional musicians, there is a profound relationship between Abakuá and Cuban popular music, itself a globally popular form since the 1920s, if not earlier. Chapter 7 lays out evidence for Calabarí presence in the formation of rumba music in the nineteenth century and the use of clave sticks in the rumba and son genres. In addition, it describes how Abakuá composers have consistently recorded their social and ritual history using Abakuá language as well as rhythms and distinctive sounds in commercial recordings.

The epilogue describes an encounter of Abakuá and Ékpè in Calabar at the International Ékpè Festival in 2004. This event created waves of repercussions throughout Abakuá and Ékpè groups, who are confirming their local history through the practice of their counterparts.

The three appendices contain additional data for a comprehensive view of nineteenth-century Abakuá. The first is a list of lodges founded from the 1870s to the end of the century, the second has detailed interpretations of Abakuá chants mentioned throughout the book, and the third discusses issues that arose in the comparison of masking practices in Calabar and Cuba.

The glossary contains Ékpè, Abakuá, and Spanish terms. Many key Abakuá terms are slightly transformed from those still used in the Calabar region (particularly in the Èfìk language) and in Ékpè ritual phrases. For example, the word Ékue (the Voice of the leopard) derives from ékpè (leopard);154 the word íreme (masquerade) derives from ídèm (masquerade).155 Used to evoke ancestral and other mystic energies, Abakuá words are believed to motivate inanimate forces into action. The Abakuá language has influenced Cuban popular speech.156 Most famously, the term chébere (or chévere) used in Cuban popular speech to mean “valiant, wonderful, excellent” derives from Ma’ chébere, a title of the Abakuá dignitary Mokóngo.157 Mokóngo is an Ékpè title in southwestern Cameroon.158 Through the global expansion of Cuban popular music, from the first son craze in the 1920s and 1930s, the word chébere became widespread throughout Latin America as an affirmation of “something positive.”


1. Arrival

Bóto kenbóto engrinerón awarumba moropo íreme.

My body is in Cuba but my mind is in Africa.

—ABAKUÁ PHRASE1

Ninety-seven-year-old Andrés Flores, a descendant of Calabar, born and raised in Old Havana, told the story as he learned it from his ancestors and immediate family of how the founders of Abakuá came to Cuba. For him the story of their migration began with the Europeans: “To speak of slavery one should mention Bartolomé de las Casas, who suggested to Queen Isabel that Africans be brought to the Americas.2 The first Africans arrived in Cuba in the early 1500s didn’t come directly from Africa, they came from Spain and spoke Spanish.3 In 1513 the Spaniards brought the first four slaves directly from Africa with the authorization of the government in Cuba.4 In 1557 the first shipment of African slaves arrived directly from Africa; they were 1400. The English sent 1100 to Jamaica and 300 remained in Cuba.”5

Andrés mentioned the participation of a representative of the Church, a Spanish ruler, and West African slave traders to reveal his class position of absolute distrust in the rulers and leaders of powerful institutions. In his experience, and in that of members of his race and class, all had failed him and his ancestors. Most histories begin and end with the Europeans. But Andrés and other descendants of Africans in the Caribbean know a very different history, one that begins in Africa and does not have Europe at the center.

Founding Fathers

Andrés noted, “It is well known that many Africans were sold into slavery by other Africans. Most of them were warriors captured in battle.6 All were from different tribes and regions of Africa known in Cuba as Gangá, Kongo, Kongo-Real, Mandinga, Lukumí, Bríkamo, and Carabalí.”7 Enslaved Africans brought their languages and cultures. Among them were members of the Ékpè (leopard) society of the Cross River region (Calabar), known in Cuba as Calabarí or Carabalí. “Around 1800 they brought a cargo of Bríkamo Carabalí to Cuba, represented by a sovereign king named Efík Ebúton from Efí territory belonging to Calabar. With him came a prince from Efó territory named Anamerúto Ápapa Efó and nine wise men.8 They all belonged to the same Abakuá religion, but were representatives of different tribes.”9

Indeed, many of their names are clearly recognizable as Cross River terms for various places and ethnic groups.10 In Cuba, Ékpè became known as Abakuá after an ethnic term used in Calabar. As Andrés indicated, Ékpè was multi-ethnic and practiced throughout this region where many languages were spoken. “Although they spoke different languages, like Bibí, Ápapa, Bríkamo, and Suáma, they could understand one another.11 They came on a secret mission to guide the Carabalís, because many men in that region had disappeared and their destiny was unknown.” Many languages of the lower Cross River are indeed mutually intelligible. Furthermore, by the late 1700s, Èfìk traders of Calabar had extended networks throughout the entire region, making Èfìk the lingua franca.12

Although Andrés’ story has a mythic ring, there is evidence that some African royalty did travel as free persons to the Caribbean and back.13 In Calabar, Eyo Honesty II was “crowned king of Creek Town in either 1835 or 1837.” As a young man in the late 1700s, Eyo had traveled the triangular trade route between Calabar, the Caribbean, and England by working as a cabin boy on an English ship.14 Eyo was one of several children of Èfìk elites who learned to read and write in English; many were schooled in England, having intimate and sustained contact with British captains and merchants.15 Eyo’s travels confirm the possibility of contact by him or other Cross River sailors with Ékpè members in Havana, many of whom worked along its wharves from the 1760s onward.16

Some Èfìk princes may have traveled freely, but most Calabar people came in chains. Ebúton, the “Èfìk king” of Andrés’ narrative is a reference to the town of Obutong in precolonial Old Calabar.17 In 1767 leaders of this town and their retinues were captured by British ships and transported to the Caribbean, an incident well documented in written sources. Known as the “Massacre of Old Calabar,” this tragedy resulted from a power struggle between the neighboring Old Town (Obutong) and Duke Town (Atakpa) over foreign trade.18 Duke Town leaders made a secret pact with captains of British slave ships anchored in the Old Calabar River. These, in turn, invited Obutong leaders aboard their vessels to “mediate” the dispute. Once on board, three brothers of Obutong Chief Ephraim Robin John were held captive, and an estimated 300 of their townspeople were slaughtered. One brother, released to the Duke Town leaders, was beheaded, and the other two, along with several of their retinue, were sold as slaves in the West Indies.19

The rivalries among Èfìk settlements on the Calabar River lasted for decades, almost certainly leading to the capture of several Ékpè masters who participated in the establishment of Abakuá in Havana.20 “Grandy King George” (Ephraim Robin John) described the loss of four of his sons “gone allredy with [captain] Jackson and I don’t want any more of them caried of by any other vausell” [sic].21 Meanwhile, hundreds of Africans embarked from Calabar were transported on British ships directly to Havana.22 There, in spite of linguistic and ethnic diversity, they would have been known generally as Calabarí and participated in the formation of cabildos de nación (nation-groups), many of which included Ékpè members who guided the emerging Abakuá.23

The forced migration of Cross River peoples coincided with the success of the Haitian Revolution in the early 1800s, when Africans in Haiti ceased sugar production there by ending European domination. An unintended consequence was that in Cuba the wealthy class seized this opportunity to increase sugar production. Cuba emerged as a leading sugar producer in the world only by increasing the numbers of African laborers there.24 After the 1807 British abolition of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, Cuban-based slavers dominated the illegal trade in the Calabar region.25

Andrés picks up his story on the Cuban docks, “The African Abakuá told that when they arrived in Cuba, they disembarked on the wharves of Casablanca [in Havana’s port]. Today we ask the apprentices: ‘Éntre enyúge ororó amána semé unkayo Núnkue néwe amanisón erieron?’ At what part of Cuba did the first Carabalís land? ‘Itiá Ororó Kande.’ This means: ‘At the wharves in Regla.’ They renamed Havana as Núnkue; the phrase ‘Núnkue ítiá ororó kánde’ means ‘the part of the harbor belonging to Regla’” (Plate 3).26

As Andrés told me this history, he often began in the Abakuá language, then translated this to Cuban Spanish. After traveling to Calabar, I found that many Abakuá terms are standard usage in the Cross River region, whereas some are used only by Ékpè members. Being an initiation society, Ékpè has its own coded terms and phrases, as do other initiation groups around the world. Linguist Ken Hale called these systems “auxiliary languages,” because they are often created by relexifying the language of the larger community.27 Cuban Abakuá is also an auxiliary language that includes many terms from Èfìk and Ejagham, as well as purely Ékpè phrases.28

Cross River peoples exported to the Caribbean region became known as Calabarí, (and later in Cuba, Carabalí, reversing the l and r). The port many departed from was called Old Calabar, and the language of many others (from the Niger Delta) was Kalabari. A similar process of regrouping occurred in Cuba when various Yorùbá subgroups became known collectively as Lukumí, and various Bantu groups became known as Kongo.29 As Africans arrived in the urban areas of Cuba during the slave trade, they formed cabildos, or nation-groups.30 Andrés continued, “Anayúgue besun kányo anawe kório Abakuá? How was the Abakuá created in Cuba?31 The Africans were preparing to unify with the Cubans in order to resist their common enemies, the Spaniards; as everything was done in secret, they carried many details of this history to their tombs. The Africans, organized into cabildos, began to celebrate their feasts on Three Kings’ Day, when they wore their ceremonial clothes and were allowed to collect aguinaldos (gratuities) from the merchants and the wealthy of that period.32 The money they collected was used to buy the freedom of those enslaved who had brought knowledge and titles of the Abakuá from Africa.”

The Three Kings’ Day, or the Three Magi, procession in Havana was one day of the year when African cabildos were allowed to publicly display the dances, music, and costumes of their homelands (see Plate 4). The purpose was that each cabildo, led by a king and queen, would march through the streets of Old Havana to the palace of the governor general to salute him and swear their loyalty, after which he would present them with a gratuity (see descriptions in chapter 4).33 The account of Andrés suggests another subversive use of this official event: to gather money to support the establishment and perpetuation of Abakuá by buying the freedom of its African sponsors.34

Andrés explained, “Many sympathetic Spaniards served as intermediaries to purchase their freedom. The aim of the Africans was to develop their religion and to keep performing their rituals without the knowledge of overseers and owners. They said: ‘Kúsón kúsón’ (silence), and the owners never knew that they were practicing their religion, only that they celebrated their feasts.”35 With these words, Andrés describes what Bajan historian E. K. Brathwaite called “the art and philosophy of camouflage,” in itself an “aesthetic response to the environment.”36 Abakuá also used culturally specific methods of camouflaged communication taught to them by Cross River Ékpè, whose nsìbìdì “language” in both visual and audio forms is still used in West Africa and in Cuba (a discussion of some of their key signs is given ahead).37

“With the blessings of the king Efík Ebúton they were able to organize themselves; they began to practice their Abakuá religion with the same devotion and traditions they had observed in their own land. They kept the same name they had in Africa: Ápapa Efó.38 An Abakuá leader reported that the Ápapa Efó cabildo, made up exclusively of Africans, waited more than twenty years before creating the first lodge of creoles in Cuba: “The Creoles, my grandfather said, deformed everything, and the Africans did not want their religion to become distorted.”39 Carabalí cabildos had existed in Havana since at least the 1750s, some eighty years before the foundation of Abakuá. Like Ápapa Efó then, other Carabalí cabildos waited decades before sharing forms of Ékpè with their Cuban offspring in a concerted effort.40 The hesitation of African Ékpè leaders lay in the tension between a desire to maintain Ékpè among themselves, knowing it would die out with them, and the realization that this system could serve a purpose in Cuba, therefore their duty was to share it with the creoles.41 In the end, Abakuá was recreated from Ékpè models and perpetuated because it functioned to protect and liberate Africans.

Andrés told me, “In 1836, some Africans realized that some creoles met the conditions of belonging to the religion. To unify the Carabalís and the black creoles, who were culturally divided (but as ‘negroes’ received the same treatment from the Spaniards), they decided to create the first juego [lodge] presided over by creoles and some Carabalís who were not Abakuá.42 Many of the Africans did not agree, but the prince Ápapa Efí Ákamaró decided to give the transmission to these men, based on a treaty of his land, which was Efí territory.”43

What Abakuá call treaties are ritual passages that convey mythic history about the origins of their society in West Africa. Tratado translates as “treaty,” as in “pact” or “alliance treaty.” In most cases, the Cuban treaties express the sharing of cultural ideas from one settlement to another, reflecting the multi-ethnic nature of Cross River Ékpè. Each Abakuá lineage is based on a treaty evoking specific places in the Cross River region; the treaties are usually held to be the original phrases uttered by the founding members of the society in West Africa.44 Abakuá lodges are named from phrases in the treaties. By examining them, Abakuá scholars can trace the sources of their lineage and lodge, hence their authority as representatives of ancestral tradition. In Calabar, the concern with genealogy is a prominent feature of the “whole political structure,” because the head of lineage must be able to trace his descent from a founding figure.45 Thus, the Abakuá preoccupation with lineage is continuous with Cross River social history.

The First Lodge (Efí Territory)

The first Carabalí in Cuba uttered the phrase “Mi botán botán ékue enyenisón” (a good heart is the best fundamento).46 Andrés described the formation of the first Abakuá group in Cuba, “The first juego [lodge] they made here was from Efí territory. The phrase ‘Bóto kenbóto akama enyéne Efó, Ápapa Efí Akamaró, erendió Efík Ebúton’ refers to the meeting where the creation of this juego was proposed.47 The first baróko [ceremony] to create the Efík Ebúton lodge was held in the municipality of Regla in 1836. Regla was renamed Itiá Ororó Kandé, which means: ‘a land at the other side of the harbor.’” In fact, this phrase was interpreted by an Ékpè authority in Calabar as a proclamation of Ékpè’s foundation in Cuba (see the appendix of chants for details). To enact the birth of the first Cuban lodge, Ékpè leaders entered a cave, a symbolic womb in the earth.48 Andrés continued, “They performed the baróko to consecrate the Obónes [dignitaries] of the juego Efík Ebúton, in a cave called Itiá mbóko Nékre Ákamaró.” This name can be interpreted as “the foundation of the Voice by prince Ákamaró.” In Èfìk Ékpè, itiat is the foundation stone that every lodge must have.49 [image: image] is a leading Ékpè grade linked to the sound of the Divine Voice.50 “They gave the cave this name because the Africans who acted as godparents belonged to a lodge in Africa of the same name. Anasakó enkrúkoro enchemiyá mbóko Nékre Ákamaró. This means ‘The diviner Nasakó is working inside the cave with the treaty’ [origin myth/incantation].51 The Africans who created Efík Ebúton were initiated in Calabar; they possessed the fundamento [ritual authority] to give birth to Efík Ebúton.”52

[image: image]

FIGURE 3. Èfik Obutong firma from a nineteenth-century Abakuá manuscript. The arrow points downward, signifying birth. The circles represent Efó, whose representatives founded this lodge. This form of communication is derived from the nsìbìdì ritual communication of Cross River Ékpè. Reproduced by Leandro Soto, 2006.

For obvious reasons, those who brought knowledge of Ékpè could not carry ritual implements across the Atlantic, but they possessed the authority to fabricate new ones. Some Cuban narratives argue that the African founders of Abakuá created the first fundamento objects in Cuba in 1836. Others—based upon the mechanics of Ékpè practice—argue that African Ékpè created their own ritual implements from within their cabildos, then used them to authorize the first creole lodge.53 All Cuban narratives agree that Abakuá’s foundation was guided by Ékpè specialists who regrouped in Cuba. The demographic density of Cross River people in Cuba was important, but this process also required the presence of Ékpè masters who could teach and organize their communities.54 The creation of Èfìk Ebúton in Cuba, when the Africans authorized the creoles to continue their Cross River practices, was a watershed moment whose ramifications changed the course of Cuban history.

Andrés told me,

The prince Ápapa Efí Ákamaró sponsored Efík Ebúton, naming it in honor of the African king who brought the Voice of Abakuá. Other Africans from the Ápapa Efó lodge served as witnesses.55 They agreed that the first lodge of creoles should carry the name of the king. Efík Ebúton Efí Méremo wafatá baróko Núnkue. This means, “Efík Ebúton was the first lodge to perform baróko in Cuba.”56

When the Africans witnessed this ceremony, they said: “Asarorí beson kányo,” meaning “Well done, very good.”57

To perform the ceremony, the Africans used the Cuban equivalents of their offerings and attributes. In order to differentiate the two countries [Cuba and Calabar], the Africans said, “Embára Núnkue Ororó Amurámo.”58 This means that the main fundamento is in Africa and we are its representatives in Cuba. The first initiates were called: Núnkue Amanisón Bióráma, meaning “those in Havana were consecrated in the African way.”59

This narrative indicates a central theme of Abakuá history that continues to guide its contemporary leadership: Abakuá was established in Cuba in accordance with the protocol of West African Ékpè. During conversations with Ékpè and Abakuá leaders, I found that both agreed that the Efí Ebúton lodge was an extension of the Obutong settlement’s Ékpè lodge in Calabar. This perspective has been documented by Abakuá musicians who commercially recorded tratados narrating the birth of Èfìk Obutong in Cuba. In the 1950s, the first Abakuá composition was recorded in Matanzas and included this phrase:
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This tratado is merely one of scores extolling the ‘birth’ of Obutong in Cuba.61

Creation of the Fundamento

Andrés explained, “As part of the baróko in the cave, the prince Ápapa Efí Akamaró led the members of the Efík Ebúton lodge to the river to create the first fundamento. This was the ekoriantán baróko [first baróko] of the Efík Ebúton lodge.” According to narratives in both Cuba and Calabar, because the “perfection” of Ékpè was achieved in an estuary zone, foundational rituals should be performed there. The procession to a river to establish a lodge has been memorialized by Abakuá musicians in commercial recordings.62

Because it is a collective tradition, knowledge of Abakuá is shared by many elders. I reviewed Andrés’ narration with several leading Abakuá, who generally confirmed its veracity. El Chino Mokóngo told me, “Ekoriantán baróko means the first baróko made in Cuba; it is correctly pronounced ‘ekoria otan baróko.’”63 Throughout this work, the commentaries of El Chino give insight into obscure issues raised by Andrés.

Describing an aspect of the ceremony at the river, Andrés continued, “To perform the ceremony to bring the ‘Divine Voice,’ they chanted ‘Ndíbó, díbo, makáró mofé.’”64 In both Cuba and the Cross River, the resonant sound of the Divine Voice confirms the presence of Ékpè. Through this and other chants, performed to choreographed ritual actions, the African sponsors reenacted the mythical first time that the Voice emerged from a river in West Africa and was used to perfect Ékpè. In this way, on the bank of a river in Regla, ritual authority was channeled into the new lodge, infusing its implements and members.65 In Cuba, dibo is a chant to call the Voice. In Cross River Ékpè, Dibo is a reference to the spirit of Ékpè.66

Continuing his description of the ceremony at the river, Andrés told me, “The Africans also said, ‘My body is here but my head is in Africa. We brought the Abakuá in our minds. We have come with much sacrifice to continue the religion with the men on our expedition. We have achieved unity with the creoles, and this is their first fundamento to follow the laws of Efí territory.’ This was the authorization given by Efík Ebúton to constitute the first Abakuá fundamento on the banks of the river.”

There exist many versions of the process of founding the first Cuban lodge. Abakuá leaders practice with the faith that their inherited lore is what it proclaims to be: the teachings of African Ékpè who shared their esoteric knowledge with the Cubans. Being a foundational moment for the organization of African-descendant communities in the Caribbean, it was a very important act. Various strands of evidence indicate that this narrative has a historical basis. One would be a chant performed after the baróko of Èfìk Ebúton on the banks of the river in Regla. According to Andrés: “To celebrate the foundation of Efík Ebúton, they chanted Okóbio, okóbio enyenisón (repeat), Awana bekura mendó, Núnkue Itiá Ororó Kánde, Efík Ebúton ooo Ékue.67 This means: ‘Our brothers from Africa founded the first Cuban juego in Regla; we praise Ékpè.’”

After I published a transcription of this chant in 2000, the response by Nigerian Ékpè members led to the ongoing process of trans-Atlantic interpretation of Abakuá lore (see details in the appendix of chants).68 More research brought me to early maps of the Cross River region, where I could confirm some of the indigenous names memorialized in Cuba, including the Èfìk settlement of Obutong.69 Whereas European presence along the West African coast transformed the names of many settlements on maps, I found that local, indigenous names are maintained within communities on the Cross River. Therefore, I was fortunate to meet an expert mapmaker and Ékpè initiate in Calabar, Chief Aniyom, who created a map of Cross River settlements using indigenous terms as maintained on both sides of the Atlantic.

El Chino Mokóngo offered more evidence in the form of a chant,

During an initiation, Abakuá chant the following in the temple’s patio to remember those who came from Africa to create Efík Ebúton:
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FIGURE 4. Map showing the Cross River basin and southwestern Cameroon indicating the history of Ékpè in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as memorialized through Abakuá practice. Drawing by Chief Aniyom, Calabar, 2005.
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There were four men from Efí who came to Cuba and made the transmissions. When they founded the potency and gave it the Voice they named it Efík Ebúton, meaning “the Voice from Efí.” They left a manuscript and we do not know if it is true or not, but these are the ceremonies performed in Cuba when a new potency is created.

Confirming the message of the African founders, many terms and phrases in this chant were interpreted by speakers of Èfìk and other Cross River languages (see details in the appendix of chants). The terms Natakuá (line 4) and Abarakó (line 7) are mentioned. These are likely the Calabar settlements of Atakpa and Mbarakom (as discussed in chapter 3). The second phrase of this chant: ‘We thank Abasí [God] and the Obongs [Chiefs] from Efí’ may be a literal indication of the founders of Èfìk Obútong in Cuba. In Calabar, Ékpè remained in the hands of elite Èfìks, who generally barred the enslaved and the poor from membership.71 These indicators point to the presence of Ékpè leaders—the ruling class of many Cross River settlements—in Cuba during the process of Abakuá’s foundation. As I mentioned earlier, during a series of conflicts between Calabar communities for domination of the trade with Europeans, several Ékpè leaders indeed were enslaved and banished from the region. Another source of evidence is a historically based myth I learned from contemporary Ékpè leaders of the Obutong settlement in Calabar.

THE LEGEND OF OBUTONG

In Nigeria, when contemporary leaders of Obutong learned how their settlement was memorialized in Cuba, their explanation of why Obutong Ékpè would have reached the Caribbean and become rooted there was liked to the origin story of Ékpè. The Efe Ékpè (Ékpè shrine) of Obutong is named after Asibong Ekondo, a founding ancestor whose wife is credited with the discovery of Ékpè in Usaghade centuries ago.72 The Iyámba of Obutong recounted a legend from the history of his settlement,

Since Asibong made a sacrifice that entered the rivers and sea, it became the world’s. Asibong was married to Mbang, a woman from Usaghade [the legendary source of Ékpè’s discovery].73 After filling his canoe with offerings for his wife’s father, Asibong was en route to Usaghade when his boat capsized, and all the offerings went into the water, flowing to the four directions.74 Some things were rescued by people downriver, who were not a party to his trip. Some people from his boat were carried by the river, then captured by foreign ships and taken far away. Mbang’s father said to Asibong, “You did not bring your property to me, you brought it to the whole world.” We in Obutong have the belief that those people who were missing, who were rescued by foreign ships, were taken to other nations like Cuba. Some people left because of their belief in Ékpè, so they would establish it there. Some people were sent away because of their misbehavior according to Ékpè law, and the Europeans used to take them. These people were very powerful, and they could have disrupted society. These people would want to recreate Ékpè wherever they went. They would have established Obutong in Cuba. What we call Ekondo in English means “world,” the whole world.75 Since Asibong made a sacrifice that went to the rivers and sea, it became the world’s.76

In Ékpè practice, a tribute paid to the river, the abode of ancestors, is a method of communication.77 In this case, the tribute was believed to have carried the authorization of Obutong, through the flow of water, to the four corners of the world. Some offerings were picked up by locals who were later carried to the Caribbean. The Obutong legend of Asibong Ekondo’s offering to the river in Usaghade resonates deeply with Cuban narratives (more on Usaghade/Usagaré is ahead).78

Cuban narratives tell that the African sponsors of Abakuá used Cross River techniques to evoke the power of Mother Nature with words, actions, and offerings. Many symbols used by Cross River Ékpè are shared among other initiation societies in the region, including those for females. This observation suggests why, in spite of exclusively initiating males, Abakuá has been consistently defended by the larger community of male and female noninitiates.79 Cross River female societies were not established in Cuba, apparently because more males were enslaved than females, and because within Cuban slave society, males had different kinds of social space within which to move than did females.80 A comparative study of the shared symbols of Ékpè and Abakuá evokes a broad discussion of indigenous values and their persistence on both sides of the Atlantic.

Ndèm

In many Cross River settlements, the Ékpè leopard society and the Ndèm mermaid society are separate but interdependent.81 While Ékpè rules the land and Ndèm rules the water, both share key symbols. Both regard “living” water as the realm of the ancestors and a symbol of regeneration.82 Ritual correspondence between Ékpè and Ndèm seems to mirror the complimentary roles of males and females in society.83 During Ékpè ceremonies, a portion of offerings are customarily reserved for Ndèm and taken to the river. Meanwhile, Ndèm priestesses are ordinarily initiated into Ékpè in order to be “fully effective.”84 Not merely a gendered society, Ndèm was described as a “tribal deity.”85 Ndèm is a source for Ékpè’s authority, as well as for that of the paramount ruler of a community.86 The famous Calabar folktale “Mutanda” revolves around Ndèm’s powers, as identified in the phrase “Ndèm Èfìk ete mi,” meaning “Ndèm is the goddess that the Èfìks, my parents, worship.”87

In Cuba, Abakuá use the term Ndèm to name the spiritual base of their system. The common Abakuá phrase, “Ndèm Efi, Ndèm Efó,” is a reference to the “spirit of the consecration of Efí and of Efó.”88 As in Calabar, this spirit emerges from the river and is feminine.89 During the foundation of Èfìk Obutong, Ndèm was evoked and an offering sent to the river.90 The process was memorialized in the phrase “Èfìk Obutong Ékue anameruton bongo Ndèm Efi,” meaning “the Ékpè lodge Èfìk Obutong and its Voice were established through the power of Ndèm.”91

The Ndèm priesthood remains important in Calabar. In the 1960s, during an investigation into the traditional procedure for crowning an Èfìk paramount ruler, the only female witness was a Ndèm priestess, whose position gave her the authority to speak about Èfìk history and traditions.92 The investigation confirmed that an Èfìk paramount ruler, who must have a high title in Ékpè, is considered crowned only after participating in a ceremony at the Ndèm shrine, known as the Efe Asabo (python shrine).93 In Calabar, the Efe Asabo is a component of the Ékpè lodge named Efe Ékpè Eyo Ema, after a founding ancestor of the Èfìks, who was both the custodian of Ndèm and the head of Ékpè.94 Eyo Ema led migrating Èfìks from Uruan into the Calabar region. Uruan was an important place in Ékpè history, where the same interdependence between Ékpè and Ndèm was found.95 Ndèm is a regional term for “water deity,” but the shrine of each settlement has a distinct name.96 In Uruan settlements, Ndèm is known as Atakpo.97 As in Calabar, where a paramount ruler is crowned on the Asabo (Ndèm) shrine, the leaders of Uruan villages were crowned at the Atakpo shrine. Narratives of Èfìk migration from Uruan to Creek Town agree that Uruan’s Atakpo shrine was the basis for the Asabo shrine of Creek Town and Calabar.98 In Cuban Abakuá narratives, Atakpo is memorialized as Natacho, a water deity at the foundation of Ékpè.99
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FIGURE 5. Drawing of Abakuá mythic history published by Roche y Monteagudo (1925: 99–101), who reported that the eighty-six-year-old “native” who drew it to depict the foundation of Ékpè in Calabar also included brief explanations of the symbols. The caption beneath the image reads, “Drawing symbolizing the birth of nyanyiguismo in West Africa, next to the ‘Oldan-Ororó’ river, where the mystery of Ekue was discovered.”

During the foundation of the Èfìk Obutong lodge in Cuba, when the African sponsors led the creoles to the river, they evoked a complex of symbols related to Ndèm. These shared symbols of Ékpè and Abakuá form important strands of evidence for the historical basis of Abakuá narratives. They are found in material culture, including the construction of drums and techniques for using them, the construction and use of masquerade suits, as well as the visual representation of symbols, both figurative and abstract. In both traditions, their uses and interpretations coincide in large part.

Cross River Ékpè use visual symbols to identify the mechanics of their system. These can be compared to representations made in Cuba—one by a Cross River descendant, others by Abakuá title-holders—that depict the foundation of Ékpè in Africa. Because Cuban treaties report that the “birth” of Abakuá was achieved by recreating the “perfection” of Ékpè in Africa, these visualizations represent simultaneously the essential elements of both processes.100 The earliest known Cuban image, published in 1925, was described as depicting, “The first consecration in West Africa. A graphic drawing by a Calabar native, eighty-six years old, who before dying explained the foundation of Abakuá, the only such drawing by an African in Cuba” (see Figure 5).101 In addition to this original, I documented other derivative paintings in the homes of Abakuá leaders. What follows is an examination of the key symbols in these paintings.

THE CROCODILE

In the Ékpè/Ndèm systems, water beings are associated with Ndèm.102 The crocodile symbol ubiquitous in Cross River cultural systems represents Ndèm’s power.103 Percy Amaury Talbot, who lived in Oban for nearly a decade in the early 1900s as the first District Officer of Southern Nigeria, began his study of Ejagham culture with reference to the river, the crocodile, and Nimm (the Ejagham equivalent to Ndèm): “Nimm is, above all, the object of the women’s devotion. She manifests herself sometimes as a huge snake, sometimes as a crocodile. Her priestesses have more power than those of any other cult, and the society which bears her name is strong enough to hold its own against the dreaded ‘Egbo [Ékpè] Club.’”104

In Oban and other Ejagham communities, royal women used ceremonial coiffures symbolizing the crocodile as an aspect of Ndèm.105 Talbot visited a sacred lake in Ejagham territory, where the “crocodile are regarded as manifestations of the guardian spirits of the place, and therefore as specially sacred.”106 He observed that, “In many of the Egbo [Ékpè] houses a representation of … the crocodile is usually found carved on the principal pillar.”107 During my own visit to Oban’s [image: image] lodge in 2004, a crocodile skin hung prominently on a central post.108

A Cuban Abakuá leader who viewed my photograph of this lodge immediately recognized the symbol and responded with an inherited phrase about the use of the crocodile in Oban Ékpè: “Korokó menanko erufia aweremi? Erombe Obane amakuminyan? The head of the first nyányago was made of what material, and what ceremony was made in Obane? Obane Efí mendo urakabia mokondo efí kondo Iremo Iya berakabia Isué anaraguí. In Obane it was adored as a divinity. It was made of crocodile skin with shells. [The title-holder] Isué used it to make a fundamento.”109
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FIGURE 6. Photo on the left from Nigeria by Talbot (1969/1926: vol. 2, 230–231); photo on the right by Pierre Verger, 1950s, Havana. Compare the use of plumed rods on the headpieces. The Cuban mask has seven plumed rods as well as crocodile teeth.

The crocodile played a fundamental role in Abakuá mythology.110 It was visually represented in the drawing by a Carabalí man in Cuba (see Figure 5), as well as on a rare Íreme mask (see Figure 6, right).111 Andrés recited a variant phrase regarding the Ndèm aspects of the first masquerade to appear in Ubáne (Oban, a Cross River settlement): “Korópo mekondó unpón awaremí erómbe Ubáne newe ákua eromísón? How was the first íreme who appeared in the consecration in Ubáne?112 Awára kábia Íreme Ísunáka. His head was made of sea-shells and his name was Isunáka.”113 In turn, El Chino Mokóngo responded with this related phrase and its interpretation:

Íreme iya iya isún Anarukíe erukábia abesumbí. The first íreme of Ubáne was made with the leaves of trees like palms. On its hat was a crocodile head that represented the head of Tánsi; it was adorned with seashells. Its title was Íreme Isun Anarukíe.114

I remember the masquerade with the crocodile head, based on the treaty of Isún Anarukíe, that I saw in 1963 in the potency Amiabón.115 It was worn by [the title-holder] Nkóboro with a headpiece adorned with a crocodile head and full of seashells. It was a gift of their late Iyámba who had commissioned it in Matanzas. I was very impressed, because the elders did everything based on the treaties.116
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The Nkóboro mask is a guardian of the brotherhood, so the crocodile represents a force against invaders. The crocodile appeared when the divine fish Tánsi of Abakuá lore entered the water pot of the founding female.117 This woman is represented in the Cuban drawing, standing next to the river with a ceramic jar over her head (Figure 5). Crocodiles were represented in Abakuá practice consistently with Cross River models. In Oban, Talbot described a crocodile masquerade: “The image was robed in a long gown of dark blue cloth, daubed with mud from the river-bed. … On its head it bore a crocodile mask, carved in wood, perhaps a representation of Nimm [Ndèm] herself.”118

THE SERPENT

The long, winding form of the serpent is that of the river itself. Like the crocodile, the serpent as symbol extends deeply into Ékpè and Ndèm.119 It is sufficient to observe that the Ndèm shrine used to coronate the Obong of the Èfìks is called Efe Asabo (python shrine).120 Abakuá treaties describe the serpent at the foundation of Abakuá in Africa, when “an enormous serpent … entangled itself in the feet of Sikán” (the founding woman) as she carried the Fish from the river in a gourd.121 The symbols of the gourd, the woman, the serpent, the water, all reverberated during the “perfection” of Abakuá in Usagaré.122

Cuban firmas (nsìbìdì) used during the birth of the Èfìk Obutong lodge in the 1830s contain the symbol of the serpent (see Figure 7),123 evoking the ancestors and Ndèm in this process. In Abakuá mythology, the serpent and the crocodile are guardians of the oracle and the healing arts. The title-holder responsible for these functions is Nasakó, a diviner who organized the birth of Ékpè.124 The fundamento (or prenda) that Nasakó works with is known as nyóngoempabio, or simply nyóngo.125 Abakuá treaties place the figure of Nasakó in Usagaré, in southwestern Cameroon, where nyongo was a form of traditional medicine.126
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FIGURE 7. This firma, or a variation of it, was used in the foundation of Èfik Obutong. The perpendicular and horizontal lines signal death and rebirth, as used in cosmograms throughout West-Central Africa. Originally published with the caption “Regla” in Rodríguez (1881: 17), it was later reproduced in Trujillo y Monagas (1882: 371), Cabrera (1975: 497), Thompson (1983: 250). Reproduced by Leandro Soto, 2006.

In the Cuban drawing (Figure 5), the serpent wrapped around the palm tree symbolizes the healing arts and divination.127 The serpent is associated with Nasakó, known in Abakuá mythology as a Kongo diviner who organized the society centuries ago in Cameroon, when the Voice resonated from the water.128 In twentieth-century Cuba, Abakuá selected to receive the title of Nasakó were often Tata Nkisi (leading practitioners of Palo Monte, a Cuban-Kongo system).129 In both Cuban systems (Abakuá and Kongo), the serpent is regarded as a protector of fundamentos.130 Given the closely related philosophies from regions of the Cross River to the Congo River, it was obvious that in Cuba the Abakuá and the Kongo healing systems would have led to their cross fertilization (an example is discussed in chapter 4, “Transforming the Eribo Drum”).131

THE MANATEE

The mysterious Voice of Ékpè and Abakuá practice may sound like a leopard, but its mythic source was a river. Some aquatic animals do vocalize, and the West African manatee (Trichechus senegalensis) was central to mythology in coastal Nigeria and Cameroon.132 These mammals lived in shallow coastal waters and freshwater rivers of Cameroon and Nigeria. They remain understudied, but like their Caribbean variant they seem to communicate with high-pitched vocalizations.133 The manatee is also known in Abakuá mythology.134 In a painting by and for Abakuá use, this mammal was depicted beneath the tree at the riverbank, the source of the Voice (see Plate 6).

Some Ékpè implements were made with manatee skin, and the hunter who caught one was highly rewarded.135 A report from the early 1900s in Oron confirms this: “Initiation is costly, though an exception is made when a man catches the famous Egbo [Ékpè] fish–the manitee [sic]. If he is not a member he is initiated free of cost, but if a member already, he is promoted to a higher grade on the same terms. Otherwise every step upward is only possible by the payment of heavy fees.”136 Another report from 1805 in Old Calabar indicated the same scenario.137 The English explorer Peter Nicholls observed, “If any person kills a tiger, a large snake, or a manatea, he is obliged to take it to the king of Calabar, from whom he receives a reward for killing it; but should he apply it to his own use, without sending it to the king, he pays a very heavy fine to the king.”138

THE FISH

The divine Fish of Abakuá mythology was the source of the Voice that “perfected” the Ékpè system.139 Legends tell that the Fish was encountered in the Odán River of Usagaré. In southwestern Cameroon, along the Ndian River of the Usaghade community, leaders of the Bateka village reported that the sister of the village founder had “landed a fish which started vibrating and making the voice of the leopard,” leading to the founding of the “leopard spirit cult, which they call Butamu.”140 In Abakuá, the term Butamú refers to the temple from which the Voice emerges.141

Biologists have confirmed the existence of sound-producing fishes in the Cross River region. Several species of freshwater fish are known to produce sounds when taken from the water, some easily heard at a distance of 100 feet,142 although research on this topic remains in the early stages.143 It may be relevant that a nineteenth-century traveler noted the extraordinary echo effects in the region of the Calabar River and its mangrove forests, which seem to funnel sound along the water.144

The Trees

Large trees are beholden as sacred throughout Africa, and the Cross River region is no exception.145 In nineteenth-century Calabar a visitor observed, “Every large tree and every remarkable spot in their noble river is supposed to be the residence of an [n]dem, to which the people of the locality pay their worship, the rites being prayer, offering, and sacrifice.”146 During Talbot’s visit to the sacred lake of the Ejagham, he noted, “at the point most near to the Sacred Lake, stands a huge cotton tree, hung round with strips of cloth and other votive offerings. This is the special Juju [medicine] tree for the town of Nsan.”147

Throughout the Calabar region, large silk-cotton trees along rivers are used as shrines to Ndèm.148 Outside Creek Town, a huge silk-cotton tree Ndèm shrine stands near an Ékpè lodge, because Ékpè and Ndèm “go hand in hand.”149 This relationship is reflected in Abakuá practice, because every Cuban lodge that is able to plants a ceiba (the silk-cotton tree of Cuba) in its patio, a living symbol of the birth of Abakuá.150

El Chino Mokóngo described the significance of trees in Abakuá history and practice: “The palm represents the birth of Abakuá by the river and the ceiba next to it. According to the legend, the ceiba is the mother of the palm. This is why in all the juegos in Cuba, if they can, plant a ceiba and a palm in their patio. When the baróko in Usagaré was made [in Africa], Nasakó buried the fees, and then planted the ceiba in the same spot.151 When Efí Butón was founded in Cuba, they planted a ceiba that is still on the hill of Regla.152 In that time that zone was forested. The Abakuá still take care of this ceiba. Whenever a potency performs a plante [ceremony], they go there to greet the ceiba.”

As expressed by El Chino and as depicted in the Cuban paintings by Abakuá, the palm tree is also integral to Abakuá practice, in ways consistent with Cross River mythology.153 In Abakuá, the term for tree is úkano; in Èfìk, it is ùkánà.154

THE GOAT

A favorite food throughout West Africa, the goat is required for Ékpè and Abakuá ceremonies in which initiates receive titles. As depicted in the 1925 drawing from Cuba (Figure 5), the goat stands next to the tree at the riverbank, as an offering. In Abakuá, goat is mbóri; it is mboi in the Qua (Ejagham) of Calabar, as well as related languages in southwestern Cameroon.155 The goat is extolled in Abakuá chants, some of them recorded commercially.156

THE ROOSTER

The rooster is a favorite sacrificial bird throughout the Caribbean. In Abakuá, the rooster is known by the Ìbìbìò term nkíko. An Abakuá phrase describes one use of the rooster in consecrations: “Obonékue efión enkíko, obonékue efión bongo,” meaning “Initiates were cleansed; rooster blood was given to the bongó.” This entire phrase has meaning in Cross River usage (see appendix of chants for details).157

THE LEOPARD

Throughout West and Central Africa, leopard symbols are used to represent social power.158 For example, in the Grassfields region of Cameroon, the rulers are known as “children of the leopard,” and as such are believed to have special protection from danger.159 Considered an animal of the night, leopards are believed to possess “dark knowledge,” meaning that the obscurity or the mystery holds no secrets from them. Historian Jan Vansina summed it up, “The trail of the leopard is the trail of power. Among all peoples of the rainforests, without exception, the leopard was a major emblem of political power and apparently always had been. Hence the disposition of the spoils of the leopard, from hunter to highest authority, is the best indicator of the political structure.”160 A hunter was obligated to bring a captured leopard to the highest local authority, who would then elevate the hunter’s status.161 In nineteenth-century Calabar, the Èfìk Obong received “as a tribute the skins of all leopards killed.”162

Cuban Abakuá revere the leopard through the sound of its mystic Voice, which they call Ékue, after Ékpè, leopard in Èfìk (Plate 7). In Cuban mythology, a founding title-holder in Africa was a hunter who brought a leopard as a tribute; its skin was used to wrap the Eribó drum (more on Eribó ahead).163 In Cuba, this title-holder is called Ekuenyón, whose function is to summon the Voice from the forest to the temple.

In the Oron community near Calabar, Ékpényọng was an Ékpè title.164 Throughout the Cross River region Ékpènyòng is a reference to Ndèm, the water divinity.165 Ékpéyóng is a popular personal name, and several nineteenth-century leaders of Atakpa (Duke Town) in Old Calabar were called Ékpéyóng.166 In Ékpè practice, a killed leopard was brought to the Ékpè shrine, shared with the Iyamba, and then offered to the water.167 This process is consistent with the balance of land and water, male and female, addressed by Cross River ceremonies.

THE VOICE

The primary sound-symbol of Ékpè and Abakuá culture is the mystic Voice of the leopard, known as úyò Ékpè in Èfìk, and uyó Ékue in Abakuá.168 The source of this Voice is the primary secret shared by members, and those who break the taboo by discussing it with outsiders will be repulsed. Initiation societies throughout Africa have a variety of secret instruments that may not be seen by nonmembers.169 In the case of Ékpè, the sound is held sacred; its source is immaterial. Ékpè liken the sound to that of a trumpet that magnifies the thoughts of the musician who is in a meditative state.170

The mythology of both Cross River Ékpè and Cuban Abakuá concur that the Voice originally emerged from a river.171 In both regions, the mystic Voice is a symbol of political authority in an autonomous community. Each lodge in West Africa and in Cuba may reproduce this sound as a sign of their authority; it is heard but not seen.172 Ortiz called it an “instrumentum regni.”173 What Abakuá call el Bongó and Ékpè call Ebonko is associated with “the Voice of Ékpè,” whose regenerative powers are essential for protection and healing.174 The Abakuá phrase “Bongó Itá,” meaning “one voice,” is used to mean that all lodges in the brotherhood are equal, since the Bongó of each defines their autonomy.175 When the Voice of the Èfìk Obutong lodge sounded in Cuba, a phrase was created to confirm its legitimacy: “Abasí lorí Èfìke Butón Bongó Ita,” meaning essentially “the Divine Voice of Èfìk Obutong is one with Ékpè.”176 This same concept structures Cross River Ékpè practice. Among Ejagham of the upper Cross River, I learned the phrase “Eyom [image: image] na mmutami eri jit” (the sound from the inner sanctum is one).177 Èfìk and Efut of the Calabar region have their own version: “Úyòm [image: image] kpúkpùrù édì kièt” (the sound in all the Ékpè lodges is only one).178

In Havana, after Abakuá leaders viewed my video footage of Cross River Ékpè ceremonies, including the Voice emerging from those inner sanctums, they concluded that this was the determining evidence that the African and Cuban traditions are intimately related.179
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FIGURE 8. Masquerade at Efut Ibonda, Calabar. Photo by Keith Nicklin, 1975 (Nicklin and Salmons 1988: fig. 9), used with permission. Compare with Abakuá Eribó plumes (Plate 26) and the Íreme photographed by Verger (Figure 6).
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As seen in the two Cross River phrases above, the Ékpè term for the Voice is [image: image]. In West Africa, as in Cuba, there is a grade with this name.180 In both regions, the titles and their functions are directly related to this mystic Voice.181 The term Mboko is also used in KiKongo and no doubt other West-Central African languages, to mean “voice, roar, law.”182 This is not surprising, because similar resonant sounds are reproduced in other initiation clubs throughout West-Central Africa.183 Some of these variants were also reproduced in Cuba.184 More research is required to understand the scope and philosophical meanings of this phenomenon. In southwestern Cameroon, for example, locals pay tribute to a water spirit called Mboko, in a place where the souls of their ancestors dwell.185

THE ERIBÓ DRUM

Drums are central to African-derived traditions, and the Abakuá have several types. Andrés presented a key theme of West African culture in the Americas when he told me that among the fundamentos “created in Cuba by the juego Efík Ebúton was the Eribó drum” (see Plates 8 and 26). A drum is much more than the sum of its materials. When fabricated by authorized people representing complex social organizations, it can be a mechanism for activating powers that can maintain and defend communities. In the Calabar region, an Ékpè origin myth depicts the first masquerades as emerging from a drum given by the ancestors to a human.186 Similarly, Abakuá could not fully function until specific drums were “born” as consecrated objects, and to do that the people had to become organized.187

In Uruan settlements on the Cross River, Ékpè elders claimed the Cuban Eribó drum as part of their own history; their traditions regard Edibo as a mythic hero who founded their Ékpè.188 Uruan legend tells that in the distant past, Edibo miraculously returned from the forest with several leopards he had tamed.189 Contemporary Uruan title-holders evoke their Ékpè with the phrase: “Bap Edibo!, dibó, dibó!” (Arise Edibo!).190 They interpreted the Cuban Eribó drum as a monument to their eponymous ancestor.191 Ékpè leaders in Calabar, however, understand “Edibo” as “Dibo,” a reference to the spirituality of their institution and not tied specifically to Uruan.

THE PLUMED RODS

In Cuba the Eribó is referred to as the “mother” of the Abakuá, being associated with the founding female and having powers to “rebirth” men as members.192 Around its rim are inserted a set of munyón (plumed rods; Plates 8, 9, 26) placed upright, each of which represents a founding ancestor.193 Andrés narrated, “During the creation of the juego Efík Ebúton, they constructed the Sése [sacred] Eribó drum. Before placing the plumes on this drum, they said: ‘Sése Ekoi efórí Ibondá,’ then placed the plumes on the drum.”194 El Chino Mokóngo responded that this phrase derived from a treaty describing the African foundation: “After the plumes were made … they took them to Usagaré, to consecrate the Eribó on Ibondá hill, during the first baróko in Africa.” (Early Abakuá lodges were established following Cross River history and geography as taught by their African founders. Ekoi is an Èfìk term for Ejagham peoples, Ibondá is an Efut settlement near Creek Town, and Usaghade is a community in the estuary southeast of Calabar.195)

The plumed rods of the Eribó drum are essential to Cross River Ékpè and Ndèm performances. In a famous Calabar folktale, as villagers search for a person captured by river beings, a maiden performed a dance called Abang: “The hair on her head resembled that of a mermaid.”196 The Abang headdress, with its mermaid and crocodile symbolism, often includes plumed rods placed upright.197 A masquerade from Efut Ibondá, near Calabar, that represents this female headdress includes the plumed rods (Figure 8). Ékpè masks representing high titles like Ebongó and Nyámkpè used them in various ways, held in the hand, or placed on the head. So too Abakuá title-holders have plumed rods that they use in procession, including those seen on the Eribó drum.198

THE COCONUT ORACLE

During the baróko of Èfìk Obutong in Regla in the 1830s, all the elements discussed above played a role. Many other items were used as tributes, as foods, and as divination tools. In the foundation of Abakuá, the supplicants who paid tribute to the river gained the support and protection of the ancestors and divine forces.199 Neophytes of Ékpè and Abakuá use a wicker basket to carry their offerings. The symbol of the basket is found the Ukara cloth used by Ékpè title-holders. In Cuba, the tributes offered by Abakuá neophytes include nkíko (rooster), a plantain, a yam, mimbo (liquor), and other materials used in precolonial West Africa, some of whose Abakuá names are comparable to their Èfìk counterparts.200

While comparing Ékpè and Abakuá symbols is a source of evidence for a historical trans-Atlantic relationship, it is also a method for critiquing the literature. Some sources indicated that a coconut was used as the source of the Voice during the creation of Èfìk Obutong in the 1830s. Others claim a calabash was used. This debate is not taken seriously by Abakuá leaders, who know the internal mechanics of their system.

In the 1920s, Havana criminologist Roche wrote, “Anáwe kamanba Èfìke búton? Tell me who is the mother of Èfìk Ebúton? Kambito Eribó, the coconut.”201 Roche then cited a treaty, giving this interpretation: “The African slaves who came to the land of the whites brought the memory of the voice of Ekué. They gathered in Havana and performed a consecration, with rooster blood over a coconut and a goat skin, so that Efibuton would sound.”202

The theme of the coconut fundamento at the birth of Abakuá has been consistently repeated in the literature.203 A comparison with the mechanics of Ékpè in Africa, however, suggests that this theme is a red herring, an example of how Abakuá have intentionally misguided inquisitive outsiders since their first interrogations by police in the nineteenth century. Instead, the coconut is better understood as a symbol of the oracle and of purity, as it is in the Cuban Lukumí and Kongo systems.204 The water of the coconut is used to prepare the mokúba (ritual drink) that all initiates swallow.205 In the process of creating the Èfìk Obutong lodge in Cuba, the coconut was used as a metaphor for purity, discretion, and clairvoyance, and it is still used as such by contemporary Abakuá (Plate 10).206

Efí Akuaráyo, the Treaty of Efí Territory

Andrés noted, “In Cuba all the lodges born from Efí territory were ruled by the treaty Efí Akuaráyo. This treaty was used when the first juego made was made in Cuba.” Efí akuaráyo speaks of the beachhead of Efí Abakuá in Africa, where an offering was given to the sea to authorize the birth of Abakuá in Efí territory. As a representative of the ancestors, an Íreme (masquerade dancer) present at this event was given the title Efí akuaráyo.207

In the Cross River estuary beachheads are not only physical ports, but also symbolic shrines. Ékpè scholar Engineer Bassey wrote: “In Èfìk land, the journey to deliver Ékpè to a purchaser was often a riverine affair. A fleet of dug-out canoes appropriately adorned for the purpose set sail from the Ékpè beach, a beach so designated by the fraternity, for a predetermined beach of the purchaser. … Should the purchaser be land-locked, delivery was effected using an improvised vehicle adequately camouflaged to resemble a canoe. It was mandatory for Ídèm Nyámkpè [a masquerade] to provide security for the fleet. Consequently, it was on the bow of the leading canoe on departure from and arrival at the ports.”208

The transfer of Ékpè along the river is depicted in the seal of the Efut community in Calabar (see Plate 11). In Cuba, the Ékpè sponsors of Abakuá followed their homeland protocol by creating the first lodge on a beachhead. From the creation of the first lodge in Regla in the nineteenth century to the later expansion of Abakuá activities into Havana, Guanabacoa, Marianao, Matanzas, and Cárdenas, most lodges were created and continue to exist near rivers and ports.209 Engineer Bassey explained the Ékpè rationale for this process in Calabar: “There exists the strong belief that the temple should face a natural body of water. … Closeness to a natural body of water aids evocation and invocation of elemental spirits of water.”210 In those cases where Abakuá lodges were founded in a land-locked place, they were still considered “beachheads” for that lodge. To the present, Abakuá processions follow Ékpè practice by including an Íreme masker at the lead to provide security.

Ékpè Patterns of Independent Settlement

In the history of many Cross River settlements, an Ékpè lodge was the first structure raised in the new site, since it established the autonomy of the future community.211 Cross River migrants in nineteenth-century Cuba could not physically establish Ékpè lodges, but they regrouped using Ékpè systems, then taught their essentials to others in their Cuban communities. In the process, the consecration of land and trees that accompanied the creation of fundamentos by Calabarí immigrants effectively transplanted Abakuá in Cuban soil, where it has been maintained ever since. Because their primary allegiance is to their lodge and lineage, Abakuá consider their society to exist as a separate state within the nation, with their own language and laws.212 There is no coincidence that Abakuá lodges are also called tierras (lands), nor that many lodges represent West African territories important to Abakuá history. The tierra Èfìk Obutong, the first lodge of creoles, was recreated as an extension of the Calabar settlement of Obutong in Cuba. According to Èfìk Ékpè tradition, “Initiation of an Èfìk man is normally done on Èfìk soil. Initiation done outside the boundaries of Èfìk land is supposedly wrong in tradition.”213 Following this, Cuban Abakuá call their potencies tierras, with the implication that they could legitimately initiate members.

The founding of Cuban lodges follows a pattern of independent settlement closely resembling the social organization of precolonial southeastern Nigeria. All Abakuá groups share a common mythology and organizing structure. The foundational tratado (origin myth) of each lodge identifies it with a Cross River ethnic group—Efí (Èfìk), Efó (Efut), and Orú (Uruan), whose ancestors interacted in the development of Ékpè in West Africa. While relatively independent, the leaders of each lodge are bound to protocols of etiquette toward brother lodges in their immediate lineage and to consult with leaders of fellow lodges before sponsoring a new lodge. When necessary, problems are solved by an informal council of elders (recognized for their mastery of Abakuá lore) who represent various lodges.

The First Lodge from Efó Territory (Baróko of Eforisún)

Andrés explained, “Four years after Efík Ebúton had been created, the prince of Efó and the king of Efí founded Eforisún, the first lodge of Efó territory. The night of January 5, 1840, under the Arco de Belén [in Old Havana] the Africans of the cabildo Ápapa Efó initiated the first juego of creoles belonging to Efó territory.” With these clues, Andrés revealed how in the middle of Havana’s fortified city, Africans used a Catholic holiday to initiate neophytes next to a Catholic Convent. Africans and their descendants outnumbered the European-derived population inside Havana, enabling Carabalí to diminish attention to their activities.214 An American traveler in the 1840s described the context: “The next day being el día de los Reyes, twelfth-day, almost unlimited liberty was given to the negroes. … Havana is on this day in a perfect hubbub, and the confusion that seems to reign among its colored population is indescribable.”215

The fifth of January, the vespers of Three Kings’ Day (el día de los Reyes), was a bustling time for the city’s inhabitants, including the African cabildos preparing for the next day’s processions, which commemorate the arrival of the Three Magi at the manger. The authorized cabildo meetings of this evening were used as a cover for the organization of a new lodge.216 This kind of camouflage led to a famous Cuban expression: “¡En el cuarto de fondo hay rumba!” (There’s a rumba party in the back room!). Musicologist María-Terésa Lináres explained, “In the nineteenth century, drum ceremonies were prohibited and these instruments were confiscated from the blacks. When they had no permission, Africans who had cabildos in those large houses with a grand interior patio put a few benches in the front room, and people sat there to sing in choruses accompanied by clave sticks and a ‘tres’ guitar, a Spanish-derived music. Since there would be forty or fifty people singing loudly, those in the street couldn’t hear the sounds of the drums in the patio. Those in the front room performed a refined type of party, while those out back performed the rites. In this way they could continue their rites, resulting in the popular saying: ‘in the back room there’s a rumba party’, which means that there’s a hidden ceremony.”217

The architecture itself was a factor that made a ceremony like this possible in the middle of a fortified city. The inner courtyards of a cabildo house provided privacy, while the domestic spaces of the urban wealthy secluded the space from street activities. A traveler to Havana in the 1840s marveled at “the substantial manner in which even the most unimportant building is constructed; every one seems made to last forever. The walls of a single story house are seldom less than two feet in thickness; and to witness the erection of those of the larger ones, the masonry might readily be mistaken for that of some embryo fortification, destined to be cannon-proof … while the stout folding-doors, guarding the only entrance to the whole building, would not be unfit to protect that of a fortress.”218 These fortified domestic spaces with interior courtyards allowed inhabitants a certain disconnection from outside activity, distancing the noise of the streets.219

Continuing his narrative, Andrés reported, “The ‘Efórisún’ lodge received a long title ending with ‘Usagaré’.220 Efórisún was the capital of Efó territory in Calabar.221 The treaty recited mentions the name and title given to this first lodge of Efó territory, as well as the names of the Africans who served as witnesses. Also mentioned are the godparents, who represented the prince of Ápapa Efó land.” The last term of Efórisún’s title, Usagaré, identifies this lodge with Usaghade, a community in southwestern Cameroon.222 Both Ékpè and Abakuá know Usaghade as the source region for their club.223 Nigerian musicologist Samuel Ekpe Akpabot confirmed the legend of Ékpè’s sources in Usaghade, “Tradition has it that Ékpè originally came from a place called Usangade [sic] where the Efot ethnic group live … it was they who let the … people of Uruan into the secrets of the cult.”224

El Chino Mokóngo unraveled the meaning of Usagaré: “In Cuba, according to the stories of the old men, the first Efó lodge was called Efórisún Efó. Efórisún Lilí is a lagoon in Africa.225 The treaty of Efórisún Lilí belongs to the “treaty of the three brothers” from Usagaré territory in Africa, when the three brothers Efórisún, Usagaré, and Bakokó received the original fundamentos of Efó.”226 Abelardo added, “The treaty of Eforisún Lilí was in Africa, when they made the first consecration in Usagaré, on the hill of Ibondá. All the men from Usagaré gathered and invited the princes from Isún to see the great consecration of Efó territory. This treaty was recited during the foundation of Efori Isún here in Cuba.” These interpretations, as well as Cross River pronunciation, identify the Cuban Efórisún as Efut Isu in Èfìk, meaning “the shrine of Efut.”227

Andrés continued, “After Ápapa Efó founded Efórisún, they said these words to express their satisfaction: Abasí erominyán Ékue úyo makurí Abasí Ékue butón.” According to El Chino Mokóngo, “This phrase of salutation to Ékue means ‘While adoring God, the Ékue gives Voice.’”228 In other words, the mystical Voice of the leopard sounded, confirming the transfer of Cross River autonomous organizations into Cuba.

Andrés went on, “Then they said, ‘Asarorí Ékue Efó sése mokumbán.’229 That means ‘A great feast in Efó territory.’” El Chino Mokóngo explained, “This phrase comes after greeting the Ékue. It means ‘the Voice was strong because of the sacred medicines.’”230

The Second Lodge from Efó Territory (Baróko of Efóri Nkomó)

Andrés told me, “There was an agreement to create another lodge called Efóri Enkomón; Efóri are the herbs used in sorcery, and Enkomón means ‘drum.’”231 In Calabar, Efóri Enkomón is readily understood as “Efut Èkòmò,” the drum from Efut.232 El Chino Mokóngo reported the title as: “Efori Enkomón komo íreme taipo Efóri Ikondó,233 the Íreme who guarded the fundamento during the consecration of Efó.”234 The full name of an Abakuá lodge often reveals their family lineage, with the original ancestor listed last. In this case, the term Efóri Ikondó is easily recognized by Calabar Ékpè as Efut Ekondo, the name of Efut communities in Calabar and in Cameroon.235

Andrés continued, “They finished the founding ceremonies of the Eforisún lodge at night, and could not continue. In the morning of the next day [January 6], in order to create another lodge, they performed the baróko ‘Ekóko Nyángan Séne.’” The reason they could not continue was cosmological. Rites of Abakuá, like Ékpè, must be performed at certain times of night or day, as indicated by an Èfìk Ékpè chant from Calabar: “Eyen Edidem abanékpe okon eyo /A prince is initiated into Ékpè at night.”236 Cuban scholars have confirmed the night rituals of Abakuá; for instance, Lydia Cabrera wrote, “At midnight when the ceremony begins, the officiates join the procession.”237

Ekóko Nyángan Séne

According to Andrés,

Ekóko Nyángan Séne was the baróko performed in Cuba by the Africans of Ápapa Efó who gathered to “begin the daybreak.” At 12 midnight they left the Fambá room in procession with the Eribó drum. Moruá [the chanter] praised the Eribó: Eribó maka maka, Eribó maka téréré.238 This is a praise song to the plumed Eribó drum, representing the mother [Sikán] and the four kings [who founded the religion, each from a different tribe]. It means: “the plumed drum is everlasting.”239

They began to chant inside the Fambá room, then all the tribes exited in procession and encircled the patio. When returning to the Fambá room, Moruá chanted: Eribó maka maka, Eribó maka tere asánga baróko.240 This means: “The Eribó is moving, and will return to its place of origin, the Fambá.” Next day in the morning, the Efóri Enkomón lodge was established.241

El Chino Mokóngo responded,

Yes, it is possible to create two juegos in two days, one after the other. One starts at six a.m. until six p.m. At night, this work cannot be done because according to the African ritual these works were born with the daybreak. At six a.m. with the rising sun, the procession Nyangan séne is made to greet the sun, after which the ceremony begins.

In Cuba the Abakuá always performed their plantes [ceremonies] at night, as they were done in Africa. One would begin at night by worshipping the stars, and would finish in the morning by worshipping the sun. At six a.m. the procession Nyangan Séne would greet the sun, because we ask the permission of the stars for our rites. Most of the ceremonies are held at night, but the birth of a potency must be done by day, with the authorization of the sun.”242

Abelardo agreed, “The koko nyangan séne was made while the sun was rising: Asére ebión endayo atrofó mokayirén. Greetings to the power that illuminates the four cardinal points.”243 Abelardo indicates that reverence to the four directions—a principle in ceremonial drum activities around the world—is basic to Abakuá practice.244

In Uruan settlements on the Cross River, Ékpè leaders also perform rituals according to the movements of the sun.245 For example, because a ruler “sits” upon Ékpè, it is believed that when he dies its power escapes into the bush and must be recaptured at night, the domain of the nocturnal leopard. An Uruan chief described the process: “About twelve midnight … there is the traditional hunting and shooting of Ékpè. The Ékpè is captured, taken to and caged at the Efe [temple] by about five a.m. From the time after the caging of Ékpè till the evening of that day … several traditional dances and plays are staged.”246

Andrés continued his narrative, “After the first baróko of Efó territory, the Africans gave the [maritime] barrio of Belén the title of Engóro Éké ánbeleké, meaning ‘Belén was recognized as the beachhead for Efó territory in Cuba.’247 With the creation of one lodge from Efí territory and two from Efó, the people were content. The Africans taught the creoles, Ékue jura katínde akanarán enkrúkoro, Bongó itá. This means: ‘The same there or here, Bongó Itá means the Voice is one.’”248

The concept expressed through Bongó Itá in Cuba is pervasive in Cross River Ékpè practice (as described earlier in “The Voice” section).249 The meaning is that all settlements with Ékpè are equal and abide by the same laws, and the Voice of Ékpè signals their autonomy. The Cuban term akanarán, Abakuá for “mother,” may derive from akani nwan, an Ìbìbìò term for “old woman.”250 In other words, as initiates, “all are sons of the same mother.” Furthermore, akani aran is an Èfìk idiomatic expression meaning “original power or source,” often used as a praise greeting.251

The success of Abakuá made it a club of prestige, but only those who met specific requirements could join. Andrés continued,

Because many men aspired to become dignitaries, other juegos were born.252 In the early development of Abakuá there was a rigorous process for acceptance into a lodge; one had to be approved of by the Africans. The ndisimes [aspirants] were presented by the members to the Africans, who would act as judges and guides in the process of giving faith to the new initiates, but only after these demonstrated their respect for the Abakuá sacrament.

The African dignitaries began to confide in the creoles and delegated leadership responsibilities to them. Bit by bit they surrendered their secrets so that the creoles could act independently. There were many Africans who didn’t reveal the content of their language—in my opinion this was a mistake—and knowledge was lost.

Orú Territory

According to oral tradition, after founding the Èfìk Obutong lodge in 1836 and the Efórisún lodge in 1840, a third ethnic lineage was established later in the decade. El Chino Mokóngo recounted, “In the colonial days, Orú Ápapa was a cabildo in the barrio de Jesús María.253 Named the Cabildo of Orú, it was known as Ápapa Orú, and from there they named the potency Orú Ápapa.”

Andrés Flores continued, “When the Abakuá was being established, a potency called Orú Ápapa was ‘born.’ When asked about its origin, the members of this collective said that their title was ‘Orú Ápapa akondomína mefé Sése Bibí kóndo asikeleke nambele kabia ekuénte mesóro Bongó Orú Ápapa.’254 Because of the well-known difficulties in colonial times, some lodges were created in encerronas [hidden gatherings].” After discussing this title with scholars and Ékpè leaders in Cross River communities, we concluded that the Cuban Orú is likely Uruan, while Bibí is clearly Ìbìbìò.255 Uruan is a community in Ìbìbìò territory, with a historic tradition of Ékpè.

In nineteenth-century Cuba, with the founding of Efík Obutong, Efórisún, and then Orú Ápapa, the three major Abakuá ritual ethnic lineages were established. These lineages have been maintained continuously to the present. Andrés confirmed that the lodge “Orú Ápapa sponsored almost all the lodges of Orú territory and they still function today.” From the 1840s onward, the triumphant narrative describing the recreation of Ékpè in Cuba takes various branches intermeshing with the wider society, including other communities of African descendants, the discovery of Abakuá meetings by police and their subsequent persecution within the penal system, and the collective participation of Abakuá in both local and international anticolonial movements.

Conclusion

When Cross River peoples in Havana formed cabildo groups from the mid-1700s onward, Ékpè members were likely among them. Tensions between those born in Africa and their Cuban offspring were a factor in the hesitancy of Ékpè to teach their culture to creoles and then organize them into lodges. Scholars generally agree that by 1836, the first Abakuá lodge, composed of black creoles, was established by African sponsors. With the sponsorship of Cross River experts, the three major ethnic lineages of Abakuá—Efí, Efó, and Orú—were established by the 1840s. In the Cross River basin, Ékpè functioned as a multi-ethnic practice that enabled mercantile interaction and safe travel between autonomous settlements with distinct ethnic identities but speaking Èfìk as a lingua franca. Following this model, Cuban Abakuá members cultivated a practice of autonomous lodges with clearly defined “ethnic” lineages. At the base of this system were well-defined codes of ritual authority passed from African-born Ékpè teachers to creole offspring. Cuban Abakuá was established based upon a Cross River mythology wherein the Efut, the original possessors of a “perfected” Ékpè system, shared it with the Èfìks. In Cuba, a representative group of Efó (Efut) sponsored the first Cuban lodge, designated as Efí (Èfìk). This ethnically designated process remains active in Cuba, wherein Efó lodges may sponsor Efí lodges, but not vice versa. In the creative process of regrouping and adaptation in the Caribbean, Cross River people followed clearly defined procedures based upon homeland concepts.


2. The Fortified City

In Cuba there was not one black society, but diverse coexisting societies.

—MANUEL MORENO-FRAGINALS1

In the 1660s a buccaneer who sailed past San Cristóbal de La Habana with Sir Henry Morgan described the city’s defenses and international reach. He paid special attention because their plan was to sack the city: “This City is defended by three Castles, very great and strong, two of which lie toward the Port, and the other is seated on a Hill that commands the Town. It is esteemed to contain about 10,000 Families. The Merchants of this Place trade in New-Spain [Mexico], Campechy [Yucatan], Honduras, and Florida. All Ships that come from the Parts before-mentioned, as also from Caraccas, Carthagena, and Costa Rica, are necessitated to take their Provision in at Havanna to make their Voyage for Spain; this being the necessary and strait Course they must steer for the South of Europe, and other Parts.”2

Havana’s prominent role in trans-Atlantic history was determined by geography. Its deep, bottlenecked harbor, lying at the outer rim of the Spanish American empire and along the Gulf Stream flowing toward Europe, made Havana Spanish America’s largest port, thus the setting where peoples of the world would encounter one another.3 For three centuries of Spanish expeditions into Latin America, Havana was used as a point of return to the Iberian Peninsula. Its vibrant musical culture and characteristic hospitality was shaped early on to accommodate the hundreds of sailors who waited, sometimes for months at a time, for the end of hurricane season.

In 1624 the Spanish crown decreed Havana “The Key to the Gulf”; it was also known as “Key to the New World.”4 Expeditions sailed through Havana to and from the viceregal seats of Peru (in Lima), New Granada (in Bogotá), La Plata (in Buenos Aires), and Vera Cruz (in New Spain).5 Shipments arrived from Asia along the Macao–Manila–Acapulco route through Vera Cruz.6 Being the focal point of the route to the Indies, Havana became a militarized zone as well as the economic and political center of Cuba.7 By the 1850s, an American annexationist described Havana’s as “undoubtedly one of the safest, best defended, and most capacious harbors in the world.”8
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FIGURE 9. Havana’s official seal, the Key to the Caribbean, on el Gran Teatro, Havana. King Philip II of Spain granted Havana its official title as a city in the 1590s, with this coat of arms. The three castle fortresses represent the Fuerza, Moro, and Punta that guard the bay, and the key represents Havana’s role in unlocking the Americas for Spain (Scarpaci 2002: 18). Photo by I. Miller.

African migrants arriving from the sixteenth century onward helped build the limestone fortresses that defended colonial Havana from invading armies and buccaneers.9 At the entrance to Havana’s bay the Castillo del Morro sits above the village of Casablanca, near the cavern where Abakuá was born. To construct this fortress, while responding to the growing numbers of escaped Africans, in 1610 the Havana Cabildo (city council) ordered two decrees announced throughout the city. First, all fugitives reporting within fifteen days would be absolved of punishment; that those remaining fugitives, male and female, would have their noses cut off; those who resist will be killed. Second, “all the neighbors and residents of this city that have fugitive slaves must report them in the following three days before the scribe of the City Council. Be advised that those slaves missing three days from now are condemned to serve without salary for three years in the construction of the Castillo del Morro.”10

Brutal chain-gang labor would be the pattern for hundreds of years. Historian Manuel Moreno-Fraginals described the process: “The black and mulatto slaves in Havana’s urban area were principally employed in military and civil construction and in the shipyards. Fortresses like La Fuerza, La Punta, El Morro, Cojimar, Bacuranao, the extensive wall that surrounded the city, the fortified tower of San Lázaro and, in the eighteenth century, the enormous La Cabaña fortress and the castles of El Príncipe and Atarés, required an extraordinary volume of labor. … The study of these constructions demonstrates that in many years there were more slaves working on military projects than on the plantations.”11

Captured Africans were brought to the Spanish Caribbean from the early sixteenth to the mid-eighteenth century under the asiento system, whereby the Spanish crown sold rights to specific European powers and individuals to ship Africans to Cuba and other colonies (Plate 12).12 Parallel to this system of “legal” slaving existed a largely undocumented forced migration of captured Africans organized by merchants who did not pay for the rights to do so.13 The British occupation of Havana in 1763 virtually ended the asiento system, marking the beginning of an unrestricted (known as “free”) slave trade that escalated the influx. From 1763 to 1792 nearly 70,000 enslaved Africans arrived in Cuba.14 With the collapse of sugar production in Haiti due to the revolution (1791–1804), Cuban planters seized the opportunity to build the world’s most lucrative sugar industry. From 1790 to 1820 the estimated total of Africans arriving in Cuba was 300,000.15

The opulence of Havana elites went hand in hand with the repression that protected them. In 1825 the captain generals were decreed “almost unlimited powers” that remained in operation through the 1850s.16 The most infamous of these, Captain General Miguel Tacón, ruled Cuba by martial law from 1834 to 1838. The opera house he built in his own name was estimated, “with the exception of the Grand Theatre at Milan, to be the largest and handsomest of the world.”17 Convict labor built the Teatro Tacón, and taxing the (illegal) entry of slaves to the island paid for it.18 Tacón also had the Havana Prison constructed, about which a contemporary traveler wrote, “It is said, its erection did not add to the expenses of the city; that it was built by the labor of the convicts … I passed a long shed near the prison, under which about a hundred convicts were busily employed in breaking stone. They were under a guard of soldiers, and seemed very attentive to their work, perhaps from the dread of a heavy whip, which an overseer held in his hand.”19

Whereas the elites profited from slavery, the enslaved resisted by organizing community networks using models of West African institutions, like Ékpè lodges, or like the Yorùbá ilé (house) system (see the discussion of the Aponte Conspiracy of 1812 later in this chapter). In this process, if demography and the presence of knowledgeable culture bearers were important, so too were the oppressive conditions that convinced African Ékpè that the future of their communities depended upon their sponsoring lodges of creole Abakuá. It was precisely during Tacón’s tenure that Africans and black creoles established Abakuá as a force of liberation and an alternative to authoritarian models of society.

Abakuá was organized within a very complex urban milieu, where the interactions among various distinct communities created a rich environment hidden from colonial authorities. The communities involved were black artisans, African nation-groups, militia members, the black curros (Ladino migrants from Seville), urban fugitives, and the various resistance movements—whether they succeeded or not—that all fertilized the soil in which Abakuá grew.
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FIGURE 10. Teatro Tacón from Hazard’s Cuba with Pen and Pencil (1871).

Africans and the City

Colonial Havana was encircled by a fortified wall built from the 1630s to 1797.20 Inside the walls were institutions and people dear to the Spanish Crown, including “the residence of the Captain General of the Island, maximum representative of the Crown; the Cathedral, the military quarters, the [many] churches … the convents of Belen, San Francisco … the great residences of the Havana bourgeoisie and the tenements where the workers lived.”21

The servants and slaves of the dominant class who lived within the walled city became self-organized, even renaming their barrios. Instead of the official Catholic names of Belén, San Francisco, Santo Angel, and Santo Cristo, they chose “La Pluma [the Feather], La Lejía [the Lye], Campeche [Yucatan], Cangrejo [Crab], Los Doce Pares de Francia [Twelve Pairs from France].”22 Many of the Africans and their descendants who built the city’s structures and fortressed walls remained living within them. By renaming the city and its barrios, they indicated a parallel social system operating underneath the official one. The early black creoles may have used Spanish names, but as Africans arrived by the thousands in the early 1800s, the city was also given names in West African tongues.23 They renamed the city, and they renamed the creoles participating in their communities, especially those initiated into ritualized systems. This cultural process culminated in what may be the most profound achievement in the history of the colony: the establishment of African-derived institutions within the very walls of the fortress.

The incubators of these institutions were in many cases the community-organized African cabildos, some of them located within the walled city.24 Others resided in the barrios just outside the walled fortress, most famously the “celebrated and turbulent barrio of Jesús María, with its zone of the Manglar [Mangrove], where the feared ‘negros curros’ lived and the part known as the Basurero [Garbage], when from time to time, the numerous gangs of blacks and mulattos—distinguished with the names of the Arabs, the Mayorquines [Majorcans], the Vizcaínos [Biscayan], etc.—settled their differences. … Outside the city walls, the cabildos were more numerous and the sound of drumming was heard on Sunday afternoons, accompanying the chants and dances of the Congos, Carabalís, Lucumís, and others.”25

Once the walls were built, the cannons boomed nightly at nine o’clock (as they still do) to signal the closing of the city gates. This was when African descendants could meet in the extramural barrios on their own terms. In this manner, from within a police state in Spain’s “Antillean Pearl,” Abakuá emerged to organize and educate communities for self-defense.

Black Artisans

The importance of Abakuá to Cuban history is reflected in the many different communities that shared its networks, including the “nation-blacks” (African cabildos), the various groups of freed blacks that included the black curros and the Battalions of Loyal Black and Mulattos. At first appearance, these groups seemed to be at opposite poles of social aspiration, but members of each became prominent Abakuá initiates. Officially, these groups were considered marginal, yet without them Havana would not exist.26 Their activities contradicted received notions of “marginal” peoples vis-à-vis the dominant group. The process of assimilation into a host culture, for example, is often believed to occur most effectively when new arrivants live in close contact with those who set the norms. For those enslaved, this would amount to “the imitation of the master.” As historian E. K. Brathwaite explained, “this imitation went on, naturally, most easily among those in closest and most intimate contact with Europeans, among, that is, domestic slaves, female slaves with white lovers, slaves in contact with missionaries or traders or sailors, skilled slaves anxious to deploy their skills, and above all, among urban slaves in contact with the ‘wider’ life.”27

Imitation of the powerful is axiomatic in any society. But for Africans who already had a strong sense of self and identity, who may have already spoken several homeland languages, interacting with members of the Spanish elite would have been just another milieu within which they learned to operate. In Havana, artisans, soldiers, and dockworkers maintained or assumed specific African identities through membership in the Abakuá, Lukumí, Kongo, and other traditions. In many cases the intimacy between the dominant class and their African-descended workers produced not assimilation but tolerance.28 Historian Gerardo Castellanos García reported that in the nineteenth century “many ñáñigos [Abakuá] were servants and sons of very dear slaves, who lived in the homes of influential, wealthy, and intellectual whites.” This situation produced a tolerance to the extent that if these Abakuá were accused of an offence, they were defended as godchildren by their patrons, who were often lawyers or functionaries.29 The relationship between a godfather and godchild in the Church of colonial Cuba was a profound one that contributed to a tacit relationship in Havana between the dominant class and their servants. This phenomenon was engendered by Havana’s large Spanish settler population, in sharp contrast to the tendency in the Anglophone Caribbean for absentee owners.30

The symbiosis between both groups was enabled by an architecture within which masters and slaves coexisted. Havana’s elites typically lived in a three-storied home: the first floor being a warehouse for agricultural products, the second housed the slaves and administrative offices, while the master family resided on the top floor.31 The enslaved learned the ways of their legal owners, but as an intellectual in Havana observed in 1837, the exchange went both ways: “The slaves have influenced not only the customs, the wealth, and the intellectual powers of the whites, … since you know they have introduced an infinity of inhuman and barbarous terms and phrases in the speech habits of our societies of both sexes that call themselves cultured and refined. The same influence is observed in our dances, and in our music. Who does not see in the movements of our boys and girls as they dance a contradance or waltz, an imitation of the gestures of the blacks in their cabildos? Who doesn’t know that in the bass tones of the dance music of the island are the echo of the drum of the Tangos? All is African.”32

This vibrant milieu was merely one prism in the kaleidoscope of Havana’s colonial society. Slavery crushed many, but the contradictions inherent in the system created spaces that Africans exploited fully. Compared with Cuba’s rural plantations and with other colonies, Africans in colonial Havana existed within a relatively ample social space. Historian Moreno-Fraginals claimed that the self-determination and economic capabilities of Havana’s African-derived population “differentiates the social history of slavery in Cuba from that of other non-Spanish islands in the Caribbean.”33 An important element was the high percentage of freed blacks, and so-called “jornal slaves,” who had liberty to move throughout the city, as long as they paid a fixed sum to their legal owners.34

Another key element was the coartación (gradual self-purchase) system, whereby human property could buy themselves.35 Moreno-Fraginals observed that in the long run, the system of coartación “gave rise to a social sector of free black and mulatto artisans, who in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century dominated almost all of the urban occupations, including the most exclusive such as music, silversmithing, engraving, painting and woodcarving.”36

The situation was starkly contrasted in the rural sugar zones, where colonists created: “a plantation society where blacks were slaves for life, where existed a bestial imbalance in the percentage of sexes (80% men and 20% women, when it wasn’t 100% men) as well as no communication with the outside world. To this plantation society … would never arrive the legal mechanisms to acquire liberty, nor the alternative of apprenticeship for trades, nor the possibility of going to the tribunals to denounce unjust treatment.”37

In eighteenth-century Havana, there were many documented cases where enslaved men and women gained free status by challenging their owners in court.38 Although these rights existed on the books, all the jurors were white male property-owners, making Moreno-Fraginals wonder what mechanisms blacks used to give value to their rights. Self-organization was key: “Ample documentation proves that these Havana blacks developed a deep communal sense in defense of their interests and created secret social cells that were profoundly feared by the whites.”39 Like many other historians, Moreno-Fraginals identified the Abakuá as an exemplary defense system for black communities. Its Cross River precedents, mutual aid functions, and strict ethical codes maintained a coherence that has been sustained into the twenty-first century.

Fugitive Communities in the Americas

Throughout the Americas, a common form of rebellion against slavery was to escape and then set up independent communities in hidden places.40 Among prominent examples, the quilombo (fugitive community) of Palmares in northeastern Brazil existed for nearly a century before destruction by “the largest military force ever mounted in the Americas by the Portuguese and Brazilians.”41 The Spanish called fugitives cimarrones (thus maroons in English). Maroon towns in the Esmeraldas province of Ecuador and in sections of the Blue Mountains and the Cockpit Country of Jamaica existed for equally long periods.42 In New Orleans, the Mardi Gras or Black Indians have been described as “contemporary urban maroons” whose roots are found in the communities of fugitives located in the estuaries surrounding the city, areas that allowed access to the city’s marketplace while affording protection from authorities.43 In the Haitian revolution of the late eighteenth century, maroon groups were important participants.

In colonial Havana as elsewhere, freed blacks commonly aided fugitives in collective actions against the government. Twentieth-century historians identified fugitive communities in Cuba as forms of resistance that culminated in the Mambí rebel army for national independence in 1868. The cimarrones set the model for American independence movements, according to one Cuban writer: “In the palenque [fugitive communities] … emerged the spirit of social solidarity, the rebels appeared as collectives, and with them came organization, discipline, and hierarchy. … 236 years before the Congress at Philadelphia prohibited the slave trade, our apalencados [fugitives] went forth throughout the mountains of the island with their desire for liberty.”44 The ability to romanticize fugitive solidarity at the foundation of American societies may reflect the scarcity of documentation about this phenomenon, yet the social consequences pervade collective memory and popular culture (musical examples are discussed in chapter 7).

In some cases, ethnic solidarity was a basis for underground networks, as demonstrated among Africans in Cuba who harbored fugitive members of their same homeland nation.45 Similar cases existed in Brazil, where nineteenth-century “sources insist that the many candomblés of Bahia served as hideouts for fugitive slaves.”46 In Havana, Bahia, and other urban zones, spiritually based ethnic communities functioned in some ways similar to the Underground Railroad in the United States. Instead of moving North to freedom, Africans here created community networks for mutual defense. Using the Ékpè model of a multi-ethnic, regional system of independent lodges, Abakuá was particularly well suited for adaptation in a cosmopolitan heterogeneous environment where secrecy was required.

Freemasonry and Abakuá

Cuba’s first independence movement was organized in 1810 in Havana by Joaquín Infante, who wrote a constitution for an independent Cuba, and Roman de la Luz. Twelve other participants were described as military officers, intellectuals, and men of color, both free and enslaved.47 Before activating their plot, all were captured and imprisoned in Spain. Infante and Roman de la Luz were members of Cuba’s first Freemason lodge, chartered by the Grand Lodge of Pennsylvania.48

Freemasonry was a vehicle for Enlightenment ideals like “the liberty of man” in both Europe and the Americas. In the period of the North American Revolution, leaders such as George Washington, the Marquis de Lafayette, Voltaire, Benjamin Franklin, and Andrew Jackson were members.49 Parallel to its role in other American colonies, many nineteenth-century Cuban rebel leaders were Freemasons, including Carlos Manuel de Céspedes, who initiated the first war in 1868; José Martí, known as the apostle of Cuban independence; and Antonio Maceo, Cuba’s greatest military hero, who fought in all three wars.50

Masonic conspirators in Cuba interacted closely with African descendants seeking liberation, a trend that grew in the Wars of Independence (1868–1898). Because all groups were underground, there is little hard evidence about them. However, it is clear that by the mid-nineteenth century, social and cultural ties developed among both groups and many Abakuá leaders became Freemasons.51 By the 1890s these relationships were embodied in the figure of Felipe Espínola, a Freemason, a leader in the Mambí army, a foreman on the wharves, as well as an Abakuá title-holder in two Matanzas lodges (more on Espínola in chapter 6).52 The parallel functions of both institutions inspired Alejo Carpentier to praise Abakuá as “a true popular masonry.”53

Urban Palenques

Throughout Spanish America, communities of fugitives were called palenques and their members cimarrones.54 One historian described nineteenth-century Havana as an “immense urban palenque,” where some Africans eluded their would-be owners for many years by using community networks to hide and disguise themselves “in the barrios of the walled city, or in the hamlets outside the walls, converting themselves into urban cimarrones.”55 Urban fugitives had counterparts in rural areas, where Carabalí were also present, for example the famous fugitive known as Miguel Carabalí “the Black Tiger” of Camagüey (in central Cuba).56

Havana slave owners who sought fugitives in the first half of the nineteenth century placed hundreds of descriptive ads in newspapers that distinguished between male and female, African born and creole, skilled and unskilled, literate and multilingual, and those with African-styled facial cicatrisation.57 Some fugitives were jornaleros (wage earners) who already lived apart from their owners and simply left. Many succeeded in eluding recapture for years by assuming new names, creating false papers, joining militias of pardos y morenos (mulattos and blacks), and living in the homes of their freed African compatriots.58

Interaction between enslaved and freed Africans in Havana stimulated the enslaved to flee to urban zones outside the city walls where free blacks lived.59 In response, the colonial government built a depot in Havana where those captured could be reclaimed by legal owners. In 1831, the depot recorded that more than 10 percent of the enslaved population was arrested for escape.60 Many Carabalí were among the fugitives, as evidenced in the ethnic terms used to describe them, including “the Brican nation” (‘Bríkamo’ is a term for the Abakuá language); the “carabilí macuá nation”; “Carabalí viví”; “carabalí ososo”; “the carabalí suamo nation”; and finally two “carabalí ibibí” born in Africa, whose homeland names were Usó and Umúa.61 [image: image] is a personal name meaning “dexterous hands” in Ìbìbìò, precisely the ethnic background given to this fugitive in Cuba. Umúa is a name given to a child born in the market.62
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FIGURE 11. Advertisement in search of a fugitive from the Carabalí nation. From the Havana newspaper Diario de la marina, February 9, 1845. “A fugitive from the house of his master since December 3 of last year, the Black called Santiago, of the Carabalí nation …” Archives of the Library of Congress.

Outside the walled city, the barrio of Jesús María was a destination for fugitives. This barrio of blacks contained the “celebrated and feared Mangrove refuge of the so-called black curros,” who were free descendants of Africans born in Spain.63 Deported to Havana in the late 1700s, the black curros were underworld characters feared by authorities. They lived in the backwaters of the Havana port called Manglar (mangrove), until this barrio was finally burnt down by authorities. As will be discussed later in this chapter, there is evidence that “the Africans from Calabar were associated with the so-called black curros of the Manglar and the foundation of the Abakuá secret society.”64 The relationship between African-derived initiation societies and fugitive communities in the Americas made both objects of fear in official dispatches, contributing to prejudices against mutual aid societies like the Abakuá that have persisted in the present.65

Cofradías: Black Catholic Brotherhoods

Africans in Havana were able to regroup through two distinct institutions: the Catholic cofradías (brotherhoods) organized by the Spaniards and the cabildos de nación (nation-groups) organized by Africans themselves. Both groups were sometimes referred to using the Spanish term cabildo, because it means both a municipal institution (a town council) and an ecclesiastical institution (a brotherhood). Sometimes the African cabildos sought the protection of the Church and were authorized by it, and sometimes the cofradías were subversively used to perpetuate African traditions. However, whereas the cofradía was a continuation of a medieval Spanish institution, the cabildos de nación were an American phenomenon created by Africans.

In 1573 the Havana town council ordered that all free blacks participate in the procession of Corpus Christi.66 This was an emerging strand in the Latin-American tradition of cofradías begun in medieval Seville, where the Catholic Church organized a portion of the sub-Saharan Africans as they had the gypsies and North Africans before them.67 The first documented black brotherhood in Seville was founded by the archbishop between 1393 and 1401.68 A contemporary chronicler noted that the dances and celebrations of enslaved Africans had a king acting as chief and judge among them.69

In Spain, the brotherhoods acted as mutual aid societies organized under the name of a particular saint.70 Church authorities organized immigrants into brotherhoods to Christianize them, while Africans used this vehicle for their own purposes.71 From the fourteenth to eighteenth centuries, the original black brotherhood of Seville became the model for ethnic brotherhoods in neighboring Andalusian cities like Cádiz and Jerez, as well as Valencia.72 This model was used throughout Spanish America and Brazil from the sixteenth century until national independence, when in many cases they continued using other names.73

Canoe Houses in West Africa

The self-organization of Africans in Cuba and Brazil into nation-groups had precedents along coastal West Africa, especially in the Niger Delta, Bonny, and Calabar, where trade with European merchants led to the reorganization of communities through competitive Canoe Houses. Both “a co-operative trading unit and a local government institution” that could include some 300 to several thousand people, Canoe Houses existed in Old Calabar by the late 1600s.74 The heterogeneous Canoe Houses incorporated wives, slaves, and other outsiders into federated units, where social movement was possible for energetic and talented people.75 In nineteenth-century Old Calabar, traders attached to Èfìk houses, even if enslaved, sometimes rose to prominence: “A head slave of the Duke family became a great trader, creditor to King Archibong II and a prominent member of the Ékpè society. He had over 3000 slaves himself and could purchase an imported storey house, allowed only to holders of the highest Ékpè grades.”76 Famous in this regard was King Jaja, who as a child was enslaved in the Ìgbo hinterland and brought to Bonny, where he eventually became a merchant. In 1870 he founded the trading state of Opobo. In the process, fourteen of the eighteen Canoe Houses existing in Bonny declared their allegiance and moved to join him.77

There are myriad ways of forming federated associations that are not uniquely determined by descent (actual kinship) but that nevertheless present the idiom of descent (ethnicity or fictive kinship). In any case, the process of establishing Canoe Houses was outside “the patterns of lineage of house expansion observed in other Ijo or hinterland communities.”78 Yet in some cases there was a fictive kinship element, since all members called the House head “father,” and the senior wives were called “mother.”79 There is not necessarily a correlation between the models of the Canoe Houses of West Africa and the nation-groups of Cuba and Brazil, but the existence of Canoe Houses demonstrates a precedent for creative regrouping that Africans in the Americas would have used.

Carabalí Cabildos in Havana

Africans in Cuba created cabildos de nación by collectively reestablishing fundamental aspects of their homeland practices, in the process laying the foundation for the existing African-derived religions and their sacred music traditions. The cabildos played a foundational role in Cuban society by receiving African migrants in a communal, urban context.80 Historians report that of all the American colonies, “Cuba received the greatest mix of African peoples,” most of them entering through Havana.81 In this situation, one would expect the loss of an African identity through mixture. Instead, the cabildo structure enabled Africans to regroup in order to teach homeland languages and customs to their offspring.

As Cuba transitioned from a “settler society with slaves” to a “slave society” in the second half of the eighteenth century, the ruling class attempted to use the cabildos for their own interests. In 1755 Bishop Morell in Havana “officialized the cabildos created spontaneously by the Africans since the sixteenth century,” in order to evangelize their members, assigning to each a priest, as well as the image of a saint or the Virgin.82 Morell documented twenty-one cabildos then existing in Havana, five of them Carabalís.83 As did the black brotherhood in Seville, nineteenth-century African cabildos de nación had selected kings who were the “political link that legally united [the cabildo] to white society … the king was accredited before the Captain General as ambassador of … the respective African nation.”84

Cabildos were important centers for the conservation of African languages and cultural practices. Through them, Cross River peoples in Cuba established several collective traditions, including, “the Bríkamos, who had cabildos in Havana and Matanzas, … the Isuámas in Trinidad and Santiago de Cuba; the Olugos in Santiago de Cuba; and the nyányigo or Abakuá society, prevailing in Havana, Regla, Guanabacoa, Cárdenas and Matanzas.”85 The Carabalí cabildos of eighteenth-century Havana included Ékpè members who sponsored the Abakuá society among the creoles.

Many cabildos selected their captains and matrons from among the free and propertied blacks in Havana society. Several captains were also officers in the black and mulatto battalions or were foremen on the wharves.86 For example, in 1831 the captain of the Carabalí Ososo cabildo was a first sergeant in Havana’s battalion of Pardos Leales (Loyal Mulattos). A funerary director, he had $17,000 in savings.87 The profile of this free propertied creole who worked in the military and led a Carabalí cabildo gives insight into the multiple spheres of Abakuá presence at the time. These relationships were not articulated directly, but when reading between the lines—a requisite skill for grasping the dynamics Cuban society—the various strands make a tight net.

Even in the present generation, Abakuá maintain close ties with certain funeral homes, some of whose owners were Abakuá, enabling a lodge to perform rites legally within the society but also within the protective space of their own community (a reoccurring strategy in Abakuá history). Indigenous West African customs included the burial of esteemed leaders within the earth deep beneath their family compounds, rather than in a cemetery apart from the town.88 Abakuá funerary rites were therefore gradually adjusted to conform to the laws of the Catholic colony while maintaining their own philosophies and expressive qualities. In spite of nineteenth-century legislation to stop it, contemporary Abakuá funerary rites include masked dance and a portion of activity in the home of the deceased.89

By the eighteenth century, as the cabildos were incorporated by parochial churches, the majority had their own meetinghouses. For example, the cabildo Carabalí Isuama owned a house in 1783 in Havana90; the cabildo of the Carabalí Okeya nation owned a house valued at $4000 in 1831; the cabildo of the Carabalí Ososo nation bought a house in 1832.91

Several Carabalí cabildos in Havana had been organized long before their existence was officially documented. In 1772 there were requests to “reauthorize the Carabalí Ungua cabildo,” and “to authorize the fourth Carabalí cabildo of Nuestra Señora del Carmen.”92 A cabildo of the Carabalí Isuama Isieke nation was founded in 1793.93 The cabildos Carabalí Iziegue and Carabalí Ugrí of Havana appeared in legal archives in 1812 and 1825, respectively. In 1812 the cabildo Carabalí Iziegue “facilitated the liberation of fifty African slaves” who were to join the cabildo.94 Before they did, a government official dissolved the cabildo for fear they would liberate more Africans.95 These findings document the mutual aid tendencies of the cabildos, as well as ethnic terms important in Abakuá history. An Abakuá member in the mid-twentieth century recalled the solidarity among Carabalí: “The Abakuá groups have funds for misfortunes: sickness, accidents and burials, as did the cabildos of any nation in the past; although for the help of their brothers, nobody was like the Carabalí.”96

Several cabildos involved in the foundation of the Abakuá society were known as Apapá.97 One cabildo of the Carabalí Apapá nation, founded in 1714, owned a house in Havana.98 Two Carabalí cabildos documented in 1799 had the names Apapá and Apapá Chiquito (Apapá the Second).99 One of them bought a house in Havana in 1810, where its members gathered in 1833, appearing again in documents in 1843.100 In Calabar, the term Apapá is interpreted as “apá apá,” meaning “the first, the original.”101 Interpretations in Havana support this. El Chino Mokóngo told me, “Ápapa means ‘birth.’ One may say Ápapa Efí, Ápapa Efó, or Ápapa Orú,” a reference to the birth of the three Abakuá lineages.102

Two years after Ápapa Efó founded the Eforisún lodge inside the city’s walls in 1840 (as described in chapter 1), cabildo activities were banned from within the city. Many members relocated to the extramural barrio of Jesús María, where the Abakuá have been active since.103

Pardo y Moreno Battalions

The battalions of free blacks (morenos) and mulattos (pardos) have a long history in Cuba, but they were expanded enormously after the British occupation in 1762.104 In 1763 in Havana a pardo infantry battalion and a moreno battalion of light infantry were organized with 800 men each.105 By 1770 more than 3000 colored militiamen, among them about 130 officers, existed among the total army of 11,667.106 Black battalion members were the only African descendants in the colony sanctioned to carry arms, a privilege institutionalized in 1779.107

The port of Havana had the largest labor force in the city, where from 1763 onward ships were loaded and unloaded by teams of freed blacks who had served in the black battalions of Havana.108 Meanwhile, the storing of goods on board ships was work reserved for a group of about 100 white men. Contact between these groups was relevant to the later entry of whites into the Abakuá society, in the 1860s.109

Many black militia members on the Havana harbor were Carabalí, and several were foremen who acquired capital and property.110 The testimonies and wills of Carabalí nation members from the 1820s to 1845 document the cohesion of their community in terms of “military-labor and national identity.” For example, José María Fuertes, a “carabalí suama” dock foreman and first sergeant of the battalion, died in 1833, leaving property that included six houses, and fourteen slaves.111 There were intimate, if underground, ties between the Abakuá society, the leadership of the Carabalí cabildos, the colored militias, the dock foremen, and property ownership by blacks.112

Black Curros, Cabildos, and Militiamen

The black curros were free men and women of African descent with immediate origins in Seville and Madrid, Spain.113 After arrival in Havana in the late 1700s, curros often served as strongmen to the colonial bourgeoisie. By the early 1800s they were legendary for their colorful dress, gold earrings, slang, and aggressive behavior.114 The black curros inhabited the barrio of Jesús María, a center for African cabildos and future Abakuá activity. Archival evidence shows that they participated in the formation of Abakuá.115

A system of Abakuá’s magnitude in Cuban society would have emerged from community networks impenetrable to authorities. As described in eighteenth-century chronicles, certain marginal barrios of Havana and Matanzas, “became bounded enclosures where the white repressive forces did not dare enter.” Police reports from the late 1700s state that, “in some years, more than 80 of 100 crimes went unpunished because the authorities could not locate their authors.”116

In 1824 in the barrio of Jesús María, authorities intervened in a feud between two groups of black curros. The resulting investigation revealed that the members of two barrios disagreed about the capacity of a black creole to dance with an African-style mask. Authorities assumed that Oró Papá was a group of black curros. They were alarmed that a costume used in their dances was found in the home of a Carabalí nation member, and that the director of the Oró Papá dances was also a soldier in the First Company of Havana’s Battalion of Pardos Leales (Loyal Mulattos).117 The interwoven community links between the black battalions, black curros, black creoles, and African cabildos were just the kinds of networks necessary to produce the Abakuá. Based upon the police report, Pedro Deschamps-Chappeaux concluded, “Until this moment, there had been no evidence for the existence of Abakuá in 1824 and even less of the dances of the black curros … we must conclude that there is nothing more similar to a nyányigo [Abakuá] than a curro of the Manglar.”118

Black curros of this era, like the creoles, were assuming West African identities and organizing groups called “Mandingas, Isicuatos, Isieques, and Dearrumbambá … their fandangos and dances were … in the ‘nation’ style.”119 Isieke is a place name in the Niger Delta; there was a cabildo Carabalí Iziegue in Havana at this time.120 Other groups of enslaved creoles were reported to have filed their teeth, “following carabalí custom, without doubt for the fame of those Africans from Calabar as being cheches, brave and rebellious. These [creoles] were associated with the so-called black curros of the Manglar and the foundation of the Abakuá secret society.”121

That the Carabalí sponsors of Abakuá interacted with the black curros is further evidenced in a coded verse from 1825, in décima form, about the Oró Apapá group.122 Written in both Èfìk and Spanish, this may be the first popular song to mix these idioms. Beginning with the name of the groups’ dance director (also a Havana Battalion member), it praises Cross River tradition:

Antonio Basabe has said

without any precaution

that Orú Apapa is already in session.

Obon Iya canyon dirán [The Sacred Fish appeared]

And without any fuss

He says: “O Sisi Yamba-O!” [Praise to the Iyámba grade]

The initiate comes to dance.123

Abakuá leaders understand Orú Apapa as a cabildo. This song confirms the presence of Ékpè and possibly Abakuá members within Carabalí cabildos by 1825 in Havana, as Andrés Flores had reported.

Another anonymous song attributed to nineteenth-century black curros uses vernacular Spanish and Abakuá. Called “Décimas” after its poetic form, it expresses a shared cultural practice wherein black curros and Cross River Ékpè fused to create a poetic-braggadaccio characteristically Habanero, male, and working class.124 Two of five stanzas are heavily informed by Abakuá language. Each stanza seems to be a distinct voice. It begins: “Sámbila of Habana arrived/ I am the black curro.”125 After two boastful stanzas in black Spanish, the battle continues with a verse representing Efó territory (or an Efó lineage):

You are as stupid as my horse

when it’s ill

You surrender to my flag

If not I part you in two

We will see, fool

Naeriero amoropó [I greet your head] …

Inuá aborobuto ékue [I speak Èfìk to greet Ékpe]

Momí asarorí abanékue [I am a blessed initiate]

Abaíreme ékuefó [who comes from Efó]. …126

The speaker of the next stanza represents Efí territory:

I am abanékue Efí [I am an initiate of Efí]

since 1881,

I fear nobody,

I swear this to Abasí.

I have seen the Anamanguí [funerary masquerade]

inuándo [dancing] with the Nyanyako [Abakuá],

and upon seeing me, he said [figurative for “gestured”]: amako [look]

kuri kufón [come to the temple], because Ékue

needs an abanékue [figurative for “to guard him”].127

These stanzas contain Abakuá terms understood by Ékpè masters in Calabar today (as detailed in the appendix of chants). For example, in Calabar Nyanyako is understood as Nyanyaku, an early Èfìk Ékpè masquerade assigned the responsibility to execute a judgment after its delivery by a council.128 The mixture of Cross River terms with Spanish reflects the process of Abakuá’s foundation with the participation of Ladino black creoles.

These findings detail the interactions of various groups participating in Abakuá’s foundation. Deschamps-Chappeaux argued that this was evidence for Abakuá’s foundation in 1824. More likely, the Oró Papá nation was a cabildo that sponsored the Orú Apapá lodge in the 1840s.129 Abakuá leaders regard antiquity as a factor in the legitimacy of a lodge. If Oró Papá was indeed the first Abakuá group in Cuba, it would be highly unusual that that there would be no memory of it, because most founding rituals were performed collectively.

In summary, documentation from Havana in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries indicates that various communities of Africans, freed blacks in the Crown’s militia, as well as underworld curros were interacting and reorganizing using Cross River models. Their interactions were part of the zeitgeist in which resistance movements became ever more prominent.

Aponte’s Conspiracy of 1812

Without the African descendants who resisted slavery and Spanish domination, Cuba would have had an entirely different history. Fernando Ortiz wrote, “It is sufficient to mention as historic heroes the black Aponte and the mulatto Maceo. Without the liberation of the slaves and cooperation of the blacks, the Cuban people, of which they form an integral part, would not have been able to achieve independence.”130

José Antonio Aponte, a carpenter, was a retired first corporal of the black militia. In 1812 he led what has been described as, “the largest and best organized conspiracy which, in colonial Cuba, had as an objective the liberation of slaves,” through the overthrow of the colonial regime.131 The conspiracy was international in scope, including an officer from Santo Domingo and strategic intelligence from black militia who sailed throughout the Caribbean, and it was believed to have inspired revolts in New Orleans, Santo Domingo, and Brazil at the time.132

A Yorùbá descendant, Aponte was Oni-Shangó, a son of Shangó, the divinity of thunder, as well as leader of the Lukumí cabildo Shangó-Tedun.133 He was believed to have been a hereditary member of the Yorùbá-derived Ògbóni secret society, recreated in Havana after the arrival of thousands of enslaved Yorùbá speakers.134 Using his skills and status, and inspired by a constellation of contemporary ideas and leaders such as Toussaint-Louverture and George Washington, Aponte built a multi-ethnic movement that used a protocol of secret oaths to pass along information.135 Their procedure was so effective that even after their movement had inspired revolts in urban centers across the island in 1812, colonial authorities remained unaware of their links with a larger conspiracy.136 A Cuban historian concluded that these oaths were derived from the Abakuá tradition, because “a conventional sign used as a signature by the Abakuá” was discovered by authorities among the papers of a colleague of Aponte.137 Few details are known about this process, but clearly African-derived initiation systems derived from Cross River Ékpè and Yorùbá Ògbóni were functioning for collective action.138

Lukumí Revolt of 1835

In another example of how African descendants self-organized using African models, an armed uprising of some fifty Lukumís took place in 1835 outside the walled city in the barrio del Horcón.139 This is the first known urban rebellion in the history of Havana. One of their leaders was a free black Lukumí priest, known as Taita (Father), who had a following within the community. As a symbol of their faith and the purity of their intentions, the rebels wore white clothes and hats, while Taita carried an [image: image] horsetail fly-whisk in his hand, a symbol of leadership.140 They planned to enter the city, inspire the slaves to join them, and smash the colonial government. The governor general sent the cavalry to crush the movement. “The principal leaders of the rebellion … were executed and their heads exposed on the Puente de Chávez by command of the Military Commission.”141 If anything, this event demonstrates the dire consequences for Cuban communities that resisted openly, therefore the need for Abakuá strategies of developing ever more impenetrable codes of communication.

The 1839 Abakuá Raid

In 1839, three years after Èfìk Obutong was established in Regla, colonial authorities invaded an Abakuá meeting in the barrio of Jesús María. They discovered papers belonging to a dockworker named Margarito Blanco, a title-holder in a Carabalí cabildo. The title, written as ‘Ocongo’, was Mokóngo, a leading Abakuá title that derives from southwestern Cameroon Ékpè tradition.142 Authorities were alarmed that the papers included a summons to Mokóngos of other Abakuá groups to create a new cabildo, Orú Apapá.143

Former participants in the Aponte conspiracy were implicated in this meeting. One of them, a black sublieutenant named Pilar Borrego, the founder and director of the cabildo de Nuestra Señora de Belén, had been exiled in 1812 for his political ideas.144 Also arrested was León Monzón, captain of the Loyal Blacks of Havana, with more than thirty-five years of military service and honored with the coat of arms (escudo) of fidelity to the king. Among his papers was found a pamphlet containing the phrase, “No hay patria, sin libertad” (There is no country without liberty). A list of associates belonging to an entity called Empresa de Comercio (Business Enterprise) contained the names of 110 members, who were called “brothers.”145 Four associates of Monzón, also officers in the black militia, were arrested.146 Also detained were seven members of Abakuá groups, as well as other Carabalí descendants. One held the title of Ocongo of Ososo147; another held the Abakuá title of Empegó (the scribe) of Bacondo of Obani.148 Another was Ocongó of Efó, a cabildo.149 Papers found in the house of one slave proclaimed the laws of an association entitled Nueva Constantinopla, Habitantes de la Luna, Hijos del Sol y Academia Nuestra Señora de los Dolores (New Constantinople, Inhabitants of the Moon, Sons of the Sun and Academy of Our Lady of the Dolores).150 It appears that alongside the Abakuá existed other secret societies based on European models, like the Freemasons, that professed ideals of the Enlightenment.

Participants were found to belong to three distinct groups: those from the Far Orient (who claimed to belong to the Catholic Church), the military, and Abakuá members, led by Margarito Blanco, who were also wood, quarry, and dock workers. Authorities were alarmed that black creoles practiced Cross River culture: they “demonstrated a certain pride in calling themselves Apapá chiquitos [Apapá the second], for being sons of Apapá Carabalíes.”151 Margarito Blanco’s aim was to create a group called Arupapá (or Orú Apapá).152 Blanco’s cabildo was called Ultán or Papaultán, perhaps from “Old Town,” the British name for the Obutong settlement in Calabar.153

In 1840 the majority implicated in this Abakuá meeting were sentenced to perpetual banishment to the Iberian Peninsula.154 As a result, little is known about the later foundation of the Orú Apapá lodge of Abakuá. Known popularly as Uria Ápapa, its official name is Orú Ápapa, a title interpreted as the “owners of Orú territory.” Various contemporary Obónes of this lodge told me that the exact date of their foundation is unknown; they believe it to be between 1847 and 1848 in Guanabacoa.155 Deschamps-Chappeaux concluded that: “The name of the group or cabildo Oró Papá is of carabalí origin and its foundation in the year 1824, with all the characteristics that we have outlined, alters in our judgment, the date that we have for the foundation of the Abakuá.”156

Deschamps-Chappeaux’s findings offer provocative insight into the period, but do not necessarily overturn the narrative that Èfìk Obutong was the first creole lodge in the 1830s, as accepted by Abakuá masters. Even if the generally accepted date of 1836 is not necessarily accurate, the chronology for the foundation of early lodges is fairly clear. Also, if there were already an Oru Ápapa lodge in 1824, why would there have been a meeting in 1839 calling for the formation of Oru Ápapa? The answer to these mysteries may have been carried to the grave by those who witnessed them.

Expansion and Repression

The formation of Abakuá lodges was part of a larger trend of expressing an emerging Cuban identity. Early forms of nationalist thought in journalism and literature appear in the 1820s—some published by exiles in New York—while Cuban literary discourse was established in the 1830s with the founding of the Cuban Academy of Literature by José Antonio Saco, Domingo Delmonte, and others.157

Havana and Matanzas comprised the most cosmopolitan region of nineteenth-century Latin America, with communication and transportation systems more modern than those of Spain. In 1819 steamship service was inaugurated between Havana and Matanzas. In the 1830s the railroads were built in Havana, and by 1851 the telegraph linked Havana with Cárdenas and later Matanzas.158 Built to augment agricultural productivity, these systems were also used by African descendants to network within their own cultural systems. Abakuá lodges, for example, were diffused specifically in zones with the most modern transportation of the era. Havana and Matanzas were connected by railway in the 1850s, and Abakuá was established in Matanzas by 1862.159 By 1858 a train ran from Havana to Guanabacoa, an important center for Abakuá activity.160 By 1870 passenger trains ran regularly between Havana and the outlying village of Marianao, which became a center for Abakuá activities.161

In addition, the Carabalí in Havana and Matanzas successfully regrouped in the port regions. Deschamps-Chappeaux confirmed that “the initial and majority participation by the Africans of Carabalí origin, as much among the jornaleros [day workers] as among the foremen, allowed them to make the wharves a zone under their dominion.”162 The extent to which they dominated the wharves is still an open question, but by all accounts, their presence was considerable and multi-layered.

Among the benefits of having a presence on the docks was communication with sailors who brought news about events throughout the Atlantic world, a privilege that only increased in 1818 when Cuba’s ports were opened to unrestricted world trade.163 Black sailors arriving from throughout the Atlantic region, including New York City, Calabar, and Britain, reported on current events,164 including news of antislavery activity in Brazil, Jamaica, Haiti, and the southern United States.165 In Havana and Matanzas, the Carabalí and Abakuá were a conduit for these communications.

The contradictions inherent in the frenetic international economic activities of the ports and the colonists’ desire to keep workers and slaves there ignorant was consistently resolved through censorship of the press and martial law. In the wake of the conspiracies of Infante and Roman de la Luz, Aponte, and the multiple rebellions by the enslaved, the Spanish Crown resorted to martial law. The repression sought to contain the effects of British antislavery agents in Havana in the 1830s and 1840s, who were thought to have inspired a series of revolts in the early 1840s that became known as the Conspiracy of La Escalera (the Ladder), after a ladder-like device that suspected conspirators were tied to for torture and execution by Spanish and Cuban authorities.166 Several leading foremen of the Havana docks were executed by authorities as a result of La Escalera, thus eliminating the few propertied blacks and mulattos of the era.167 Among them, José Agustín Ceballos died in a Cuban prison in 1844, known as “the year of the lash.”168 Among the accused that year was an Abakuá title-holder from Efó territory.169 The repression of La Escalera extended into the early 1850s as many wasted away in prisons and others were sent into exile.170 Even within this desperate context, Abakuá forged ahead to create new lodges.

[image: image]

FIGURE 12. Map of Cuba showing the ports of Havana and Matanzas at the bottom, which is north (a view from Florida). Drawn by Manuel J. de Cabrera, 1846 (from Marrero 1972–1987, vol. 11).

Conclusion

Colonial Havana was a fortified city built largely by African labor and partially financed by taxing the entry of Africans brought to sustain the burgeoning sugar industry. Africans in urban centers often regrouped based upon homeland identities to create cabildos (nation-groups) and sometimes were recognized by authorities as Catholic brotherhoods, or cofradías. After the British occupation of Havana in 1763, Spain regained control and former trade restrictions were gradually opened, the black and mulatto battalions were expanded to help defend the colony, and Freemasonry was established (with its Enlightenment ideals). With the success of the Haitian revolution in the early 1800s, Cuba effectively transitioned from a “society with slaves” to a “slave society.” The plantation system dominated the economy, being sustained by the thousands of Africans pouring into the city from the regions of Senegal to Mozambique and all points between. Expelled from Spain, groups of Ladino black curros settled into the marginal barrio of Jesús María, soon to be an Abakuá center. All these African-descended migrants participated in renaming the city using homeland terms and created communities based on homeland systems.

The interactions of many communities, including African nation-groups, free black artisans, the black and mulatto militias, urban fugitives, and black curros, created underground networks through which Abakuá emerged. Members of Carabalí cabildos and Abakuá lodges worked along the wharves, where they maintained international communication through black sailors. To escape detection, Abakuá developed intricate codes of communication, based upon Ékpè codes called nsìbìdì. As anticolonial movements were organized from the early 1800s onward, secret oaths in the manner of Freemasonry and Abakuá were operative. The first plan to overthrow Spain (including Freemasons and African descendants) was detected and crushed in 1810. Two years later, Aponte’s conspiracy against colonial rule and slavery (with possible Abakuá and Ékpè participation) was also crushed. The captain general of the island received omniscient powers in 1825, the same year police discovered black curros and militia members participating in proto-Abakuá or Ékpè groups. Once begun, martial law continued until the 1850s. Abakuá was established in the 1830s, the same period an organized Lukumí revolt attempted to overthrow Havana. Responding to the agitation, the colonists violently suppressed the population in 1844, known as “the year of the lash.” This resulted in the absence of significant anticolonial activities until 1868, with the first war of independence. In spite of myriad obstacles, Abakuá groups were created and functioned as antislavery cells that helped maintain a sense of morality and history among their communities.
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Piti Naroko Efi obon¢kue ‘The other African initiates were named Piti
masongo esisi Abarako Naroko and Efi Abaraké.®
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Iya yo
Wana ny6ngo entémbre
Efi Méremo Bijuraka - o Mokéngo

indiminua sanga Abakud

‘The sacred Fish appeared
Powerin the river and forese™

An Efik king authorized by the Ef6"
Abakud began to function

[affirmed through the sound of glissadc on bongd]

Aaa Eee, Aaaa Ece
Efi Abarako cyencka Mokéngo
Machébere.

Aaa Eee, Aaaa Ece
“The Eff Abaraks lodge arc our brothers.
Mokéngo is valiant.

(affirmed through the sound of glissade on bongs]

Anawe Ericro Bonké

Subusu nkanima awana Bakoks,

Abakud Ef6, nkritkoro abanékue
Iyémba-O

Banbanks banbanks suko bakariéngo.

Yayo Ece Yayo ma-ce
dkua bero akanawdn Morua awa boribs

Yayo Eeeyayoma-ce.

Why do we praisc the drum?

Because with it the Bakoks Ef6 lodge™™

Created Abakud Ef6, making us
brothers

W carry our banner with pride.’*

A reference to the birth of Abakud
in Africa.”
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Heyey barib bakongé

Etie momi achocho ucho kambo
Efi Efi Gueremo

Ikuar ikud

Arafantogoyé

Uriabon creniyé

Barondi kama.

Attention, [ greet the fundamento!™
Ibelong to an ancient potency.*
Awarrior king from Efi

Aknifes

Strangulation.

A founding Efk potency

“The river Barondi kama.
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Si Malembe malembe Calling the nfumbi (ancestors) to solve a
problem.

Chichiri bako Bone will hit bone. [Malembe will come
out fighting.]
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Jestis Maria, Belén, Los Sitios Asére

son tres corazones en uno

que unido estardn para siempre

en un lazo de amistad

que nos une con sinceridad

Oye, tiene mi barrio Los Sitios caramba.
un ambiente colectivo

Jests Maria, Belén, Los Sitios Asére
Are three hearts in one

“That will always be united

In the bonds of friendship

“That unites us with sincerity
Listen, my barrio Los Sitios

has a hell of a collective feeling
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Que hechan por su boca flores ‘Who throw flowers through their mouths

Como bien claro se ve. Asone can casily sce.
Aye, lindo Yambii Oh, pretty Yambi.

Desde El Pilar te diré From El Pilar T tell you

Hasta Carragiiao de la clave Uneil Carragiiao “of the key!”

Que El Cerro tiene la llave: ‘That El Cerro has the key

De los bucnos cantadores Of the good singers

En Cayo Hucso, sciiores In Cayo Hucso, gentlemen,

Me quicran a mi también ‘They love me also

Puchlo Nuevo te diré Pucblo Nuevo I ell you

Era donde yo naci Is my birchplace

Por esote digoari ‘Thisis why Lsay

Yo nunca e olvidaré Twill never forget you.

Aye, lindo yambit Oh, pretty Yambi.

Yambu que me mucro Yambi [is so sweet ics] kiling me.
Yambi para Amalia ce! Yambii for Am:

A todos los barrios quiero! Llove all the barrios!
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GERARDO PAZOS DEL CRTO
CanoRo

S MOCONGO &
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Diploma 3 ’anmmlm}n

Dodo en Ciudad de Lo Habana @ ks 1
o e G ko do 1989
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Abimbaola.
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Nigbe.
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La bola se va extendiendo™ "The ball soars outward

Cafionazo de ‘hit’ Shot like a cannon
Con un grupito en el Cerro With a group in the Cerro
Que ellos saben compartir Who knows how to enjoy
Sin alavbanza ninguno Without ostentation

Y le cantan un rumbon ‘They singa rumba
Calientico y suavecito Hot and smooth

El Cerro tiene la llave ‘The Cerro has the key
Wirdrd la rumba Play the rumba

Wrdr4 la llave. Play the key.
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Windé Abimbola
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Heyey baribd benkamd! Attention! T'will speak!
Emomi enkdnyo su Abasf Tam a servant of God."®
Abasi menguime enkrikoro!” May God bless all gathered here
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