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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores the connections that the Garifuna indigenous group of Belize 

has with their former homeland, the island of St. Vincent.  After emerging as a distinct 

ethnic group during the 17th century, the Garifuna were exiled from St. Vincent by British 

colonial rulers in 1797.  For the Garifuna people, the connection to the island is more 

than historical.  It is also spiritual.  Interviews were conducted in July 2006 in Belize with 

members of the Garifuna community who have made the journey back to the island.  In 

addition to presenting the results of those interviews, this thesis will also provide a 

history of the Garifuna people, describe some of the spiritual aspects of the culture, and a 

discussion of the current literature on pilgrimage.      
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 

 
An interesting thing happened in 1635 when two Spanish slave ships sank in the 

Eastern Caribbean (Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).  A new race of people emerged.  As a 

result of the sinking, some of the African slaves who were aboard the ship managed to 

escape to St. Vincent, a nearby island.  Eventually, the resident Carib Indians and the 

African people came to share a common language, culture, dress, and lifestyle.  While 

they have African physical features, the group maintained the Amerindian language, 

traditions, and culture (Palacio 2005).  The Garinagu were born.   

The Garinagu lived, farmed, and increased in number for over 150 years, but the 

late-1700s brought contention with English colonists.  In response, 2,248 Garinagu were 

loaded aboard eight ships and exiled from their native homeland, St. Vincent, in March 

1797 (Gonzales 1988).  The Garinagu landed on Roatan Island off the coast of Honduras 

of the same year.  Since then, they have spread and multiplied and currently reside in 

Caribbean coastal areas of Central America from Dangriga, Belize, through Guatemala, 

Honduras, to Bluefields, Nicaragua (Gonzalez 1979).  

The Garinagu, also known as the Black Caribs or the Garifuna people1, of Central 

America have been an interesting subject for study of the last 300 years.  Social scientists 

have studied the Garifuna people in relation to class structure and politics in Central 

America, as part of larger studies of African Diaspora (Gordon and Anderson 1999), and 

 
1 The term Garinagu is used as a noun describing the race of people who were historically known as the 
Black Caribs.  Today, the term Garifuna has widely replaced the label of Black Carib, however Garifuna 
should ideally only be used as an adjective, or as the formal name for the language of the Garinagu (Flores 
2001).   
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in ethnographies and ethnohistories of Garifuna settlements in Central America 

(Gonzalez 1988; Palacio 2005), Garifuna language and culture also has a significant 

place in the literature (Taylor 1951; Taylor 1977; Kearns 1997; Cayetano and Cayetano 

1997; Hernandez 1998).  The subject matter of all the published materials concerned with 

the Garifuna people is limited, to a large extent, to ethnicity and culture within the larger 

multi-ethnic countries of Belize, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, or the United States.   

 Aside from historical literature, what is often not present in any of the Garifuna 

literature is a discussion of the Garifuna homeland of St. Vincent, also known as 

Yurumein2. Additionally, the subject of the Garifuna homeland is not given much 

significance in the literature on Garifuna spirituality.  In fact, St. Vincent plays a large 

role in Garifuna spirituality and is significant to many present-day Garinagu, as 

evidenced by its occurrence in Garifuna songs and poems (Hernandez 1998; Ramos 

2000; Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).  The significance of St. Vincent has much to do 

with the fact that so many Garinagu were killed before the forced exile from the island in 

1797.  Additionally, the island is important because it was the birthplace of the Garifuna 

people and culture.   

In the early 1990s, plans were made to organize a delegation of Garifuna people 

to visit St. Vincent.  The date of the trip was set for 1995, to commemorate the 200th 

anniversary of the death of the Garifuna Chief Chatoyer3, who was a leader in the 

rebellion against the British, which led to the exile to Central America.  In 1995, 16 

 
2 The name for St. Vincent in the Garifuna language is Yurumein, and the Garinagu of Belize refer to the 
island by this name. 
3 Chief Chatoyer is also referred to as Chief Satuye in much of the Garifuna literature.  Both spellings refer 
to the same man.   
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Garifuna residents of Belize traveled to St. Vincent. While other Garinagu had visited St. 

Vincent in the past, it was a rare and sporadic occurrence.  The first planned trip to the 

island, which was sponsored by the National Garifuna Council of Belize (NGC), was 

open to all.  Those who participated proclaimed it a huge success.  Plans were set in 

motion for another trip, this one to occur in 2002 in order to celebrate the 200th 

anniversary of the arrival of the Garinagu to Belize in 1802.  Following the success of the 

two trips made by the Garinagu of Belize, Ballet Nacional Folklorico Garifuna de 

Honduras made a similar journey in 2005 (Caribbean Net News 2005). 

1.1  Major Thesis 

This study is an attempt to understand the significance that the Garifuna homeland 

has to them today.  One can find references to it in songs, stories, and holidays, but 

seeing the deeper connection is much more difficult.  The research question being asked 

is “What importance does St. Vincent have for the Garifuna people of Belize and why 

have they begun to make trips back to the island?”   It is the author’s claim that for the 

Garinagu, St. Vincent is a very special place, not simply because it is a homeland.  

Instead it is important because it is an origin place.  St. Vincent is the point of emergence 

for the Garifuna people as an ethnic group and the beginning of the culture, language, and 

lifestyle.  The author also proposes that because so many Garifuna people died, many 

ancestral spirits are present in St. Vincent.  Garifuna spirituality places a heavy emphasis 

on ancestors and their spirits, and this in turn makes the former island homeland very 

significant.   
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This study describes the process of pilgrimage journeys made by the Garifuna 

people of Belize to St. Vincent.  The description provides details on how the idea of a 

pilgrimage emerged, the places visited, why the journey was undertaken, and the benefits 

obtained from the trip.  The study will also analyze the thoughts and reflections of the 

Garifuna travelers in order to understand why the journey is important and whether or not 

is constitutes a sacred pilgrimage journey.     

1.2  Research Philosophy 

 Before beginning the data collection stage of this study, several research 

philosophies were examined in order to determine which research perspective would 

guide the field interviews.  It seemed that a greater amount of data, and more versatile 

data, could be obtained if a variety of research philosophies were used.  Therefore, the 

survey instrument and the field interviews employed a positivist approach combined with 

concepts of the naturalist-interpretive approach of critical theory. 

 The survey instrument, in the positivist tradition, assumed that all interviewees 

knew what St. Vincent was and the history of the Garifuna people in that place.  From 

that point of departure, a series of questions were asked in which all interviewees were 

required to respond with one of four answers “yes” “no” “I don’t know” or “no 

response.”  With these responses, all of the answers could be used to create numeric 

interpretations of the data.  For example, 15 out of 17 interviewees believe that sacred 

places do exist in St. Vincent.   

 Positivism, however, has many critiques.  Among them is that a positivist 

approach cannot analyze or interpret data that is not quantitative, and because of that, 
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positivists overlook variations of data or unique pieces of information that are not 

revealed through numbers (Rubin and Rubin 2005).  While the perspective of this 

researcher is that numbers are important in presenting data and drawing initial 

conclusions, the research process should not stop at this stage.  For that reason, naturalist-

interpretive research approaches were used to gather more qualitative data to complement 

the quantitative data obtained.   

 In order to obtain qualitative data, and craft a survey instrument targeting that 

data, the author used the interpretive constructionist theory.  The purpose of this research 

perspective is to seek out the shared meanings and understandings held by people in a 

particular social or cultural group.  Information collected from each interviewee may 

have slight subtleties, but taken as a whole, these variations reveal a deeper 

understanding of the beliefs of members of the group (Rubin and Rubin 2005).   

For this study, the cultural group was the Garifuna people of Belize.  After 

attaining the initial response of “yes” “no” “I don’t know” or “no response” follow-up 

questions were asked to gather in-depth perceptions of the significance of St. Vincent.  

For example, in addition to having a statistic illustrating the number of interviewees that 

believe sacred places exist in St. Vincent, the study also contains data that describes 

which places are sacred, what makes them sacred, as well as stories explaining how they 

became sacred.   

1.3  Gathering of Data 

The idea for this research project came out of a desire to study the Garifuna 

people.  Before beginning graduate school, the author served for two years as a Peace 
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Corps Volunteer in St. Vincent, and became familiar with the Garifuna story.  One month 

before leaving St. Vincent in 2005, Ballet Nacional Folklorico Garifuna de Honduras 

visited the island.  The exact aspect of Garifuna culture to be studied was not known 

during the beginning stages of this research project, but a strong desire existed to connect 

the research in some way to the author’s personal experience and knowledge of St. 

Vincent.  The most interesting link between the Garifuna people and St. Vincent was the 

fact that the Belizean Garinagu make visits to the island.  Knowing that the Garifuna 

people presently live in Central America, the scoping process was initiated by using 

Peace Corps connections.  Many Peace Corps country directors from Central America 

were contacted and they provided e-mail addresses for volunteers that were currently 

serving in the region.  An online Peace Corps database was also used to locate former 

volunteers who might be able to offer more information about the Garinagu.   

This technique proved to be quite helpful.  Many former Peace Corps Volunteers 

responded and one in particular provided contact information for four Garifuna people in 

Dangriga, Belize.  Many conversations occurred with two of these Garifuna contacts via 

e-mail, and it was in this way that the author learned of the first Garifuna trips to St. 

Vincent in 1995 and 2002.  One the contacts made in Belize was the organizer of both of 

the Garifuna trips to St. Vincent.  Through conversations with her, a decision was made 

to study the connection that the Garifuna people of Belize have with St. Vincent today 

and why are they visiting the island.  The contact encouraged the pursuit of this topic and 

sent two pictures from the 2002 visit to St. Vincent.  The contact also provided a list of 
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those Garinagu who made the journey and the best way to go about contacting them, 

upon arriving in Belize. 

The study focused on Belize for several reasons.  First, the Garinagu from Belize 

were the first to make any formal group visit to St. Vincent.  They made not just one trip, 

but two, and it was learned that many people in Belize would like to see a third trip 

planned in the near future.  The author also had several contacts in Belize with one in 

particular that was so generous with her time, cooperation, and information.  Through 

these initial two contacts, the snowball method was employed and the number of contacts 

was expanded to five by the time fieldwork began in Belize.  With five contacts willing 

to meet who had been on or helped organize the first Garifuna voyages to St. Vincent, it 

was obvious that focusing the study on the Garifuna people in Belize would be the most 

viable and productive fieldwork site.   

FIGURE 1.1: Interview Site, Dangriga Belize 
 

In order to answer the question about the link between the Garifuna people in 

Belize and St. Vincent, it was decided to interview those who had made the journey.  

With the list of 31 travelers, the objective was to interview at least half of them.  Building 
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on concepts of good qualitative research design (Rubin and Rubin 2005), it was 

understood that it would be necessary to obtain a variety of perspectives.  Using the list, 

plans were made to try to speak with people from all of the represented villages or towns 

and at least one person from each generation and include as many males and females as 

possible.  Upon arriving in Belize, the snowball method of making contacts was used in 

order to find the travelers who appeared on the list.   Having a general idea of who would 

need to be interviewed was easy enough, but finding the people, figuring out who was in 

town, who had passed away, and who was available was only accomplished with the help 

of each interview conducted with along the way. 

FIGURE 1.2: Locations of Interviews During July 2006 Fieldwork 
Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin 

Dangriga 

Belmopan 
Belize City 
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In total, 18 interviews were conducted, of which 17 were with Garifuna people in 

Belize.  Of those 17 interviews conducted in Belize, 16 were with those people who had 

traveled to St. Vincent in either 1995 or 2002.  The interviews were conducted in 

Dangriga, Belmopan, and Belize City.  The opportunity arose to conduct an interview 

with an officer of the National Garifuna Council of Belize and that interview yielded 

much additional information because it is through the NGC that the Garifuna voyages to 

St. Vincent were organized.  One more interview was conducted in the United States with 

a traveler who participated in the 1995 journey to St. Vincent.  Thus, of the total 18 

interviews, 17 were conducted with those who had traveled to St. Vincent, which equals 

at least half of the Garifuna people who made the journey (See TABLE 1 below).   

1995 Trip 
# of Travelers # of Travelers Interviewed

Male 7 5 
Female 9 6 
TOTAL 16 11 

2002 Trip 
# of Travelers # of Travelers Interviewed

Male 3 1 
Female 12 5 
TOTAL 15 6

Total of Combined Trips 
# of Travelers # of Travelers Interviewed

Male 10 6 
Female 21 11 
TOTAL 31 17 

Table 1: Interview Data 
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1.4  Review of Literature 

 There is a fair amount of literature available about the Garifuna people, culture, 

and history.  For this study, publications describing the history of the Garinagu and how 

they have lived in the past were used.  Several of the most noted Garifuna scholars on this 

subject are Nancie Gonzales (1979; 1988; 1990; 1997), Douglas McRae Taylor (1951; 

1977), Virginia Kearns (1997), and Peter Hulme (2003).  A first hand account of the 

Garifuna people in St. Vincent, written by Sir William Young (1971), is another 

important piece of the Garifuna historical puzzle.  To complement the historical accounts 

are modern pieces of literature by Laurie Kroshus Medina (1997) and Byron Foster 

(2005).  Also used in this study is the work of the Garifuna scholars themselves.  These 

works include a dissertation by Dr. Barbara Flores (2001), and an anthology edited by 

Garifuna anthropologist Dr. Joseph O. Palacio (2005).  Other Garifuna scholars include 

Sebastian Cayetano and  Fabian Cayetano (1997), Roy Cayetano and Marion Cayetano 

(2005), Adele Ramos (2003), and Rev. Jerris Valentine (2000).   

1.5  Conceptual Framework 

 The major thesis of this study is concerned with pilgrimage, and therefore, this 

study must be situated within the anthropological literature on that topic.  Within the 

discipline of anthropology, concepts of pilgrimage are wide-ranging and somewhat 

conflicting.  Beginning with Turner’s (1696) theory of communitas, in which all pilgrims 

form communal relationships that exist outside of any social structure, to Graburn’s 
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(1977) notion that pilgrims and tourists are on the same journey, the literature on 

pilgrimage goes in many directions.   

For the purposes of this paper, several concepts on pilgrimage will guide this 

research.  A common theme is present in nearly all literature on pilgrims and pilgrimage.  

It is the idea that a pilgrim embarks on a journey and leaves the ordinary, everyday 

routine in order to experience something different or new (Turner 1969; Badone and 

Roseman 2004; Graburn 1977; Morinis and Crumrine 1991).  The same idea will also be 

used in this study, because it aptly describes the nature of the Garifuna journey to St. 

Vincent.  A second point of departure is the typology of sacred journeys developed by 

Morinis (1992).   Two of the categories he describes are obligatory, in which a pilgrim 

has no choice but to make the journey, and devotional, in which the purpose of a sacred 

journey is to make contact with or honor deities, divinities, or spirits.   The typology 

illustrates what a pilgrimage is and is not.  It provides a simple way of looking at the 

Garifuna journeys.   

1.6  Significance of Study 

This study aims to fill in the gap in the literature on the Garinagu by describing 

the Garifuna pilgrimage phenomenon that began in the early 1990s in Belize and 

continues today.  The principal research question being answered is “What importance 

does St. Vincent have for the Garifuna people of Belize and why have they begun to 

make trips back to the island?”  Details of the entire process of how the idea for a 

pilgrimage journey emerged, why it was necessary, who made the journey and why, what 

the journey consisted of, and benefits obtained on the journey will be fully described. 
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Through this process, the paper will analyze the reflections of those Garinagu who made 

the pilgrimage in either 1995 or 2002.  These in-depth interviews will shed light on the 

significance of St. Vincent, and why it continues to be significant for the Garinagu of 

Belize.  The end result will yield a new case study of a pilgrimage that has just begun, 

and provide the Garinagu of Belize with a record of their trip and detail why it is 

significant for future generations.   

1.7  Limitations of Study 

 Like any other social science study, this one experienced several limitations.  

First, this study only includes Garifuna interpretations from Belize.  While a Honduran 

delegation has undertaken the journey to St. Vincent, no informants from that group were 

used in this study.  One reason for this is so that the study could be more easily managed 

by only including Garifuna people from one country.  As was explained by informants in 

Belize, the exile from St. Vincent caused the Garifuna people to be dispersed among 

many countries and places.  The result of which is that the circumstances and experiences 

of the Garinagu through history have been different and therefore, the Garinagu in Belize 

have slightly different perspectives than those in Honduras, Guatemala, Nicaragua, or the 

United States.  In an attempt to provide an accurate representation of the Garifuna 

interpretations of St. Vincent, one country was chosen for study.  A separate study of the 

Honduran Garinagu in the future may reveal a slightly different response (Gordon and 

Anderson 1999). 

 Another limitation was making contact with the Garifuna travelers.  During the 

fieldwork in Belize, many of the Garifuna people were traveling for the summer.  An 
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effort was made to contact all people who participated in the 1995 and 2002 voyages to 

St. Vincent.  It was, however, not possible because several Garifuna travelers were not in 

the country at that time and two other persons had passed away.  

1.8  Paper Organization 

 The purpose of this chapter is to guide the reader through the project and show 

where the following chapters will lead.  Chapter one has set the scene for the reader by 

providing a glimpse into who the Garifuna people are and where they came from.  The 

major thesis of the paper, as well as the research philosophy and research methodology 

used to gather data were also described.  Further details about the study included notes on 

the current literature, the conceptual framework, the significance, and limitations of the 

study.   

 Chapter two further describes the Garifuna people.  It will provide an in-depth 

look at their history and the struggles they have faced.  The chapter begins with the 

emergence of the Garinagu in St. Vincent and follows details the major historical events 

through the present day.   

The third chapter will give the reader insight into the spiritual aspects of the 

Garifuna culture.  Such topics as healing, ancestral spirits, offerings, and ritual dances 

will be discussed, providing a foundation upon which to understand the significance of 

the journey the Garifuna people undertake and why.   

 The purpose of chapter four is to review anthropological literature of pilgrimage.  

This review describes all major thoughts on the subject from the leaders in the field, such 

as Victor Turner (1969; 1973; 1974), Alan Morinis (1992), Michael Sallnow (1981; 
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1991a; 1991b), John Eade (1991), and Stephen Glazier (1983).  Additionally, the chapter 

highlights some significant and interesting aspects of pilgrimage such as pilgrimage and 

tourism and healing.   

 In chapter five, the research and results are presented.  The data is displayed in an 

easy to read format, using tables for the quantitative information, followed by a series of 

questions and important quotations displaying the qualitative information.  This chapter 

will give the reader a good understanding of the nature of the field interviews as well as 

excerpts of the data.   

The last chapter contains the results of the research and analysis of the data, 

which will answer the questions posed in the major thesis.  A conclusion of the study is 

also included.  It will highlight the major points of the paper and reiterate the major thesis 

and its resolution.  The chapter ends with a call for further study.  Further study is needed 

because the scope of this project was too small to answer all of the topics and questions 

that arose from this research.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
GARIFUNA HISTORY 

 
In order to fully understand the Garifuna people one must be familiar with the 

historical circumstances that have shaped them.  This chapter presents a brief historical 

overview of the emergence of the Garinagu in the 17th century to the present day.  While 

a complete history is not provided here, the major significant events and processes are 

fully described.  The chapter will give the reader a full understanding of who the 

Garifuna people are, where they came from, and what they have endured. 

2.1  Beginnings in St. Vincent 
 

The modern history of St. Vincent began when the Spanish arrived in the 

Caribbean.  The Spanish could not find anything of value, such as gold, silver or pearls 

and they quickly left the island.  British explorer, Raleigh, was said to have visited the 

island in 1595 and reported of cannibal inhabitants (Hernandez 1998).  The cannibalistic 

nature of the Carib inhabitants of the island was greatly overstated.  In fact, the Caribs 

never embarked on a quest with the sole purpose of acquiring human flesh to eat 

(Conzemius 1928).  The Caribs did however embark on trading expeditions in order to 

trade food and iron tools during the late 1600s (Gonzalez 1988).  In 1659, both the British 

and the French mutually declared St. Vincent to be a “Carib Territory.”  One year later, a 

Treaty of Peace was even signed between the Caribs and the French and English 

governors (Higham 1921).  By 1700, however, and lasting until around 1720, the French 

began to settle the Leeward side of the island.  By the time the British had fully 

developed their interest in St. Vincent, they found, in addition to French settlers and 

African slaves, two groups of Caribs, Yellow Caribs, who lived near the French on the 
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Leeward side and Black Caribs who lived on the Windward side of the island (Hulme 

2003).   

The ethnogenesis of Black Caribs4 is said to have come from a sinking a Dutch 

ship carrying African slaves from Benin to Barbados in 1675.  The escaping African 

prisoners made their way to the small Grenadine island of Bequia, where they were 

accepted by the Yellow Carib Indians and taken by canoe to St. Vincent (Conzemius 

1928; Young 1971).  It must also be noted that Barbados was established as a colony by 

the mid-1600s and any raft leaving Barbados would eventually end up in St. Vincent.  

The slaves in Barbados who wished to escape to St. Vincent would have known this fact 

(Hernandez 1998).  In a letter written in 1667, Lord Willoughby, states that the Carib 

population in St. Vincent, St. Lucia, and Dominica was 1,500, of which 600 were African 

“some run away from Barbados and elsewhere” (Taylor 1951: 18). 

Other sources claim the date of African arrival was much earlier in 1635 with the 

sinking of two Spanish slave ships (Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).  Hernandez (1998) 

mentions this when he describes the Carib tactics of guiding Spanish ships onto reefs or 

rocks in order to take the ship’s cargo.  In fact one Frenchman, Armand de La Paix, 

estimated that of the 900 or so Caribs he met in 1635, more than 600 of them were black 

(Gonzalez 1990). 

Van Sertima (1976) states that African people were building large ships and 

sailing across the Atlantic Ocean long before the European arrival in the Americas.  

 
4 In the historical literature, the Garinagu are called Black Caribs.  This essay uses the same terminology to 
be consistent with the published historical literature.  Beginning in section 2.6 of this chapter, the more 
appropriate terms of Garinagu or Garifuna people will be used.   
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These early voyages across the Atlantic Ocean, would have allowed many Africans to 

land on the Windward Islands and other places in the Americas and settle among the 

native Amerindian population.  Van Sertima based his work on that of Weiner (1920-22) 

and the evidence used to support his claim comes from common cultural and linguistic 

traits that exist among Amerindians and Africans as well as the use of certain plants.  

Many have critiqued Van Sertima’s work because the evidence on which its assumptions 

are based is not very substantial or convincing (Ortiz de Montellano et al. 1997).  With 

regard to his claim of 13th century African voyagers, Davis (1978: 149) says that “Van 

Sertima contributes absolutely nothing of substance to toward the questions that keep the 

trans-Atlantic theme going.”  While Davis (1978) does not state that the trans-Atlantic 

African voyages are impossible, he does say that if they did occur, they probably had 

very little impact on the Amerindian population that was present.   

What is important about Van Sertima’s work is that it was mentioned in numerous 

interviews during this study’s field research in Belize.  According to one interviewee’s 

accounts of the Garifuna emergence “It is wrong to say that slaves and Caribs merged.  

The escaping slaves were running off to join the other blacks, so the Garinagu had to 

have existed before that” (Personal communication 2006).  For some Garifuna people in 

Belize, Van Sertima is correct in his thesis.  To say that the Garifuna people came from 

slaves “is not true and I have never heard such nonsense in all my born days” (Personal 

communication 2006).  Other Garifuna interviewees, however, did not mention the Van 

Sertima theory.   
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The African people, however they came to live in St. Vincent, numbered over 

3,000 by 1676, largely because of the common language and culture, and racial mixing of 

Amerindian and African (Gonzalez 1998).  According to one account, the fierce Yellow 

Caribs sought to enslave the “halfbred” Black Caribs.  Fighting broke out and the Yellow 

Caribs were almost exterminated (Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).  Taylor (1951) states 

that the African arrivals to St. Vincent adopted the Carib language and culture because it 

was their only hope of survival.   

The British planters, such as Sir William Young, tell a slightly different story, in 

which the Yellow Caribs captured the shipwrecked Africans and forced them into 

slavery.  Their submission was maintained by killing the first-born males of the Africans.  

This was followed by a revolt where the Africans moved to the Windward side of the 

island and stole Yellow Carib women, thus, creating a new race of Black Caribs that 

completely overtook the Yellow Caribs and most of the island (Hulme 2003; Young, 

1971).  Some caution must be used when reading accounts such as these.  Hulme (2003) 

states that it is hard to really trace the ethnic mixing in St. Vincent, but that it can be 

assumed that Yellow Caribs, by the time the British became fully involved in the island 

in the mid-1700s had been mixing with other Indians, Europeans, and Africans for 

hundreds of years.  Incorporating the shipwrecked Africans most likely happened, but 

there was not a unified Yellow Carib response.  Each village and group would have acted 

differently and some semi-autonomous African communities may have existed.  Thus, it 

is hard to divide the Caribs into simply Yellow or Black.  Nonetheless, early British 

accounts of the island describe two distinct groups “Black Caribs” and Red (or Yellow) 
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Caribs (Young 1971).  The term Red Carib is derived from the fact that the Yellow Carib 

Indians would paint their bodies with a reddish yellow pigment obtained from the plant, 

Bixa orellana (Conzemius 1928).   European observers began calling these people, the 

Red Caribs (Gonzalez 1997).   

2.2  European Intrusion and Contention 

As would be the case over the next 75 years, St. Vincent continued to change 

hands between the British and the French.  In 1748, the Treaty of Aix la Chapelle deemed 

St. Vincent, St. Lucia, Dominica, and Tobago to be neutral territories.  After the end of 

the Seven Years War between Britain and the French-Spanish coalition in 1763, the 

islands became the possessions of Britain (Conzemius 1928; Gonzalez 1988; Young; 

1971).  At this time there were still some French settlers and their slaves still living in St. 

Vincent.  Many were allowed to stay after the 1763 return of the island to Britain if they 

promised their allegiance to the new authority (Craton 1996).   

From the time they regained control of the island in 1763, the British tried 

everything they could to remove, entice, persuade, or intimidate the Caribs5 from their 

lands.  This led to open hostilities and war broke out among the British and the Caribs in 

1772.  As a result of the conflict, the Caribs lost all but 4,000 acres of land in the extreme 

northern Windward side of the island (Gonzalez 1988).  Another reason for the British 

hostility, and a more important one, was the fact that the British recognized that St. 

Vincent had the most fertile soil in the Caribbean and that the Black Caribs resided on 

two-thirds of that soil (Young 1971).  The fact that the British were able to take so much 

 
5 Unless specified, the word Carib in the historical literature refers to both Black and Yellow Caribs. 
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of the Carib lands may have been a result of communication problems.  Gonzalez (1988) 

recounts historical records in which the British forced the Caribs into signing treaties.  

One Carib leader or chief was usually picked or assigned by the British to speak for all 

other Caribs.  Thus, during the 1772 treaty, Black Carib Chief Chatoyer signed the treaty 

giving away most of the Carib lands.  He believed, however, that the treaty was only 

allowing the British to lease the land.  In fact, the only European language known by 

most Caribs was French (Hernandez 1998; Hulme 2003; Young 1971). 

 As war between the colonial powers began, ended, and began again, the 

ownership of St. Vincent flip flopped as well.  In 1779 France declared war on Britain 

and the French settlers living in St. Vincent united with the Caribs to rebel against the 

British.  The French-Carib coalition, along with troops sent from Martinique, managed to 

overthrow the British authority on the island (Gonzalez 1988).  This lasted for four years 

until the island was relinquished to Britain in 1783 (Craton 1996).   

 Power struggles, a hurricane, and a smallpox outbreak were not enough to keep 

the population from increasing.  Gonzalez (1988) notes that between 1775 and 1790 the 

European population tripled.  Carib population estimates were said to be between 7,000 

and 8,000.  The Caribs were also experiencing economic success.  After 1763, their 

standard of living was said to be above the level of subsistence.  Caribs were very much 

incorporated into the local economy by selling produce in Kingstown (Young 1971), but 

they were also involved in the regional economy through sophisticated trade with people 

in Trinidad and exchanging Spanish gold coins for food and schooners (Hulme 2003).  In 

fact, two Carib chiefs even had plantations of their very own (Gonzalez 1988).    
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Papers from the British archives, cited by Gonzalez (1988), show that in 1772, the 

British were already thinking of ways to rid St. Vincent of its resident Carib population.  

Instructions from the Earl of Hillsborough to the governor of St. Vincent stated that if it 

became necessary, the governor could deport6 the Caribs to Africa or any deserted nearby 

island “with every degree of humanity their situation will admit of” and that they be 

given an adequate amount of supplies and food (Gonzalez 1988: 20).  Sir William Young 

(1971) even states in a letter from the island commissioners that the event was even 

planned much sooner in 1765.  The British planters in St. Vincent wanted the Caribs 

removed, but felt that the government was too easily influenced by “the opinion of 

sentimental do-gooders, including missionaries” to ever do it (Hulme 2003: 184).  It 

becomes obvious that unlike what other history books say, the Carib population was not 

exiled because they revolted against the British in 1795.  The idea had been considered 

and planned years before. The revolt was just the event that finally convinced the British 

government to actually do it.   

 During the uprising, which began on March 10, 1795, many British settlers were 

killed and their plantations were sacked (Watts 1987; Hulme and Whitehead 1992).  

Through the course of these events, French weapons and supplies aided the Black Caribs.  

In addition, white, black and mulatto Frenchmen also fought with the Caribs (Young 

1971).  During the first year of war, the Black Carib leader, Chief Chatoyer, was 

assassinated, but under the leadership of his brother, Duvale, the conflict continued for 

 
6 It is important to note that the more appropriate term is “exile.”  The British chose to use the word  
“deport” because it implies that the Garinagu had not right to the land and the British had more of a 
legitimate claim on the island.    
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another year (Flores 2001).  The French-Carib coalition was defeated and surrender 

occurred on June 10, 1796.  The British wanted to rid themselves of both groups of 

prisoners they had taken during the war.  The French were given the standard prisoner of 

war treatment and were sent to Guadalupe, and from there, on to Europe, although some 

stayed behind in St. Vincent after declaring their allegiance to the British crown 

(Gonzalez 1988).   

FIGURE 2.1: Landscape of Balliceaux.  Courtesy of Erin Brannan 

The Caribs on the other hand were treated much differently.  The Caribs had 

previously stated that they would rather die than give up their homeland.  It was with this 

in mind that the British hunted them and captured them before interring them on the tiny 

desolate island of Balliceaux off the southern coast of St. Vincent (Hulme 2003).  Some 

of the Black Caribs managed to escape to the extreme northeastern side of St. Vincent.  

Here, they established the settlement of Morne Road (Conzemius 1928).  The majority of 
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the Black Caribs were not so fortunate, as 4,195 of them were sent to Balliceaux, in 

addition to 44 slaves and 102 Yellow Caribs.  The later two groups eventually were 

allowed to return to St. Vincent because the British separated the prisoners based upon 

skin color.  It was their belief that the lighter skinned Caribs were innocent and must have 

been forced accomplices to the darker skinned Caribs.  In the end, the lightest skinned 

prisoners were allowed to return to St. Vincent and were given pardons for their crimes 

(Gonzalez 1997).   

FIGURE 2.2: Location of Balliceaux 
Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin 
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During the five month stay in Balliceaux, nearly 2,400 of the 4,195 Carib 

prisoners died of a mysterious “malignant fever” which was most likely yellow fever or 

typhus fever.  The massive amount of Carib deaths is still remembered today by the 

descendents of the Black Caribs, the Garifuna.  They claim that the British poisoned them 

by putting lime in their flour (Gonzalez 1988).  In Alexander Anderson’s account of the 

Black Caribs, written in 1798, he says “We have another powerful cause of the death of 

so many [Black Caribs], and that was the agonizing reflection that they were to be forever 

transported from their native country to another they never saw” (Hulme and Whitehead 

1992: 228).  The surviving Black Carib prisoners were loaded onto eight or nine ships on 

March 3, 1797 and on March 11th of the same year, the ships, led by Major John Wilson 

and the Experiment, set sail.  The Bahamas, Hispaniola, and Africa were considered 

possible options to exile the Black Carib prisoners, but the Bay Islands on the coast of 

Central America was finally decided upon (Young 1971).   

2.3  The Exile to Roatan Island 

After setting sail from Balliceaux, the convoy stopped in Bequia and Grenada to 

collect supplies, troops, and possibly even pick up more prisoners.  From there, the ships 

sailed to Jamaica where they stayed for 18 days (Gonzalez 1997).  When the British fleet 

finally reached Roatan Island on April 11, 1797, they found a small Spanish fort.  The 

Spanish on the island quickly surrendered because of the relatively large size of the 

convoy, which consisted of 8 to 9 ships (Gonzalez 1988).   

 On April 12, 1797, a total of 2,026 Garinagu landed on the island of Roatan.  

There were 664 adult males, 720 adult females, and 643 children (Arrivillaga Cortés 
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2005).  The British who abandoned the Black Caribs on Roatan Island believed that their 

prisoners would create a lifestyle for themselves similar to their previous one in St. 

Vincent.  It was expected that the Black Caribs would establish agricultural practices, 

fish, and possibly engage in some trade with other nearby colonies (Gonzalez 1988).  In 

fact colonists from British Honduras, or present day Belize, were eager to recruit the 

Black Caribs to help them defend the colony against the Spanish.  Rumors of the Black 

Caribs military strengths during the revolt in St. Vincent had reached Belize.  Uniforms 

were waiting for them in the colony, but the Black Caribs never came (Gonzalez 1988).   

FIGURE 2.3: Exile from St. Vincent to Roatan Island 
Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin 

History has suggested that the Black Caribs were eager to leave Roatan for many 

reasons.  The very island itself may not have been a good place to begin a new 

Roatan 
Island 

Isle of 
Balliceaux 
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settlement.  On the southern coast of the island where the Black Caribs landed, the soil is 

composed of red clay and was of a much lower quality than the fertile soils of St. 

Vincent.  The group landed during the dry season and the lack of water probably 

constituted a problem.  In addition, the seeds given to the Black Caribs by the British had 

most likely sustained water damage during the voyage, or been eaten already, thus they 

did not have much to plant.  To add to the unfertile soil, lack of water, and poor seeds, 

many people were sick and tired and not able to clear the land and begin any kind of 

agriculture necessary to support the population.  The Spanish were aware of the new 

residents of Roatan and when Spanish captain Don José Rossi y Rubí arrived at the island 

on May 19, 1797, many of the island’s new population begged him to take them to the 

mainland (Gonzalez 1988).  Others have noted that when the Spanish visited Roatan, they 

begged the Black Caribs to abandon the island come to the mainland.  The majority of the 

people did leave, but a few stayed at Roatan and established the first Garifuna settlement 

in Central America (Kearns 1997). 

2.4  Beginning of British Presence in Central America 

Under the leadership of Henry VIII in the 16th century, the British began 

exploring the Caribbean side of Central America.  Land was granted to them under the 

Treaty of Utrecht in 1667.  From two base settlements, Cape Gracias a Dios and 

Providence Island, the British presence expanded to include 16 other settlements in the 

area.  The largest was at Black River, or Río Tinto in Spanish.  In these Central American 

settlements, the British grew sugarcane and collected animals like the ocelot and tiger.  

They raised cattle and collected sarsaparilla, gums, and other products from the forests 
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(Gonzalez 1988).  In fact, the profit from logwood, which was cut in the area, was so 

great that the British established other settlements all along the eastern shore of Central 

America at present day Belize City, Bluefields, and the Bay Islands (Kearns 1997).   

 During this time, the British formed a close relationship with the Miskito Indians 

living along the Honduran coast.  In fact, Britain was the only nation to establish 

diplomatic ties and fully recognize the Mosquitia Kingdom.  Through this indigenous 

kingdom, the British were able to develop de facto control along the Caribbean coast of 

the Central American isthmus (Moberg 1992).  A slave trade was established where 

Miskito Indians would capture Indians living in the interior and sell them to the British.  

They also helped by selling fish, game, and items from the forests to the British and 

helped to establish trade networks between the British and Spanish creoles living along 

the coast.  In turn, the British gave the Miskito Indians arms and ammunition (Gonzalez 

1988).  The Miskito Indians began to take on British titles like Governor, Captain, and 

Admiral because of their close ties with the European power during this period.  Even 

later, the Miskito Indians said that they preferred the British to their Spanish counterparts 

(Gonzalez 1988).   

 In 1730, the British were forced out of Central America, but they came back.  

Over the next 56 years, the British would be driven out of the Spanish lands on the 

Caribbean coast but through treaties signed in Europe and determination, the British 

would always return.  In 1786, the Convention of London formally gave to the British, 

part of the territory of Honduras (Gonzalez 1988).  The settlement at the Bay of Honduras 

became a crown colony in 1862 and is what is now known as Belize (Moberg 1992).  
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With their place firmly established, the British would continue to be players in the affairs 

of the region.   

2.5  Beginning of Black Carib Life in Central America 

When they arrived in the port town of Trujillo, the Black Caribs found that they 

were not the only non-Spanish residents.  In fact, it has been detailed that there were 

many French settlers, free blacks from Grenada, French blacks from Santo Domingo, 

English blacks, and many mestizos (Gonzalez 1988).  This was in addition to the 

presence of the Miskito Indians living along the Honduran coast.  The Spanish were 

initially very glad to have the Black Caribs in the colony.  They were good, hard workers 

and labor was in demand.  It was feared, however, that the new residents would form 

dangerous alliances with the French blacks living nearby because many of the Black 

Caribs had French roots.  Plus, word had spread of the rebellious nature of the slaves in 

the French territory of San Domingue, or present-day Haiti.  The Black Caribs forming an 

alliance with the English in the area was another threat because of the contentious 

relationship existing between the English and the Spanish.  Still, a third threat existed 

because of the Miskito Indians along the coast.  The Spanish wondered if the Black 

Caribs would align themselves with them (Arrivillaga Cortés 2005; Gonzalez 1988).   

 The governor at the time, Governor Anguiano, made an effort to again remove the 

Black Caribs, and this time, all other blacks were to be deported too (Gonzalez 1988).  

The plan was to have all of the French blacks sent to a French colony or even to France 

itself.  The others would be encouraged to settle in the interior away from the town.  This 

plan was never really executed, in part because the Black Caribs had earned a good 
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reputation for themselves as hard laborers, intelligent, and strong (Gonzalez 1988).  Men 

frequently worked as woodcutters or in agricultural work, earning nearly $8 to $10 per 

month.  Women worked hard to grow produce and food for their households and sold any 

surplus at markets in the towns.  The money was used to buy clothing and other 

necessary items (Kearns 1997).  In addition to their useful labor, the Black Caribs proved 

valuable on May 14, 1799 when they helped defend Trujillo against a British attack 

(Gonzalez 1988).   

2.6  Arrival in Belize 

Upon arrival in Honduras, the Garinagu found themselves in the midst of political 

turmoil.  The early days of the Central American Federation were filled with internal 

struggle between the Royalists and the Ladinos.  The Garinagu, who had become 

involved in the conflict, found a new reason to leave Honduras in an effort to escape the 

punishment of treason (Conzemius 1928; Gonzalez 1988).  It has also been noted that 

cholera was present in the area during the 1830s and that could be another reason for the 

large numbers of Garifuna migrants to Belize (Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).

In 1802, 150 Garinagu had migrated from Honduras to the mouth of the Sibun 

River in Belize.  Here, they worked as laborers, fishermen, and farmers (Thomson 2004).  

The British were not welcoming to the Garinagu, in part because of the publication in 

1795 of Vincentian planter Sir Williams Young’s book describing the British perspective 

of the Garifuna resistance.  Thus, the expulsion of the Garifuna settlers was sought, but 

never came to fruition (Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).  On November 19, 1832, a small 

group of Garinagu, led by Alejo Beni, a well-known leader and, one who had 
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commanded a small group of fighters during the war against the British in St. Vincent, 

arrived in southern British Honduras, after leaving Roatan Island (Gargallo 2005).  

Consisting of 28 adults and 12 children, both male and female, the group was escaping 

the retribution awaiting them for their support of the colonial government in Central 

America (Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).  Once in Belize, they would find work in the 

forest by extracting valuable hardwoods.  During this time, the British governor in 

Jamaica sent word to Belize to encourage friendly relations with the Miskito Indians and 

the Garifuna people.  It was hoped that they could be used to lead an attack against the 

Spanish at Trujillo (Moberg 1992; Gonzalez 1988).  In fact, by 1835, the Garinagu had 

become very attached to the British.  The Black Carib population had increased to 500 

and they were regarded as industrious.  The British colonial government also believed 

that the Garifuna population would be needed to combat an anticipated labor shortage 

(Thomson 2004).  The British archives detail the desire of the British to lure more of the 

Garinagu from Trujillo, Honduras for this very reason (Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).   

For the Garinagu who were displaced or relocated to Belize, the British colonial 

government established a unique governing structure, called the Alcalde system, to 

control the outlying southern areas of Belize.  The Alcalde system is based upon Spanish 

and Yucatan origins and was intended to control the Maya population that was entering 

the colony to escape the Yucatan Caste Wars.  The system was eventually extended to 

encompass the Garifuna settlements in the south by 1877.  The alcade, or galide in 

Garifuna, was a local leader appointed to perform judicial or administrative work for the 

colonial government.  Even though the Garinagu were not completely familiar with the 
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system, it was adopted because it was similar to the way that impartial elders held 

unofficial informal leadership roles in Garifuna villages (Moberg 1992).   

The same year that Alejo Beni led some Garifuna settlers to British Honduras, a 

Honduran priest in the Mullins River area established a Roman Catholic Church.  It was 

said that the priests ministered to the Latino residents and merchants in the area and to the 

Catholic Caribs in the south of British Honduras (Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).  The 

Garifuna residents of British Honduras received much better treatment from the Jesuit 

missionaries, than they did from the other residents of the colony.  The Jesuits opened 

schools and employed Garifuna teachers.  Garifuna children were often educated in the 

Jesuit schools and learned English and military training.  This prepared them not only for 

service as teachers, but also for service to the British forces during both World Wars 

(Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).   

2.7  Thomas Vincent Ramos and His Contributions 

Between 1920 and 1940, one of the Garinagu’s most loved leaders emerged.  

Tomas Villanueva Ramos (later to become known as Thomas Vincent Ramos) was born 

in 1887 in Puerto Cortez, Honduras.  He married in 1914 and had 13 children.  In 1923 he 

emigrated to Belize and immediately became a well-known and highly involved member 

of the Dangriga community.  Only one year after his arrival in the country, Ramos 

established the Carib Development and Sick Aid Society.  This organization was founded 

to help people in the Garifuna community who needed assistance during times of illness 

and to provide support for people who could not afford to bury their deceased family and 

friends (Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).   This was the first of many organizations he 
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would establish in his lifetime.  He was also responsible for initiating the Independence 

Manhood and Exodus Uplift Society, and the Colonial Industrial Instruction Association.  

Another organization Ramos founded was the Carib International Society.  This 

organization had branches in all communities in Belize and even spread to other Garifuna 

communities in Guatemala and Honduras (Ramos 2000).  Ramos was extremely 

concerned about the systematic neglect of the Garifuna people and the need for 

improvement of health and educational services for them.  One of Ramos’s beliefs was 

that a person must be integrated into the society to which they belong.  Through his 

integration, Ramos worked for the advancement of all Garifuna people in part through the 

organizations that he established (Izard 2005).   

FIGURE 2.4: Statue of Thomas Vincent Ramos, Dangriga Belize 

 Another aspect of Ramos’s life was his commitment to the Garifuna culture and 

heritage.   To this end, Ramos began working tirelessly to have the arrival of the 
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Garinagu in Belize designated as an official holiday.  In 1941, he wrote a letter to the 

Stann Creek District Commissioner and the Colonial Governor requesting the holiday by 

saying “In recognition of and gratitude for [the Garifuna] contribution in the settlement of 

Stann Creek” (Ramos 2000: 13).  This was the first of many letters written by Ramos 

requesting the holiday and the recognition of Garinagu.  It was important for Ramos that 

the Garifuna community be acknowledged for their positive contributions to the nation.  

The holiday was recognized in 1941 and celebrated in the Stann Creek district on the 

nineteenth of November.  In 1943, the holiday also became official in the Toledo district 

in Belize. Since 1977, it has been a national holiday and it celebrated in every district in 

Belize (Arrivillaga Cortés 2005).  Additionally, the year 1943 also saw the establishment 

of the first credit union in Belize in the Garifuna settlement of Punta Gorda.  The Saint 

Peter Claver Credit Union was the first of its kind and strove to combat the poverty and 

destitution of the Garinagu (Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).   

2.8  The Modern History of the Garinagu in Belize 

The decade of the 1960’s saw the arrival of the Garinagu on the national political 

scene.  In the 1961 elections, three Garifuna politicians were elected into office.  One of 

the men, Hon. David McKoy, Minister of Labor and Social Services, organized the first 

encounter between the Garinagu in Central America and the Garinagu in St. Vincent.  He 

invited three Vincentian Caribs to Belize, who arrived to much excitement and awe 

(Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).  In interviews conducted during the July 2006 fieldwork, 

three informants reported of this historic visit.  There was some disappointment, 

however, when the Garinagu in Belize realized that the Vincentian people could not 
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speak the language and had lost many of the Garifuna customs (Personal 

Communications 2006).   

After the success of the establishment of Garifuna Settlement Day as a national 

holiday in 1977, a movement was begun to form the National Garifuna Council of Belize.  

This occurred in 1981 and it is the mission of the council “to preserve, strengthen and 

develop our culture as well as promote economic development of the Garifuna people” 

(National Garifuna Council of Belize 2007b).  In a letter written by the NGC in early 

1998, the council addresses the desire to maintain the Garifuna identity and culture for 

future generations.  This will be accomplished through five key agendas:  land, education, 

language and culture, health, and social issues (National Garifuna Council of Belize 

2003).  The NGC firmly asserts the indigenous character of the Garifuna and have 

produced documents to this effect (National Garifuna Council of Belize 2007a).  For this 

reason, in 1987, with subsequent support from the Toledo Maya Council in Belize, the 

NGC took part in formal discussions establishing the Caribbean Organization of 

Indigenous Peoples (COIP) during a conference held in Kingstown, St. Vincent.  The 

conference was concerned with the indigenous revival and promoting development and 

recognition of indigenous peoples (Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).   

 To say the least, the Garifuna people have overcome many hardships throughout 

their history.  Moving forward from near extinction to becoming a strong presence in the 

nation of Belize has been no small feat.  After attaining recognition in Belize and 

obtaining a national holiday in their honor, the Garinagu were awarded the distinction of 

being a UNESCO Masterpiece of Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity (Cayetano 
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and Cayetano 2005).  With these honors the Garifuna people have many reasons to 

celebrate their unique culture and place in history.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
GARIFUNA SPIRITUALITY 

 
Chapter three describes one of the most unique parts of Garifuna culture, its 

spirituality.  The spiritual beliefs of the Garinagu very much reflect both African and 

Amerindian characteristics.  The major principal components of both spiritual belief 

systems have been combined.  “The Garinagu people have reconfigured the basic 

orientations of both West African and Carib Indian worldviews into a new pattern of 

meaning, symbols, and expression” (Flores 2002: 144).   Therefore, it is important for 

one to be familiar with aspects of both spiritual systems in order to more fully understand 

Garifuna spirituality.   

3.1  African and Amerindian Syncretism 

Through the course of the African Diaspora, the underlying belief that nearly all 

West Africans shared was that the world was created by a supreme deity and that all of 

the components of the universe were dependent upon each other.  It was essential for 

these parts, such as humans, animals, and nature, for example, to live respectfully with 

each other (Flores 2002; Paris 1995; Bolaji 1973).  Additionally, the role of ancestors was 

important to the West African people.  Upon death, a person’s life was not over and 

communication and communion with the living was possible (Flores 2002; Bolaji 1973).  

In essence, all things are connected. 

 In the Amerindian worldview, connectedness was also a core element of 

spirituality.  The spirit world was thought to be present in all of life as well as the natural 

environment like rivers, seas, and forests.  Like the West Africans, the Amerindians 

maintained a belief in a great deity, and used shamans to communicate with spirits 
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(Flores 2002).  It can be seen that elements of both West African and Amerindian 

worldviews continue to exist when one looks at contemporary Garifuna spirituality.  It is 

impossible, however, to distinguish which cultural elements are Arawak, Carib, or from 

an African tribal source (Taylor 1951). 

Mixed with the Garifuna cosmology is a syncretism of Roman Catholic religion, 

in which Jesus Christ is one of the great ancestors (Idiáquez 1994).  This has to do with 

the fact that Christian teachings have been with the Garinagu for more than 250 years, 

since their emergence as a distinct group, making Christian elements almost as traditional 

as the Amerindian and African ones (Kearns 1997; Gargallo 2002).  During Taylor’s 

(1951) study of the Garifuna in British Honduras, he mentions that a buyei7, or shaman, 

wore a rosary while carrying out ceremonial duties.  In addition, a chip off of a Catholic 

alter stone was used in a ceremonial rattle, and the buyei kept a small greenish stone 

engraved with a cross.  This stone, called “Amazon stones” by some, were well known by 

Carib Indians in the Lesser Antilles (Taylor 1951: 137).   

3.2  Garifuna Understanding of God and Heaven 

Like their West African and Amerindian predecessors, the Garifuna people 

believe in a spiritual being that is higher, more powerful, more holy, and can do what 

man cannot.  The Garifuna name for God is Bungiu, and this being lives in a place called 

Seiri. Defined as “place where God sits” Seiri can be thought of as Heaven (Valentine 

2002).  In metaphorical terms, Seiri is located in the former Garifuna homeland of St. 

Vincent (Flores 2002).  Bungiu is thought of as the creator of life and the preserver of it.  

 
7 Correct spellings of all Garifuna words in this and all subsequent chapters were provided by E. Roy 
Cayetano MA, a published Garifuna linguist.   
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God leads and guides the Garifuna and is followed by the spirits of the ancestors.  The 

living, in turn, follow them.  This is notion is summed up in the Garifuna expression 

“Bungiu waba, ahari larigi, wagia harigi” (Flores 2002: 148).   

 Upon death, a departed spirit must begin a long journey to Seiri. This journey 

passes through harsh deserts, wilderness areas, and rough oceans and it is filled with 

many barriers and obstructions.  The length of the journey depends on the how good a 

spirit was when it was a living person.  Once this tough and painful journey is complete, 

a spirit is considered “saved” (Valentine 2002: 21).  On the journey to Seiri a spirit must 

pass through Mulúandu. This is a halfway point between earth and Seiri and the spirits 

here are considered troubled.  Therefore, when a food offering is made for the spirits of 

the ancestors, some is buried for those trapped in Mulúandu (Valentine 2002).  The 

Garifuna people believe that Bungiu is concerned with the creation and preservation of 

the world.  Ancestral spirits act as messengers between the living and Bungiu. It is their 

job to care for the daily routine of the physical world.  The ancestral spirits, often travel 

between Seiri and earth.  This is expressed in a Garifuna song (Valentine 2002: 38): 

Wayabin mulúandu gien 
Ürüwa guáñandiwa 
Lidan le wayabin mulúandu gein 
Ürüwa guáñandiwa 
Woudi warigóun ibamu waü 
Gádürü guádiwa 
 
When we came through mulúandu 
There were only three of us 
But when we returned 
There were four of us. 
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3.3  Garifuna Philosophy on Relationships  

One of the core values of the Garifuna is harmony and it is necessary for harmony 

to exist in all relationships, even those with the natural environment.  All things in the 

natural world are sacred to the Garinagu and it is their conviction that they must take care 

of and be responsible for it.  A deep connection between the earth and the Garifuna 

people is ever-present.  This connection is seen in the course of producing the traditional 

food staple, cassava.  The process of growing, harvesting, drying, and cooking contains 

more meaning than just food preparation.  Harmony is maintained with the land, sun, and 

cycle of life during the entire process (Flores 2002).   

 In addition to maintaining a harmonious relationship with the natural 

environment, Garifuna people strive to uphold harmony in their relationships with family, 

friends, and the ancestors.  A great respect for elders is common, as the elders are 

believed to have a deeper understanding of things and much wisdom (Flores 2002).  An 

example of this is the Alcalde system mentioned earlier.  Many times the local alcalde in 

the Garifuna villages was a local elder who was already revered in the community for the 

wisdom he possessed (Moberg 1992).  The reverence for an elder is only intensified after 

the elder is dead (Flores 2002).  Eldred Roy Cayetano discusses the Garifuna philosophy 

of relationships, in an interview Flores (2002) conducted in Dangriga, Belize in 1999.  He 

talks about the need for harmony in the social, physical and spiritual relationships.  In 

speaking about the spiritual, he says “by spiritual there is also our relationship with our 

ancestors and those who are yet to come.  The past, present and future life are all one” 

(Flores 2002: 149).  He goes on to say that if any relationship is experiencing 
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disharmony, it must be corrected through ritual ceremony.  There are other ways to honor 

and pay respect to ancestors, though.  Some Garifuna homes regularly offer food and 

drink, though this may at times not be enough and a ritual of placation may be necessary 

(Jenkins 1983).   

3.4  Garifuna Ritual 

 According to Cayetano and Cayetano (1997), there are three primary ritual 

ceremonies that are carried out by the Garinagu.  They are (1) the amuñadahani, which is 

bathing the Spirit of the Dead, (2) the chugú, which is the feeding of the Dead, and (3) 

the dügü, which is a feasting of the dead.  Of these three rituals, the dügü is the most 

sacred, elaborate, and most significant because it shows the respect for the ancestors and 

allows the Garifuna people to commune with them.  Flores (2002), however, adds two 

other rituals to that list.  She states that Beluria, which is nine days of prayer followed by 

a feast after the death of a family member, and lemesi, which is a ritual that occurs after 

the family members of a deceased relative have observed morning for one year.  This 

ceremony includes prayers and unusually a Catholic mass.  Among the Garifuna villages 

spread across Central America, each one might have a slightly different aspect of the 

ritual.  For the most part, all the Garinagu in each village in each country have maintained 

the same rituals for centuries (Gargallo 2002).     

 By far the most important expression of Garifuna spirituality is the dügü. In fact, 

many Garinagu believe that if the ritual were to become lost, the Garifuna culture would 

cease to exist (Greene 1998).  The purpose of this ceremony is to placate and appease the 

ancestors.  It is also a ritual of healing and thanksgiving.  A dügü occurs when a family 
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experiences a series of misfortunes, illnesses, or bad circumstances (Cayetano and 

Cayetano 1997).  Many times if a Garifuna person is suffering from an illness, a doctor is 

consulted and modern medicine or herbal treatments are used.  If the illness persists, or a 

patient experiences a relapse, ancestral spirits, soul loss, or obeah is thought to be the 

cause.  At this point, a buyei, or shaman is consulted (Jenkins 1983).  The thing that 

makes the buyei distinct is his or her possession by the Hiuruha, or the spirit helpers.  

Usually these are spirit helpers of buyeis from the past.  In addition, a buyei also 

possesses knowledge of bush medicine and amulets (Flores 2002), but his or her main 

role is to communicate between this world, and the afterworld of the ancestors (Taylor 

1951).  The buyei is the interlocutor between the family and the deceased ancestors, also 

called Gubida. Once the Gubida have made their request for a dügü known, preparation 

for it begins (Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).   

 The objective of the dügü is to placate the ancestors who have afflicted their 

descendents and remove the cause of the affliction (Foster 2005).  There are four classes 

of dügü. Ranking from one to four, they are: (1) aba, (2) biama, (3) oruwa, and (4) 

gádürü lumangari, the last of which is conducted only when an entire family in afflicted 

with an illness or misfortune (Jenkins 1983).  The ancestors who call the dügü will direct 

all aspects of its performance.  The family planning the event will communicate with the 

ancestors several times during the course of planning, which can last up to a year (Flores 

2002).  The ingredients essential to a dügü are areba (traditional Garifuna cassava bread), 

hiu (a fermented cassava and sweet potato drink), strong rum, seafood, fowl, candles, 

costumes, and drums (Jenkins 1983).  The dügü brings family, friends, and well-wishers 
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from all over Belize, but attendees also come from other Central American countries and 

the United States.  Just as the family members of the afflicted invited friends and relatives 

to the ceremony, so do the ancestors.  The ceremony has many moments of solemnity, 

but like the living Garifuna, the ancestral spirits enjoy a good fête as well (Jenkins 1983).  

During the planning and coming together the family works in a spirit of cooperation and 

reconciliation and this is the first stage of healing, for which the dügü was called.   The 

dügü heals both physically and psychologically (Flores 2002).   

 The dügü itself takes place in a building constructed especially for the occasion.  

This structure, called a dabuyaba, is made of palms and sits on the beach face east, 

toward the Caribbean Sea, and the former homeland of St. Vincent.  It has three main 

sections, the dibasei, gayunari, and the guli. The dibasei is located at the entrance of the 

dabuyaba. It is an open space with many hammocks strung inside.  In this area, one can 

rest and relax after performing the dances of the dügü. The main section of the dabuyaba 

is the gayunari and it is where the dances take place.  Lastly, the third section, the guli, is 

a room that serves two purposes.  On one side of the room is a table with food offerings 

for the ancestors.  The other side of the room is a special chamber for the buyei who is 

conducting the dügü (Flores 2002).  The construction of the dabuyaba is cause for 

celebration.  An event such as constructing the palm thatched roof or attaching the 

dibasei brings about singing, dancing, and drumming (Jenkins 1983).   

 One of the most important aspects of the dügü is the sea.  In a symbolic ritual that 

is part of he dügü, called adugahani, a group of Garifuna men travel out to sea in order to 

catch fish, sea turtles, and shellfish (Izard 2005).  The food caught from the sea will be 
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prepared and placed in the guli. This is offered as food for the ancestors.  The three-day 

journey is preceded by an herbal bath given to each traveler by the buyei (Flores 2002).  

A colorful procession of drums leads the fishermen to the sea and upon their return, 

another grand ceremony takes place (Jenkins 1983).  The return of the men taking part in 

the Adügühatiun is symbolic of the Garifuna arrival in Belize from St. Vincent (Flores 

2002).   

3.5  Dances in the Dügü 

The ceremony is comprised of four different dances.  They are, (1) the 

abaimahani, which is a semi-sacred song performed by women, (2) the ámalihani, which 

is a song and a dance of supplication, (3) the awangulahani, which is a dance for 

rejoicing, and (4) the hugulendu and that is a dance performed in a circular pattern 

(Cayetano and Cayetano 1997).  To complement the dances are drummers and musicians.  

In total there are three drums, called garawoun, the principal drum is called a “heart 

drum” or lanigi garawoun (Flores 2002).  Some of the women participants of the dügü

are called gayusas. These women sing songs that they have acquired through dreams.  

The songs, drums, and dances of the dügü are performed in a rhythm from as long ago as 

1640 (Flores 2002)8.

The ámalihani, also known by its shorter name, malí, is the most sacred part of 

the dügü. It is during this dance that Bungiu, the living, and the departed spirits meet and 

communicate (Valentine 2002).  The word ámalihani means placation and this is the only 

ritual that can bring about healing.  The malí begins with the drummers facing west in the 

 
8 Douglas Taylor as quoted by Barbara Flores (2002) and Carol and Travis Jenkins, “Garifuna Musical 
Style, Culture History” Belizian Studies 10 (1982), 19. 
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western end of the dabuyaba. The buyei faces the drummers and the dügü participants.  

While playing a special rhythm, the drummers begin to move forward and everyone else 

moves backward.  When every person has reached the center of the dabuyaba, the 

singing stops and each person bows to the ground.  The buyei continues to play his 

maracas and the drummers continue beating (Valentine 2002).  The movements of the 

buyei and the drummers transfer the ancestors from below ground to above ground.  At 

this point, the spiritual world meets the physical world as Bungiu and the ancestral spirits 

enter the ceremony to communicate with the living (Flores 2002).  The ground represents 

the dead, the drums represent the living, and the maracas represent Bungiu. A time of 

silence follows, while participants are still bowed down.  Next, as everyone stands the 

same movements are performed in the remaining directions, south, east, and north.  Upon 

returning to the beginning position in the west, the song changes and everyone bows in 

the west, north, east and finally the south (Valentine 2002). 

 The malí is usually performed eight times during the first two days of the dügü.

There are dozens of dancers present, many of them women.  The malí takes about 30 

minutes to complete and is followed by a time of rest, however, if one is inspired by or 

possessed by an ancestor, he or she may continue singing or dancing, as the ancestors use 

the bodies of the living to speak or enjoy themselves at the occasion (Kearns 1997).   

3.6  The Dügü and Healing 

The dügü offers many physical benefits and healing for its participants.  Sacrifice 

is a recurring theme of the dügü. People offer large amounts of food not only for the 

ancestors, but the participants in the dügü itself.  This sacrifice allows people to receive 
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food, who otherwise may not have it.  It also brings cures for sickness (Jenkins 1983).  

More importantly, through the malí, intangible healing occurs.  Many times the dügü

facilitates familial healing because so many people travel from far away places to attend 

the dügü. If there is a broken relationship between two people, the effects are felt in 

Seiri. If the living people involved cannot or will not mend the broken relationship, the 

ancestors will intervene to affect the healing process (Valentine 2002).  The dügü brings 

people together who are to a large extent related by marriage.  These sometimes hostile or 

weak relationships are brought together for the specific purpose of the dügü (Foster 

2005).  Thus, the dügü provides participants with a psychological release.  An overall 

improvement in the condition of people occurs and there is an affirmation and new 

respect for relationship and solidarity between family, friends, and the larger Garifuna 

community (Cayetano and Cayetano 2002).  In the words of one Garifuna man “the 

reason [the malí] heals is because it enacts and reinforces oneness and if you’re talking 

oneness, you are talking wholeness.  You are at one with everything around you; you are 

at one with space and time, with the universe.  You’re at one with the Great Spirit.  At 

one also means atonement.  That is the cure of the dügü because it emphasizes oneness, 

wholeness, all that you are”9 (Flores 2002: 165).   

 Throughout their unique and tragic history, the Garinagu have maintained a 

culture that has been internationally recognized as being significant and worth 

protecting.10 This description of the spiritual aspects of the Garifuna is by no means 

 
9 Interview with Roy Cayetano by Barbara Flores (2002).   
10 2001 UNESCO proclamation of Masterpiece of Oral and Intangible Heritage (Cayetano and Cayetano 
2005) 
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comprehensive, but it does provide the reader with a basic understanding of Garifuna 

spirituality.  With this understanding of Seiri, ancestral spirits, and relationships, one can 

begin to understand the pull that St. Vincent has for the Garifuna people and their 

fascination with it.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
LITERATURE ON PILGRIMAGE 

 
Most people think of a pilgrimage as a journey, usually religious in nature, to a 

spiritual or sacred place.  While this definition is correct for the most part, many 

anthropologists writing on the subject have crafted more detailed and sometimes differing 

meanings for the term pilgrimage. What exactly is a pilgrimage, who participates, what 

necessary elements constitute a pilgrimage, and why the process is undertaken are 

questions that each definition must address.  This chapter will review the most significant 

literature on the subject.  Particular attention will be given to the more important 

elements of pilgrimage, as well as related aspects of the process.  

4.1  Pilgrimage Defined 

According to Morinis (1992), a pilgrimage can only occur with the presence of 

two passionate feelings, desire and belief.  A pilgrim must have a desire to find solutions 

for his or her problems and at the same time believe that a source of power exists that 

offers solutions to a those problems.  With this desire and belief, the pilgrims make their 

journey.  A pilgrim’s journey is a sacred journey, and Morinis (1992) believes that for a 

journey to be considered sacred, the pilgrim must be searching for the perfect 

embodiment of one’s beliefs.  The ideal can take the form of many things, a hilltop, a 

holy shrine, or any place outside of the pilgrim’s ordinary life.  Taking these points into 

consideration, Morinis offers his definition of a pilgrimage as “the pilgrimage is a 

journey undertaken by a person in quest of a place or a sate that he or she believes to 

embody a valued ideal” (Morinis 1992: 4).  Another key point that is contained in this 

definition is that a pilgrimage can be made by an individual.  It is in this point that some 
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scholars disagree, but for Morinis (1992), a pilgrimage can consist of only a single 

person.   

 Located in a similar vein of thought is that of Eade and Sallnow (1991).  They 

argue that a pilgrimage is not the same for each person.  “It is a realm of competing 

discourses” (Eade and Sallnow 1991: 5).  In their view, a pilgrimage cannot dictate to the 

pilgrim what significance the pilgrimage will have on the pilgrim.  Each pilgrim brings 

his or her own perspectives on the journey and to the shrine.  It is easy, therefore, for 

Eade and Sallnow (1991) to agree that a pilgrimage can consist of just one person.   

 The term pilgrimage can be used in two different ways.  Morinis and Crumrine 

(1991), offer two definitions for the term.  The first is a journey taken by a person to a 

sacred shrine.  This journey is a religious one.  Their second definition of pilgrimage is 

that of an institution.  It describes all of the aspects that are involved in a person’s journey 

to a sacred shrine.  Used in this way, pilgrimage, as an institution, is a part of social and 

culture life in a community.  Pilgrims, the pilgrimage center, ritual performance, and 

audiences are all part of the institution of pilgrimage.   

4.2  Pilgrimage Places 

By definition, pilgrimage places are sacred.  It is “most often sacralized by the 

reputed direct presence at that spot of some manifestation of the divine, such as a saint or 

apparition.  It is this magnified presence of the holy which sets the pilgrimage place 

apart” (Morinis and Crumrine 1991: 10 ).  Additionally, the common thread of all 

pilgrimage places is the power of the site (Winkelman and Dubisch 2005).  A pilgrimage 

site must have something special to draw pilgrims.  This has been called “spiritual 
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magnetism” in which a pilgrimage place puts forth a universal significance that brings 

pilgrims to its location (Preston 1992: 33).  Ideas such as Preston’s ( 1992) pose a serious 

problem for scholars like Eade and Sallnow (1991).  They contend that no shrine or 

pilgrimage place has a predetermined significance for pilgrims.  Instead, a shrine does 

exert meaning and importance for pilgrims, but at the same time, the shrine “provides a 

ritual space for the expression of a diversity of perceptions and meanings which the 

pilgrims themselves bring to the shrine and impose on it” (Eade and Sallnow 1991: 10).  

Scholars such as Silverman (1994) say that a ceremonial center that draws pilgrims do 

not have to be physically separate from the communities that it serves.  An opposing 

point of view comes from Turner (1974) that a pilgrimage center can only be found far 

removed from the influences of society.   

It is, however, common to find pilgrimage places in locations of great natural 

beauty (Morinis 1992).  It is not uncommon to see mountains, natural springs, great 

rivers, or the like as locations of pilgrimage places.  Many times, in Latin America, these 

natural locations were important to indigenous people.  The sacred landscape of Native 

Americans included nearly all natural features and held much religious significance.  

With the arrival of the Spanish missionaries, indigenous sacred places were adapted for 

Christian use.  For example, in Mexico, the hill of Tepeyac, a sacred place for the 

Tonantzin, became Christianized with the apparition of the Virgen of Guadalupe (Harvey 

1991).  Another example of great natural splendor as the setting for pilgrimage sites is the 

Saut D’Eau in Haiti.  When a village was destroyed by an earthquake nearly 150 years 
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ago, a majestic waterfall was created at the same time.  Now pilgrims gather every year at 

a church built for the Virgin Mary at the base of the waterfall (Glazier 1983).   

While great natural beauty is often common for pilgrimage places, human 

construction of shrines and ceremonial centers attract a lot of pilgrimages too. Through 

her study of an ancient pilgrimage ceremonial site in Peru, Silverman (1994) believes that 

a ceremonial center at the end of pilgrimage is not just a landscape or the natural 

environment.  The ceremonial center has to be built, though she does acknowledge that 

ceremonial centers are sometimes constructed on top of sacred landscapes.  Many places 

have natural shrines and constructed shrines and these categories are not mutually 

excusive.  The ceremonial center at the end of a pilgrimage route can have one or the 

other, or both.   

Some pilgrimage places, however, are not important because they contain 

spiritual landscapes or built shrines.  In Glazier’s (1983) study of Spiritual Baptist 

pilgrims in Trinidad he describes a case in which every few years, pilgrims from one 

village travel to another to attend church.  This is done not because the other village is 

more divine or more sacred, but simply because it is out of the ordinary.  The pilgrims 

have the chance to depart their everyday lives and experiences and travel.  For the 

Trinidadian Spiritual Baptists, the pilgrimage place is not important.  Instead the act of 

traveling is the motivation to leave their villages and embark on a pilgrimage.   

Sometimes the pilgrimage place does not even have to be in a physical location.  

Spiritual journeys are considered pilgrimages as well (Morinis 1992).  While spiritual 

journeys are considered to be pilgrimages, they are not as commonly studied in the field 
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of anthropology.  What has become more common, though, is the notion of a pilgrimage 

site being not in a geographical location, but being located inside a saint or a holy person.  

This type of pilgrimage site, or sacred center, allows pilgrims a more accessible way to 

contact the divine, as well as more direct (Eade and Sallnow 1991).   

This kind of sacred center, located in a moving human container is described by 

Sallnow (1991b).  He discusses life in the Andes three decades after the Spanish 

conquest.  Where deities were once located in sacred natural landscapes, their spirits were 

relocated to the bodies of entranced dancers.  In this new location, the deities were more 

accessible to the indigenous population.   

4.3  Victor Turner’s Theories of Pilgrimage 

 Victor Turner has been given credit for breathing life into the study of pilgrimage 

(Reader 1993).  Many scholars regard him as the father of the study of pilgrimage.  

Turner’s theories are widely accepted among anthropologists today but several case 

studies have yielded different results.  His ideas, however, are still considered important 

and are read by nearly everyone studying pilgrimage.  Turner believes that a pilgrimage 

serves to bond groups of pilgrims together along their journey and transformation.  This 

bond may only be temporary, but it is the foundation for structure of the pilgrimage.  The 

idea for group dynamics that Turner developed was based upon Van Gennep’s (1908) 

theories on rites of passage and the ways in which these rituals functioned as a 

transitional phase for the participants.  In a similar way, Turner and Turner (1978) have 

stated that pilgrimages are transitional phases that its participants undergo.   
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The basis for the group dynamics that are the foundation for a pilgrimage is based 

on the concept of liminality.  This word comes from the Latin word, limen, which means 

threshold and therefore liminal “aptly describes the condition of ritual participants who 

have symbolically exited one social ‘space’ or state but have not entered a new one: they 

are figuratively poised over one threshold, or ‘betwixt and between’” (Turner 1969:107 

cited in Badone and Roseman 2004: 3).  Like a rite of passage that compels participants 

out of the normal bounds of society, a pilgrimage does the same thing.  It is when 

pilgrims leave the normal, mundane societal responsibilities and customs that they enter 

the transition phase.  The transition is necessary to have access to the power of the 

pilgrimage that is not available in the normal society.  It is during the transitional phase, 

which is usually embarked upon in groups with other pilgrims seeking the same 

experience or power, that people “experience a spontaneous bonding and community that 

Turner calls communitas (Reader 1993; Turner and Turner 1978).  Turner and Turner 

(1978) also note that liminality in addition to be being a threshold of transition, is also a 

threshold for potential.  Pilgrims must also take into account what can happen during the 

transition phase.   

 A communitas is “a relational quality of full undedicated communication, even 

communion” with other pilgrims and it “combines the qualities of lowliness, sacredness, 

homogeneity, and comradeship” (Turner and Turner 1978: 250).  In the communitas, 

there is no social structure that would normally dictate relationships between people.  The 

communitas is the opposite of the social system that a pilgrim has just exited. The 

pilgrims are left without the normal structures of society and in this void, a community, if 
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only temporary, is formed.  The communitas, according to Turner are egalitarian and 

unstructured.  Therefore, the process of building communitas, pilgrimage, is without 

structure as well (Turner 1974).   

 A true communitas, one that is formed spontaneously and is without a true 

structure is what Turner called an “existential” communitas (Turner 1969: 132), and it 

has been described by others as the “purest form of communitas” (Sallnow 1981: 163).  

Turner, however, also offers another classification for communitas.  This one, called 

“normative” is formed when a pilgrimage group is under temporal pressure, has a great 

need to mobilize resources, organize themselves, or requires some sort of control among 

the social group (Turner 1969: 132) and it is a product of existential communitas.  Thus, a 

pilgrimage can be viewed as a normative communitas.  Whatever social structure is 

present in the religion of the pilgrimage will also then be part of the normative 

communitas (Bilu 1988).  All structural divisions will, therefore, not be eliminated as it 

would with an existential communitas.   

4.4  Criticisms of Turner 

 Groups of pilgrims sharing the same experience were the basis for Turner’s work 

on the subject and therefore, it has come under some criticism.  Not all scholars believe 

that communitas are always present in pilgrimage situations.  Many have argued that 

tensions and even disputes can erupt during a pilgrimage.  Sallnow (1991a) is a particular 

critic of the communitas.  His opinion is based upon many years of fieldwork in Peru.  He 

documents pilgrimage in the Andes and remarks that extreme conflict often occurs by the 

annual pilgrimage to Copisa.  This is just one example of the contention that can occur 
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during pilgrimage journeys.  He says that pilgrimage has a “categorizing and polarizing 

effect on ethnic and caste differences” (Sallnow 1991a: 304), and believes that 

pilgrimages only strengthen social differences and divisiveness, not dissolve it, as Turner 

has stated.   

Sallnow (1981) describes the way that different pilgrimage groups purposefully 

segregate themselves from each other.  By doing so, he argues, pilgrims are acting in a 

completely opposite fashion than what Turner’s theory of communitas would dictate.  On 

the actual journey, anytime one pilgrimage party passes another along the pilgrimage 

route, a ritual of exchange of religious icons must take place between the groups.  This 

ritual, however, does not forge bonds between pilgrims or the pilgrimage parties, but 

instead drives them apart.  Sallnow (1981) says that it can be quite irksome for the 

pilgrims to stop and perform this act, especially close to the shrine when many 

pilgrimage parties are constantly passing on another.  Often times, pilgrimage groups 

would take different foot paths to avoid another passing party.  This segregation 

continued once the pilgrimage parties arrived at the shrine.  Additionally, there was a 

difference between mestizo pilgrims and indigenous pilgrims, causing contention among 

the two groups.  Sallnow (1981: 1976) says “If communitas is the ultimate goal of 

pilgrims, then group pilgrimage in the Andes is a complex mosaic of egalitarianism, 

nepotism and factionalism, of brotherhood, competition and conflict.”   

 Bilu (1988) too, sees pilgrimage as divisive.  His work is based upon his 

knowledge of pilgrimage in Israel.  The work focuses on the pilgrimage to the tomb of 

Rabbi Shim’on Bar Yohia in Meiron.  The Rabbi is important to Jewish mysticism and he 
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was a great leader in the second century, partly due to the fact that he wrote one of the 

most sacred books for Jewish mystics, the Book of Splendor. Many of the pilgrims come 

from Morocco, where the Rabbi has a large following, but some come from Israel as 

well.  Bilu visits the site at Meiron several times and notes the difference is lifestyle and 

culture of the Moroccans and the Israelis.  He says “my impression is that, although the 

pilgrimage is invested with he usual flair of joviality and cheerfulness, communitas-type 

relationships do not transcend ethnic boundaries” (1988: 307).  Bilu (1988: 324) goes on 

to state that “Under these circumstances, then, sentiments of divisiveness and competition 

may secretly corrode the spirit of communitas, exalted and idealized by Turner.”   

 In their study of Christian pilgrims and pilgrimage, Eade and Sallnow (1991) state 

that a pilgrimage and a pilgrimage place have a multitude of meanings.  Each pilgrim 

brings his or her own significance to the site because each pilgrim has his or her own 

convictions.  There are also many different types of pilgrims and pilgrims may make the 

journey for different reasons.  Likewise, the religious leaders and specialists all come 

from dissimilar religious backgrounds and training.  Therefore, difficulties can often arise 

among the pilgrims making the same journey.  As mentioned earlier, Eade and Sallnow 

(1991: 5) have called a pilgrimage an arena for “competing and secular discourses.”   

 Similar to Eade and Sallnow’s thoughts on pilgrimage, Morinis (1992) declares 

that a pilgrimage is an individual journey and he finds trouble with Turner’s notion of 

pilgrimage being a group function in which every pilgrim forms a common connection 

and bond.  Morinis offers numerous case studies in which Turner’s hypothesis does not 

prove to be true.  Among them are Sallnow (1991) mentioned above, and Morinis’s 
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(1984) own work in Bengal.  In the case studies, the process of pilgrimage was found to 

be very individualistic.  Morinis challenges the idea that pilgrimage can be viewed in the 

same light as a right of passage or a rite of intensification, even though it does share some 

similarities with those events.  He states “a quality of ‘communitas’ may be identifiable 

in some cases, but equally, pilgrimage can and frequently does take the form of a 

personal therapeutic act or an explicitly instrumental plea for divine intervention to sort 

out some earthly woe” (Morinis 1992: 9).   

4.5  Types of Pilgrimage 

 There is no one typology of pilgrimage that stands as a point of reference from 

which to classify all kinds of pilgrimage journeys.  Turner, who believed that the goal of 

all pilgrimages was to develop communitas types of relationships, might have classified 

pilgrimages into those that were existential and those that were normative.  Even though 

pilgrimages can be classified based upon the participants and their intent, few scholars 

have actually created such a typology.   

Among the scholars who have developed a typology of pilgrimage is Glazier 

(1983), who has classified pilgrimages as those being “fixed” and those that are called 

“flexible” ( Glazier 1983: 316). A fixed pilgrimage is one that involves travel to a 

particular place.  The destination, or pilgrimage place, is very important.  Pilgrims 

traveling on a fixed pilgrimage come from various religious backgrounds. A flexible 

pilgrimage does not have a specific journey as its goal.  This type of pilgrimage is 

comprised of members of a specific religious order.  Flexible pilgrimages are not widely 
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covered in pilgrimage literature because they do not fit into the Western concept of 

pilgrimage (Glazier 1983).   

Glazier’s (1983) typology comes from research he conducted on the Caribbean 

islands of Haiti and Trinidad, mentioned above.  While the pilgrimage journeys to Saut 

d’Eau in Haiti do, according to Glazier, conform to Turner’s theory of communitas, the 

pilgrimage journeys in Trinidad do not.  Glazier states that according to Turner (1973; 

1974), pilgrimages are like a rite of passage in which a person will leave the familiar, 

connect with a source of power, and return home being enhanced by the journey.  This 

framework places a heavy emphasis on travel and the source of power, which is almost 

always associated with a fixed point.   

The question raised by Glazier is what happens when the source of power is 

dynamic and not stationary?  This scenario is precisely the case in Trinidad.  Here, 

members of the Spiritual Baptists, participate in pilgrimage journeys.  For them, the 

destination itself is not important, but the journey is.  The destination is always to another 

congregation of Spiritual Baptists on an opposite side of the island, and the destination is 

always changing from one year to the next.  The journey to another place is what is 

important for the Spiritual Baptists and they regard it as spiritual (Glazier 1983).   

Another scholar who has developed a typology of pilgrimage is Morinis (1992), 

though his list is much more detailed.  Unlike Glazier (1983), whose typology of 

pilgrimage is based on the destinations of pilgrims, Morinis’s (1992) typology is based on 

the journey and the motivations of the pilgrimage participants.  He says that there are not 

many types of pilgrimages, but there are some key differences in the types of journeys 



68

and motivations.  Morinis (1992: 10) believes that pilgrimage can be divided into six 

distinct types, all with a wide variety of purposes and goals; they are: (1) devotional, (2) 

instrumental, (3) normative, (4) obligatory, (5) wandering, and (6) initiatory. 

 The devotional pilgrimage is very much concerned with praising and meeting the 

“shrine divinity, personage, or symbol” (Morinis 1992: 10).  To accomplish this, pilgrims 

most often travel to holy sites where the divine or a deity is, or once was, present.   An 

example of this includes sites in Asia where the presence of Buddha is said to be located.  

Another instance is places in Israel that witnessed the life and works of Jesus Christ.  

Morinis (1992) also notes that for many Hindu or Buddhist pilgrims, one motivation for 

making a devotional pilgrimage is to accumulate merit and earn value that will be used in 

one’s future life.   

 Pilgrims making an instrumental pilgrimage are concerned with accomplishing 

“finite, worldly goals” (Morinis 1992: 11).  Morinis says that a very common example of 

an instrumental pilgrimage that is common to nearly all religions is the desire to cure an 

illness.  Other examples include seeking answers to questions, finding a good marriage 

partner, or even restoring hair to a balding head.  Instrumental pilgrimages tend to be 

self-serving or at least serving the interests of human beings, which is opposite from the 

devotional pilgrimage which seeks to honor the divine.   

 Normative pilgrimage journeys are concerned with cycles and human phases of 

life.  These journeys are undertaken at certain times on the calendar, or at a certain point 

in one’s life.  An example comes from the Jews who make pilgrimages to the temple in 

Jerusalem each year at Passover.  In other religions or cultures, one might make a 
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normative pilgrimage to a shrine for a wedding, or death, or even when a child’s hair is 

cut for the first time.  Morinis (1992) notes that at certain points in the calendar year the 

regular routine is broken, such as at Jewish Passover.  The temporary rupture in the 

mundane allows pilgrims to more easily step outside of the routine to make a pilgrimage 

journey.  Additionally, the rupture of routine may cause pilgrims to seek a more 

enduring, and unchanging place in which to seek solace or guidance.  Pilgrimage shrines, 

such as Jerusalem, tend to be resistant to the cultural and societal changes around it, thus 

appealing to pilgrims. 

 In many cases pilgrims are obliged to make pilgrimage journeys, which simply 

put, are called obligatory pilgrimages.  These journeys are required to occur at a specific 

time in a specific place.  While not present in all religions, obligatory pilgrimages are 

very important in Islam, in which all Muslims are required to visit the holy city of Mecca 

at least one time in their lifetime.  Morinis (1992), however, points out that in the 

Christian tradition, obligatory pilgrimages were often given as punishments.   

 What Glazier calls “flexible” pilgrimages, Morinis (1992) calls wandering.  In 

this instance, as demonstrated by the Spiritual Baptists in Trinidad, there is no 

geographical goal that the pilgrims must reach.  Instead, the meaning and power of the 

pilgrimage is found by journeying away from the routine and seeking to fill the void 

through “the act of going forth itself” (Morinis 1992: 13).   

 The goal of the initiatory pilgrimage to change one’s self.  This change can be 

socially, mentally, religiously, etc.  An example of this comes from the Huichoi Indians 

in Mexico who make pilgrimages to consume a hallucinogenic cactus for the purpose of 
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changing their state of being to obtain a higher level of consciousness.  It is also 

important to note that according for Morinis (1992), a pilgrimage does not have to be of 

only one type.  The Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca is obligatory, but also initiatory in that a 

person’s social status is changed.   

 The two typologies of pilgrimages described here are not exhaustive and many 

more categories or subcategories could likely be created.  They do, however, serve as a 

good point of departure in examining the kids of journeys and the motivations present in 

any given pilgrimage.   

4.6  Aspects of Pilgrimage: Structures 

 Other scholars disagree with Turner’s view that pilgrimage is anti-structural.  For 

them, pilgrimage is structured around the notion of the dichotomy between the sacred and 

the profane.  Scientists since Durkheim (1912) have reflected on the ideas about the 

sacred and the profane.  From this, other, more resent scholars have built upon this initial 

idea.   For Crumrine and Morinis (1991) the sacred and profane dichotomy is ever present 

in the structure of a pilgrimage. They believe that the sacred pilgrimage place exists at 

two levels.  At the first level, the sacred place is a representation of the sacred located 

within the profane.  In this case, the sacred place must be located far away from homes 

and lives of the pilgrims.  At the second level, the sacred pilgrimage place is located at 

the center of the opposing extremes of the sacred and the profane.  The sacred is located 

in some otherworldly location.  The profane is located in the everyday routine of the 

pilgrims.  The pilgrimage site, though, is the one location at which the sacred is 



71

accessible.  It is the one place where the otherworldly sacred is present in the mundane 

world.   

From this, Crumrine and Morinis (1991), using some of the ideas proposed by 

Van Genep (1960), consider the pilgrimage process to consist of four key steps.  A 

pilgrim must first, separate themselves from the profane by leaving home.  In the second 

step, and the one to follow, the pilgrim executes the core ritual or ceremony of the 

pilgrimage itself.  The pilgrim transitions within the profane to the sacred.  Next, the 

pilgrim does the reverse and transitions within the sacred to the profane before lastly, 

once again assimilating back home and into the profane.  Through the four steps, 

Crumrine and Morinis (1991) are trying to stress that a pilgrim is ultimately changed.   

 While the pilgrimage itself has a structure, it often works within an already 

established set of societal and cultural structures.  A pilgrimage can be thought of as 

being one part of a web connecting all elements of a society and culture such as 

economy, politics, the arts, etc.  Investigating pilgrimages often provides a unique insight 

into society and reveals many things about history that may not be known otherwise.  An 

example of this is the work of Adams (1991) who uses this approach to uncover 

information about the Tzeltales in the Mexican state of Chiapas.  For him, studying 

pilgrimage and its accompanying structure is one of the only ways to truly see into the 

many facets of a society.   

4.7  Aspects of Pilgrimage: Tourism 

Most pilgrimage journeys are religious in nature but not all of them are.  Morinis 

(1992) believes that a pilgrimage site is the place where a deity or a sacred ideal enters 
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the human realm.  This is a place where people can travel to make contact with the 

divine.  The pilgrimage site, however, does not necessarily have to be sacred or 

significant in a strictly religious sense. It has been said that “pilgrimage is at the same 

time a traditional practice within established religions and a ritual that can be melded 

with the eclectic activities and orientations of new contemporary forms of spirituality” 

(Winkelman and Dubisch 2005: ix).  Similarly, cultural ideals can also be a place where 

pilgrims are drawn.  Morinis (1992) gives the example of the founders of nations being 

perceived of as a cultural ideal.  In this case, Lenin’s tomb and the George Washington 

Monument are both considered pilgrimage sites.  He does not consider that the term 

pilgrimage should only apply to religious subjects.  For many scholars, cultural locations 

are very much considered pilgrimage locations too.   

Reader (1993) also believes that pilgrimages are not restricted to religious 

journeys.  They state that tragedy, disruption, death, images of death, and the heroes and 

saints that are linked with these events create pilgrimage sites within the area of popular 

culture.  Several examples from their book include pilgrimage journeys to Graceland and 

the site of the Kent State University massacre.  When cultural destinations become 

pilgrimage sites, the line between pilgrimage as a sacred journey and pilgrimage as a 

tourist activity become blurred.   

 Sometimes, a pilgrimage site and a tourist site are the same.  The question 

becomes, what happens when a religious pilgrimage site is the same as a cultural 

pilgrimage site?  Badone and Roseman (2004) point to the issue of motivation in 

attempting to answer this question.  Is the person who visits sacred sites in Rome 
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unmoved by the many cultural attractions of the city, and in contrast, is the person who 

visits the many magnificent cultural sites, unmoved by the many religious ones?  These 

authors believe that religious emotions and beliefs of what is sacred can be applied to 

many cultural experiences like sporting events or Star Trek conventions.  The authors 

state that “notions of divinity and the sacred arise from and symbolize the social 

collectivity” (Badone and Roseman 2004: 2).  The authors also believe that tourists who 

are traveling with the intention of finding meaning, discovering the self, or experiencing 

what is real, are also having religious experiences.  This idea follows that of Geertz 

(1973) who says that religion is all of these things.  Using this logic, one can no longer 

see the distinction between religious pilgrim and tourist.   

 Some argue that there is no difference between a secular tourist and a religious 

pilgrim and consider both kinds of travelers to be on the same type of journey.  Graburn 

(1977) believes because traveling is an aspect of tourism, it is comparable to pilgrimage 

circuits.  In his discussion of tourism, he uses the notion of the dichotomy between the 

sacred and profane.  This same theory is also used by pilgrimage scholars and was first 

developed by Durkheim (1912).  “Fundamental is the contrast between the 

ordinary/compulsory work state spent ‘at home’ and the unordinary/voluntary ‘away 

from home’ sacred state” says Gaburn (1977: 21).  These continually experienced 

contrasts are what allows for the passage of time and are the modern, secular activities 

that have replaced the sequences of festivals and pilgrimages of “God-fearing” societies 

of the past.  Others share a similar line of thought as Graburn.  Smith (1977: 2) states that 

“tourism as a form of leisure activity structures the personal life cycle to provide alternate 
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periods of work and relaxation.”  Likewise, MacCannell (1976: 3) thinks that the reason 

for a tourist to travel is to escape the mundane aspects of their normal routine in order to 

find “authenticity” in one’s vacation activities.  He states that tourists attempt to escape 

their everyday work routine through relaxing leisure activities, such as traveling in order 

to seek this “authenticity.”    

During the process of touring and exiting the profane, tourists, like pilgrims, 

sightsee, shop, and carry out other secular activities.  While these things may not be 

looked kindly upon by religious or spiritual leaders they can facilitate the formation of 

Turner’s concept of communitas (Turner and Turner 1978; Badone and Roseman 2004).  

Whether a pilgrim and a tourist are in fact on the same kind of journey may depend on 

who is asked, but for some social scientists, there is no difference between the two. 

4.8  Aspects of Pilgrimage: Healing 

The initiatory pilgrimage in the typology established by Morinis (1992) is 

characterized by a need to accomplish a worldly goal.  Many times, this involves the 

quest for healing.  In fact, healing is a significant aspect of the pilgrimage process and it 

motivates pilgrims around the world.  Like Morinis (1992), who created the many 

categories for pilgrimage, Winkelman and Dubisch (2005) have created a typology for 

the many types of healing that pilgrims seek.   

 It must first be noted that there is a considerable difference between the action of 

“healing” and “curing” for physical ailments.  This difference comes from Kleinman 

(1988: 3-6) and is used by Winkelman and Dubisch (2005: xxvi) as the basis for their 

description of healing as an aspect of pilgrimage.  For Kleinman (1988) “curing” is 
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defined as the elimination of disease.  “Healing” is the mean to restore to wholeness.  

Like Morinis (1992) and Turner and Turner (1978), Winkelman and Dubisch (2005) 

believe that pilgrimage is a transformative in nature.  It is a process “in which the self is 

altered and affirmed in relationship to others, both social and sacred” (Winkelman and 

Dubisch 2005: xxi).  While many people do make pilgrimage journeys to seek a cure for 

a physical illness, healing, in its various forms, is a transformative action and it is highly 

important for numerous pilgrims.   

 One form of healing is of social status.  In this form, social woes such as war, 

poverty, political turmoil, and others cause many people to feel the physical ailments 

associated with these problems, but non-physical ailments are present also.  These 

include emotional and spiritual suffering.  The pilgrimage quest for social healing often 

puts pilgrims in contact with other pilgrims who offer relationships with healing 

dimensions (Winkleman and Dubisch 2005).   

 Healing can also be symbolic.  Kirmayer’s (1993) work is discussed at length by 

Winkelman and Dubisch  2005).  The authors agree that metaphor is a healing power, and 

can be present in pilgrimage ritual.  It is argued that “the mechanisms of symbolic healing 

involve meaning an active relationship of self to a message that is expressed in though, 

feelings, and imagination, as well as social interactions” (Winkelman and Dubisch 2005: 

xxix).  Similarly, the meanings of the social and symbolic processes and the emotional 

feelings and connotations associated with them also have healing effects.  This is 

especially true with regard to feelings of stress.  The symbols present in a pilgrimage ease 

the emotional or mental stress that pilgrims feel and the social connections and 
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pilgrimage activities promote a transformational process of healing.  Winkelman and 

Dubisch (2005) also state that faith in the divine and belief in the healing is also a key 

aspect of pilgrimage.  This is in addition to the sense of community felt by other pilgrims 

on the same journey traveling with the same goals.  This point of view is heavily 

influenced by the Turner (1969; 1974; Turner and Turner 1978) theory of communitas.   

 Several of the thoughts expressed by Winkelman and Dubisch (2005) are 

supported by Gesler (1996).  His study of pilgrimage to Lourdes shows that 

transformative process of healing, is in fact just that.  It is a process of physical, mental, 

and emotional healing that requires the power of faith and a belief in the sacred nature of 

the pilgrimage place.  

 King (2005) has written about the pilgrimage to the Sanctuary of St. Francis of 

Wounds in the sertão region of Northeast Brazil. In describing this pilgrimage, she says 

that the healing that occurs is not simply the divine healing received from St. Francis, it is 

also the social and psychological healing that occurs because of the divine healing. There 

are also many other benefits that pilgrims receive, in the form of community masses, the 

contracts each pilgrim makes with the divine saint, and the crafting of small milargros, or 

small religious icons.  King also stresses the social healing aspect of this pilgrimage, in 

that most of the ailments that afflict the pilgrims are result of poor nutrition and sanitation 

that result from governmental neglect.  Thus, the healing the pilgrims are seeking is both 

physical and emotional.   

 Two chapters in Eade and Sallnow’s (1991) book take a slightly different look at 

the role of healing and pilgrimage.  They focus on the role that lay people, in the form of 
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other pilgrims, play in healing.  The chapter by Dahlberg (1991), is written about the 

pilgrimages to Lourdes, and describes the role that other pilgrims have in healing the 

suffering and the sick on the journey.  In this instance, the healing of the sick pilgrims 

serves as a way to unite the group of pilgrims.  This kind of pilgrimage healing is also 

mentioned by Eade (1991), but has received very little other attention in the literature on 

healing and pilgrimage.   

4.9  Conclusion 

 Pilgrimage is a complicated process, embarked upon by people all over the world.  

For some scholars it is a time when pilgrims can join together and commune as one.  For 

others, it is an individual process in which each person carries their own ideas of what the 

sacred means to them.  Pilgrimage has many things that draw people.  For some, it is the 

opportunity to see new places and have new experiences.  For others, it is a need to pay 

homage to a cultural or political hero.  Pilgrimage can also promote healing, on many 

levels and in many ways.  It is a subject that is of interest to researchers in many 

disciplines and it will continue to intrigue people in the future, like it has throughout 

history.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 
RESEARCH RESULTS 

 This chapter presents the results of some of the most important questions asked of 

each interviewee.  While the survey instrument had 37 questions, the seven questions 

presented below will exemplify the most significant pieces of information obtained.  The 

main themes and answers of each question are shown in a table, with the exact quotes 

from each interviewee below.  This chapter reveals the thoughts of the Garifuna pilgrims 

and provides the information necessary to answer the research question.  Preceding the 

research results is a brief description of the pilgrimage from the planning stages to the 

actual activities performed during the pilgrimage.   

5.1  The Garifuna Pilgrimage Foundation and Description 

The NGC of Belize acknowledges that the present day nation of St. Vincent and 

the Grenadines is the Garifuna homeland.  The organization actively follows Vincentian 

affairs and asserts their connection to the country and its importance through resolutions, 

publications and letters produced by the organization.  For example, in 2005, with the 

proposed sale of Balliceaux, the NGC firmly drafted a letter to the prime minister of St. 

Vincent and the Grenadines objecting to the sale and reaffirming the tiny isle’s 

importance to all Garinagu.  The letter firmly states “Balliceaux is regarded as sacred 

ground and is viewed with the greatest reverence by the descendants of the 

Garinagu” (Polonio 2005)11. One of the most important resolutions passed by the NGC 

regarding St. Vincent, was in 1994.  The NGC drafted the resolution, which called for a 

 
11 A copy of this letter was given to the author in Belize by one of the interviewees. 
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delegation of people to journey to St. Vincent, because “it was a logical desire of a people 

who had been away from their homeland” (Personal Communication 2006).   

At the convention that year, the NGC discussed the resolution and 51 people 

signed up for the trip.  The leader of the delegation began making arrangements with 

airlines for discounted fares.  She also had a connection in St. Vincent to help organize 

home-stays for the delegates.  It was decided that 1995 would be the year for the trip in 

order to commemorate the death of the great Garifuna Chief Chatoyer.  By the time the 

date for the trip arrived, many who had signed up were forced to cancel.  Every 

interviewee reported that the trip to St. Vincent was financially impossible for many 

people and in addition to the high cost, taking time off of work was another obstacle that 

people faced.    

The 1995 trip to St. Vincent was met with much success.  Nearly all of the 

pilgrims stayed with local Vincentian host families for an entire week and the Vincentian 

government organized transportation for the delegation to visit much of the island.  In 

fact, the Vincentian government received the delegation as official guests and treated 

them to a government banquet and a meeting with the Governor General, who is the 

country’s head of state.  The Garifuna delegates visited many of the tourist sites of the 

island, like the Botanical Gardens (the oldest in the Western hemisphere) and Fort 

Charlotte above Kingstown Harbor, as well as historically important sites like the ancient 

Carib petroglyphs on the island’s Leeward side and Dorsetshire Hill, the location of the 

fall of Garifuna Chief Chatoyer.  The hill now bears a monument in his honor (see 

FIGURE 6.1).   
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FIGURE 5.1: Main Sites Visited During the 1995 and 2002 Pilgrimage Journeys 
Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin 
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At the village of Sandy Bay, on the island’s Windward side, the Garifuna pilgrims 

celebrated Indigenous People’s Day.  The celebration consisted of many demonstrations 

of Garifuna culture.  There was a cooking class for the women of the village.  The 

pilgrims taught the Vincentian women how to make several Garifuna dishes such as 

hudutu, which is a beaten plantain served with coconut gravy and fish, a tamale style dish 

made from green banana, and tapahu, another dish made from green banana.12 One 

interviewee mentioned that a lot of improvisation was needed in order to produce the 

Garifuna dishes because no one in Sandy Bay had a proper mortar or grater.  Instead, the 

pilgrims used a blender to create an approximate imitation.  The pilgrims also staged a 

drum performance, a language session, and spoke Garifuna on stage with an English 

translation for the audience.   

While in the interior village of Greiggs, the pilgrims held similar cultural 

performances and participated in discussions of history.  The villages of Greiggs and 

Sandy Bay are known in St. Vincent to have a large Garifuna population.  While the 

Garifuna descendents of St. Vincent do not know the language or the culture, they are 

beginning to acknowledge their Garifuna heritage.  Many interviewees reported that 

Vincentian Garifuna people would often speak to them and declare their ancestry and 

express their desire to know more about the Garifuna language and culture, especially 

since it had been actively repressed for so long.  One interviewee stated that Greiggs had 

many remnants of the Garinagu.  A majority of interviewees mentioned mannerisms and 

similar physical features between the Belizean and Vincentian Garinagu, while others 

 
12 The spellings of these words come from Taylor (1951). 
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mentioned Vincentian place names that were reminiscent of Garifuna words, such as 

Biabou and Byera.   

The 2002 trip was very similar to the first.  The group stayed with host families 

and took tours of the island, stopping at many of the same places.  The pilgrims were 

welcomed at Rose Bank and then enjoyed a Vincentian cultural program with square 

dancing and the national dish of breadfruit.  The Garifuna pilgrims also did a small 

performance and one pilgrim danced.  Later, the group visited Sandy Bay.  The Garifuna 

pilgrims brought areba, which is traditional cassava bread, and taught the Vincentian 

people how to make porridge from dried green banana.  There was a sharing of food and 

traditional dishes from both sides.  At Sandy Bay, many Vincentian people acknowledged 

their Garifuna heritage and asked to know more about the culture.   

FIGURE 5.2: Garifuna Pilgrims in St. Vincent.  Courtesy of Phyllis Cayetano 
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By far the most important place visited by the pilgrims from both the 1995 and 

2002 trips was Balliceaux.  As can bee seen in question number five below, nearly every 

traveler interviewed believed the isle to be sacred.  It was here that members of the group 

performed the malí for the ancestors.  While other parts of the trip were joyful and 

included much more exuberant activities, the visit to Balliceaux was a solemn occasion.  

The rough boat ride to the isle, the arrival on the shore, and the sight of the desolate 

landscape made real the horrible conditions of the island and the pilgrims were conscious 

of the suffering endured so many years ago. This was a closed experience meant only for 

the Garifuna pilgrims.  There were a lot of tears, emotions, and chills, and the ancestors 

were present that day.  The ancestral offerings, prayers, drums, and ceremony were meant 

to remember the dead and ask them to intervene and continue to guide the Garinagu.  To 

nearly everyone interviewed, this part of the journey was the most significant, the most 

touching, and the most meaningful.   

5.2  Presentation of Data and Interview Questions 

Below are seven questions asked of the interviewees.  They represent some of the 

most revealing responses obtained about the journey to St. Vincent.  In total, 37 questions 

were asked during each interview, but the questions and responses listed below will give 

the reader a thorough and accurate representation of the travelers’ understanding and 

perception of the island and the journey.  Each question is presented exactly how it was 

presented to the interviewees.  Below each question is a reference table displaying the 

number of positive and negative responses to each question, or the main themes present 

in the responses.  Underneath the tables are the actual responses given.  The responses 



84

remain unedited; however, some fragments may have been removed if the content did not 

address the question asked.   

5.2.1.  Could you tell me why you went to Yurumein? 
 

Theme # of Respondents 
Spiritual Reasons/Ancestors 13
History 13
Motherland 6
Vacation 2
Demonstrate Culture 1
TABLE 5.2.1:  Themes Present and Number of Respondents  

 
� The NGC focuses on Yurumein as the homeland and someday we wanted people 

to go back there.   
 

� It is where Garinagu began.  Our origins are in Yurumein.  It is our country.  If 
I don’t know my past, the future will repeat the stupidities of the past.  I wanted 
to go back home.  I wanted to see where my ancestors began, to see their 
bravery, where they fought the mighty power at that time.  I owed it to myself 
and the bravery of the ancestors.  I wanted to walk ground where they raged 
war, but most importantly because it is home.  

 
� I always wanted to go because we were driven from there.  We sponsor our own 

self.  Some people sponsor me, and I was hired as a drummer. 
 

� I wanted to know about my motherland, because we were exiled.  It’s like an 
adoption.  I wanted to know what real country I was from, like a child would 
want to know his real parents.  No amount of oral history or reading would 
substitute.  I wanted to put my feet on the soil and breathe the air.  I had read 
about the battle and knew it must have been a special place for the ancestors to 
fight like that for us.  I had to see what was so special.  It had to be like 
diamonds. It had to be priceless.   

 
� We went to show them in St. Vincent that the Garinagu culture was still alive 

 
� I always wanted to go.  We hear so much about St. Vincent in songs.  It is a 

motherland.  There is a sense of connection.  It bridges the gap between stories.   
 

� Basically the connection.  It’s a beginning.  I needed to feel complete, needed to 
go, meet people, and to be on the ground.  To be honest the main reason was to 
have fun.   
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� I had heard about it.  The people I had heard from spoke really highly about it, 
but history was the number one reason.   

 
� To me, everybody has to know their roots, where they came from.  St. Vincent is 

our homeland.  At some point in life, everyone should go home.  I had to go.   
 

� First, because it lives in our oral history.  The whole arrival in Belize, 
celebrations, Garifuna Settlement Day is done with St. Vincent in the 
background.  St. Vincent is it.  That’s where we emerged as an identifiable 
group.  That’s where the mixing of Amerindian and African took place, where 
our people were born as a distinct people.  So, it is not surprising that it has 
importance.  That’s why I welcome opportunities to visit.   

 
� I’ve always had an interest in retracing my roots, history, and seeing the people 

who were left behind and see similarities and differences.    
 

� I’ve always heard about it from the time I was a teen.  I kept hearing Yurumein.  
Then we were told it is the Garifuna name from St. Vincent.  I made sure I was 
always a part of the Nov. 19th celebration.  I learned of history.  In 1994 I was 
invited to go to Honduras.  I wanted to see where the Garinagu once were.  
After that, I felt I needed to know more, so I joined the delegation to St. Vincent 
to see where our people originated from.   

 
� I had always wanted to go because our ancestors came from there.  My spirit 

had an affinity to go there.  I was told it was part of history.   
 

� Definitely wanted to go because when I was a child I was always hearing about 
it and we learned about it in history in school.  I wanted to know what it was 
like to get to know my roots.  I had a 360 feeling about it, like I had done the 
whole circle.  I was not disappointed.  I got to know my people.   

 
� You always hear about Yurumein.  I grew up knowing it is important and that 

we trace our ancestors to it.  It is daunting to think the entire race started there.  
It is similar to how African Americans would feel about Africa.  This is a 
homeland, a motherland.  One of the more important gifts I have gotten.   

� For me it was mostly curiosity, and a sense of history.  It would be a wonderful 
experience to step where ancestors were.  I wanted to reconnect with my 
ancestors.  That was a reason to go.  Going as a group made it powerful for me.   
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5.2.2.  In your opinion, are the Garifuna called to make pilgrimages to Yurumein? 
 

Response # of Respondents 
Yes 12
No 4
Don't Know 1
No Response 0
TABLE 5.2.2:  Responses Given Number of Respondents  

 

� No.  We have our regular ceremonies here.  We don’t go back because the cost is 
prohibitive.   

 
� I think there’s a kind of nostalgia, a call not like when one has a vocation, you say 

he has a calling.  It’s like the Muslim has a call to Mecca, a religious obligation.  
I found the solitude and silence very loud. 

 
� The reason to go is because they [the Vincentian people] never come here.  We 

are glad to be there because it’s our homeland.  They [the British] drove us off.   
 

� It has to be, because people keep asking for another trip.  We have more 
disposable income now.  People want another trip.  If the NGC would organize a 
trip every 2 years, people would go.  

 
� I don’t know.  Maybe they are called. 

 
� Yes.  In Garifuna culture, that’s almost part of our ultimate dreams.  I’ve spoken 

to people from Honduras, Nicaragua, Guatemala and they express their feelings, 
and they’ve been positive.  It’s a must do.  

 
� I think we should [journey to Yurumein], to connect.  I think there’s a connection.  

I think I feel whole.  There’s something missing if you haven’t had a chance to go 
and see.  It is the origin.   

 
� I don’t know.  Yeah, I consider it to be a pilgrimage and more of those would be 

good.   
 

� I would think so.  I believe if we could do a trip every year, we should.   
 

� I suppose that as people find themselves in an economic bracket to afford it, it 
might be something they want to do.  That’s why the two trips by NGC were so 
well subscribed to.  I don’t think people feel it is something they have to do.  It is 
desirable, if they have the means.   
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� I think so.  I really felt a certain sense of satisfaction at the Mali at the obelisk.  I 
know there was a reason for us leaving.  I felt Chatoyer was saying “Yes, you’re 
back and I won.”   

 
� Some had said there’s a cliff where the Garinagu jumped rather then being sent 

away.  Some felt an eerie feeling, a pull there.  Maybe there is a spiritual 
connection.   

 
� Very few would have that feeling.   

 
� Yes, but I’m not totally sure it’s the case.   

 
� Yes, everyone should have a quest of knowing where they were.  It gives you a 

starting point; who you are; so much of your identity. 
� I felt every Garifuna at least once in their life should go to St. Vincent, like going 

to Mecca.   
 

� Seiri [the Garifuna word for Heaven] is like a heaven where were we came from 
and where we go back to when we die.  If it were a physical place, it would be like 
Yurumein.   

 
� Yes, if they know history and knowledge.  If they don’t know, they won’t have that 

desire.  It is not innate.  It come with a sense of history.  Those that don’t feel 
called don’t have that sense of history like I did.   

 
5.2.3.  Could you tell me about the spiritual connection with Yurumein? 
 

Response # of Respondents 
Yes 16
No 1

Theme # of Respondents 
Ancestral Spirits 15
Motherland 1
TABLE 5.2.3:  Themes Present and Number of Respondents  

 

� For us, spiritual aspect was there.  I had pimple on my arms when reflecting on 
those who died there.  Their spirits are still there.  They had no 9 nights [funeral 
ritual].  We did one [Mali] for them.   

 
� It is something emanating from your understanding of Garifuna cosmology.  

There’s a difference between my spiritual connection and the next guys.  What 
others call laziness, I see as a psychological feeling or fear of being driven out 
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again.  That’s where the connection lies.  Why are we afraid to really build a new 
foundation in a new motherland?  We were torn from the motherland and never 
stopped grieving.  The umbilical cord has never been fully torn.  Wherever we 
are, we never stop feeling like that.   

 
� Only we here have it [spiritual connection with St. Vincent]. They had a chief as 

a warrior, but not a spiritual leader.  I saw statues of Chatoyer, but we continue 
with the language.   

 
� Oh yeah.  This is more than history.  People pass on, but we have ceremonies for 

our ancestors.  Those were never done.  We know every Garifuna is linked.  The 
spirits are still there at Balliceaux and the hills and valleys.  The umbilical cord 
of our ancestors is still there for St. Vincent.  You can’t remove it because that is 
home.  We were exiled.  We have rituals for our dead.  It’s there [spiritual 
connection] especially because of the way things were done.   

 
� I don’t think we have that because we never see it.   

 
� The Garifuna believe in ancestral spirits and souls.  We have the dügü to honor 

the ancestors.  A lot of us tied to St. Vincent, a lot of traditions.  In the ceremony 
and songs we refer to St. Vincent.   

 
� We had a Mali-it’s a dancing, singing.  We went to the obelisk.  You felt a 

connection to the ancestors.  Most of us felt that was there and present, calling his 
[Chatoyer’s] spirit there  to honor you and ask you to continue to be with us, 
watch us, guide us on our journey.   

 
� I would want to think there is a spiritual connection because when we went to 

Balliceaux a lot of the older folks, when we sang songs, they went into a trance.  
We prayed.  We offered food, we sang, held hands.  We stayed there for awhile.  
The food we know our ancestors would like we bury or throw into the sea, or 
leave it there.  We left it there.  We couldn’t go there without not offering.  We 
believe some of the ancestors were present there.   

 
� There is a spiritual connection, yes, like how the Rasta sees Ethiopia.  It’s our 

motherland, our home, where we first came into being.  It’s like how the Jews 
view Israel.  I think it’s deep.   

 
� I believe so. It is recognized on both sides.  The prime minister of St. Vincent 

appreciates the connection with Belize.  They are our relatives, we are of the 
same stock.  Also, the remains of so many of our ancestors are buried not on in 
Balliceaux, but scattered all over St. Vincent.   
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� I think I felt it twice.  One at Balliceaux when we did the Mali and also at the 
obelisk.  I felt Chatoyer’s spirit.  It was a religious ceremony that really went 
merry.  Also too, I felt as if I was home.  It was easy to feel at home.  People were 
welcoming, like meeting someone you know in Belize.   

 
� Yes, especially when I was there, I felt that connection.  I kept searching to go as 

far back as I can.  When I was there, I felt a closure.  I’d come to a place where 
ancestors were.  Since then, I don’t have a strong urge to go.   

 
� I think there is.  The spiritual is abstract, difficult to put your hands on it.  I 

believe there is a spiritual connection.  At Balliceaux most got very emotional.  
Our ancestors were dumped there and the English knew they couldn’t survive.  In 
fact, I cried.  To me, I felt presence of the ancestors.   

 
� Definitely.  I wouldn’t doubt it.  It has to do with connections.  I don’t feel like a 

stranger.  In Balliceaux, the younger people went up on a hill.  I didn’t go 
because I didn’t think I was strong enough, but they found bones of ancestors.  
Everyone felt there was a lot of meaning to having that ceremony there.  Some 
moments are inexplicable.  You can’t leave there and be the same.   

 
� I think the most important thing was when we went to Balliceaux.  We had a Mali- 

and invited the spirits to be with us and guide us.  Had a Mali at the obelisk and 
the same feeling of being connected with the land.  The arrival was the first time 
of seeing a grown man cry.  

 
� If I had gone by myself, I wouldn’t have felt that connection.  The connection 

came because of what we brought.  The sense of history and culture we brought 
helped me.   

 
5.2.4.  Do you believe Yurumein is a source of power for the Garifuna? 
 

Response # of Respondents 
Yes 17
No 0
Don't Know 0
No Response 0
TABLE 5.2.4:  Responses and Number of Respondents  

 
� Yes.  It renews your vigor.  It is like going home to rest, after you can take on 

what the world gives you.  It renews your spirituality, renews your life.   
 

� Yes, I would say self-esteem, more than anything else.  Identity, an awareness of 
self, of who you are.   
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� Yes, the Garifuna are warriors and don’t want to be ruled.   
 

� I think the one thing people celebrate, the November 19 celebrations, is because 
of St. Vincent.  It is a power to overcome discrimination, poverty.  Just talking 
about St. Vincent makes people say yeah.  It gives you strength.   

 
� Yes, because they have power there, but we should come together.  

 
� I think knowing and understanding the struggles from St. Vincent, the exile, we 

definitely hold that as a strength.  It’s where our pride comes from.  We are a 
proud people.   

 
� Yes, it does.  I keep talking about whole. It’s a trip Ill never forget.  It’s a 

completeness for the Garifuna.   
 

� That’s what gave the Garifuna strength to remain there [on Balliceaux] and for us 
to want to go back.  There will always be a presence [of our ancestors] there for 
Garifuna.  It is our ancestral homeland.   

 
� Yes, historically, it was the capital of the Carib empire.  For us that still practice 

the traditional values, it’s still home, but different in the sense that we still hold 
the traditions.  They don’t.  It wasn’t their choice.  It is a source of power, 
strength yes, it’s still home, but spiritually, traditionally you find more Garifuna 
content here.  .   

 
� It can be because I think it is yes because there’s something in our cosmology 

where those who are gone, they are more powerful.  When you go back in time, 
they are more powerful than us.  Chatoyer has a special place in the hearts and 
minds of people everywhere.  Even today his leadership is recognized everywhere.  
Yeah, so I think increasingly, there are those of us who are revisiting our history 
so that we don’t see the defeat as a weakness, rather we see the resistance as 
pointing to our strength, rather than weakness.  We were taking on, at that time, 
the super power, losing after years of resistance doesn’t speak of weakness.  They 
had to bring in Abercrombie and reinforcements to defeat the military genius of 
Chatoyer.  We were subjected to serious injustices.  Exile was an exercise in 
genocide.  We survived.  The exiled were children of survivors.  The 2,000 plus 
are survivors and also the fact that five years after the arrival in Roatan, there 
was a Garifuna presence in Belize speaks volumes to the resourcefulness of 
Garifuna.  In five years we had explored the dangerous waters of Honduras and 
made canoes and brought them to Belize.  We didn’t have the UN high 
commission to help.  The British docked us and left us to our own devices.  A 
supply ship, supposed to be for us, went to Belize City, not to us, because there 
was a famine.  There’s a lot to be drawn from the story and whatever they 
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accomplished gives us strength to accomplish things and we have those strengths 
as well.   

 
� I think so.  I think it’s because it’s rich in history that we never lost.  It speaks of 

resistance of Garifuna.  When we’re taught about Garifuna history, St. Vincent 
was where we asserted ourselves.   

 
� When we were there, it was announced that the first national hero of St. Vincent 

was Chatoyer.  When that happened, it was a feeling of strength for the Garifuna 
people.  We regard him as strong, brave and a good example of a leader.  It made 
me feel proud to be a Garifuna.   

 
� Yes, but I’m not too sure of that.  St. Vincent comes up around November 19th 

celebrations, but otherwise it’s not mentioned as much.   
 

� They look up to St. Vincent as an original homeland.  I don’t know if we can go 
beyond that.  I’d be disturbed if anything happened, a great disaster, to St. 
Vincent because it’s the land of my heritage.  It is a source of strength because 
it’s a root place.   

 
� Yes, because we consider that our ancestors, the whole struggle of Caribs being 

driven to exile.  That’s where we came from, our home.  It is important for us here 
to use the word exile.  Going and feeling those spirits of ancestors gives a deeper 
sense of what that means.   

 
5.2.5.  Could you tell me if there are any sacred sites on Yurumein? 
 

Response # of Respondents 
Yes 16
No 1

Theme # of Respondents 
Balliceaux 16
Dorsetshire Hill 5

TABLE 5.2.5:  Themes Present and Number of Respondents  
 

� Yes.  Balliceaux and Bequia too.  Balliceaux was the prison camp where so many 
died.  When the ship arrived at Balliceaux, it had to stop a few hundred yards 
from the island because it was too shallow and a boat would take them to the 
island.  He jumped overboard and swam to Balliceaux and reenacted history.  His 
ancestors were forced overboard and had to make the swim, and that is why so 
many died.  That is what makes this place sacred. 

 



92

� Balliceaux.  2,000 people died.  That makes Balliceaux sacred.  Those bones are 
still there.   

 
� No.   

 
� Yes.  On the 2002 visit we went to the petrogylphs.  Balliceaux is holy ground.  

For us the spot of Chatoyer’s burial is special.  But, I suppose special is different 
from holy.  But, it would be those three.   

 
� Yes.  We did the Mali on Balliceaux.  It is sacred because the ancestors died 

there. 
 

� Definitely Balliceaux, I consider sacred.  Where the monument is for Chatoyer, I 
definitely consider sacred.   

 
� Yes.  The obelisk, should be treated as sacred.  [What about Balliceaux?] Well, 

yeah, when you land on the ground, you can hear voices, if you’re quiet.  That 
was touching.  Some felt like it was haunted with the sorrows, deaths and abuses.  
It is sacred because of ancestors were killed, suffered.  You have to remember 
them and the pain inflicted on them because of who they are. 

 
� I would say Balliceaux.  There’s a spot where our chief Chatoyer had died.  Every 

person who wants to know about our history should go.  The way they passed 
makes it more sacred.  It would be good to have a temple built there.   

 
� Yes.  There’s a hill where the battle was fought between Chatoyer and the British.  

They never found the body of Chatoyer.  On the hill there is a monument.  That’s 
sacred.  The whole island of Balliceaux.  The battle was a dual, if we win, we stay.  
If we lose, we leave.  The blood shed for our people in that battle makes it sacred.  
In Balliceaux, 5,000 people were there, it’s one big rock in the ocean.  2,000 died.  
The way I view it is that it was my ancestors who were on that battlefield and 
fought for us.  They gave them hell.  They could actually say, we were never 
slaves.  Balliceaux symbolizes a lot.   

 
� Certainly Balliceaux is sacred for us, even though we have no shrines there.  We 

feel there should be a monument to commemorate that chapter of our history.  
The fact that Masieraga and Byera that are in our folk lore and songs, imbues 
them with sacred character.  Well, the burial places are sacred and a couple 
thousand died there.   

 
� I would say Balliceaux.  To me, it represents our leaving St. Vincent.  So many 

suffering deaths happened in Balliceaux and it represents as effort of the British 
trying to break the Garifuna.  That’s why I’m angry they are trying to sell it.  We 
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have a hymn about Balliceaux.  It s sacred because it’s like a contract I fulfilled, a 
contract to myself. 

 
� Yes, Balliceaux, for the reason that a lot of suffering occurred for our people. It 

was the wish of the authorities to get rid of them.  There was some intervention.   
 

� Yes.  Balliceaux perhaps because they were exiled to Balliceaux.  Half of the 
people had died of diseases and malnutrition.  The rations finished.  We were told 
of a skeleton found there of a woman and a child.  The English took possession to 
conceal what happened there.  It’s a sad thing.   

 
� Yes, Balliceaux, because I feel that one part of history is that my ancestors died 

and were left to perish there.  That makes it important.  We visited the petroglyphs 
just a sighting for me, not sacred.   

 
� Yes, Balliceaux, which is privately owned and is hurt by that.  It should be 

protected somehow.  It should have a memorial.   
 

� Balliceaux.  It’s a burial ground.  Their spirits are there.  I think a shrine would 
be good.  It would be nice to have something more viable there.  A shrine and a 
pilgrimage, and have things to do at the site.  Yeah, and people could get a sense 
of renewal.   

 
5.2.6.  Is the journey to Yurumein considered a sacred one? 
 

Response # of Respondents 
Yes 16
No 1
TABLE 5.2.6:  Responses and Number of Respondents  

 
� Yes because you are accomplishing something.  When the opportunity arrives, 

you go.  Going on the journey is invigorating.   
 

� Yes, not only sacred, but obligatory.  It’s part of the educational process.   
 

� Yes, we going home-where our sisters came from.  You are happy, but sad 
because you are leaving home from sisters.  Let people in Belize know that some 
people have gone back home.   

 
� Yes.  It happened to me, it’s amazing.  As people alight from the plane, they’re 

almost moved to tears.  Marcela kneeled and cried.  The cycle is complete.  This 
is where it started.  It was a chilling moment.   

 
� Yes. 
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� Yes.  It gives you time to reflect, to understand or know, to prepare and focus on 
what you’ll receive there.   

 
� Yes.  It’s the main reason I went.  Yes, it’s a return to the motherland.  It’s home.  

What you’ve been missing.  You want to find out why am I the way I am.   
 

� Yes, it is.  It’s a sacred journey because it takes us back to our roots and our 
history.  Things we do are sacred.  We have a reason for doing everything, a 
reason for offering food, for singing, beating the drum.   

 
� It is.  Now, you get here by flight. If we had a boat to retrace, it would be even 

more sacred.   
 

� Yes.  I never thought about it in those terms, but the trip to Balliceaux had that 
connotation.   

 
� Yes.  It’s like a contract I fulfilled, a contract to myself.   

 
� Yes.  They were real sacred moments.   

 
� Yes.  We thought about that.  That day turned out to be harsh weather [the day 

they went to Balliceaux]. Because of the journey our ancestors too, we were 
saying that our ancestors wanted us to know the hardships they went through 
because we were scared.   

 
� I don’t know.  It is definitely special, but I don’t know about sacred.  It’s like 

going to a place I love and cherish.  It’s more than special, it has unique sense of 
specialty to it.   

 
� It’s like a Mecca kinda feel.  About Balliceaux, my mom and godmother, they had 

no interest in going back.  It was like a resolve.  They had seen it and don’t need 
to go back.   

 
� Yeah, it might have been.   
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5.2.7.  Could you tell me the benefits you obtained from going to Yurumein? 
 

Theme # of Respondents 
Deeper spiritual connection 10
Sense of healing or peace 10
Communicated with ancestors 6
Learned more about history 2
Strengthened identity 1

TABLE 5.2.7:  Themes Present and Number of Respondents  
 

� The benefits are intangible.  I got to identify with the conditions of those who 
remained there.  I learned that coming to a new land changed the way of life.  We 
have opportunities they don’t have.  We’ve risen.  They are still suffering, over 
200 years later.   

 
� I learned about history.  I felt a spiritual connection.   

 
� [Did you communicate with ancestors?] Exactly.  We felt the spirits from the 

mountain at Bequia.  We did secret music-Mali-sacred dance.  We cooked food 
and shared the food with for the ancestors-dug a hole and buried it for the 
ancestors.  It gave them healing.   

 
� We felt the spiritual connection and learned of our history. 

 
� We did the Mali for ancestors, learned about Balliceaux and taught cooking and 

culture with drumming and singing at Greiggs bank, but especially when we went 
up to Balliceaux.  I will never forget the prickles, they are poisonous and the 
small boat we had to take to reach there. 

 
� I was very young.  Being able to be part of that [the Mali] was important.  The 

dance, ceremonies were enriching, interacting with people from there, where we 
came.  Appreciated what we have, see what they’ve lost.  We need to retain more. 

� I knew that they’re different, got to know the land, got to meet and talk with them.  
I felt healing from the Mali. 
 

� There was a sense of peace. 
 

� It was like being able to say I went back home.  Spiritually, I felt I had to go.  
Fulfilled.  Go to the land of my ancestors.  Walk where they walked. 

 
� It was a matter of closure.  The reconnection with people there.  It was heartening 

to see they have an interest in retrieving the language and culture.  They desire is 
there, that possibility exists.   
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� It was a very good vacation.  I became informed of the state of affairs in St. 
Vincent.  Made some friends.  A sense of peace, having been to what the Garinagu 
consider their homeland.  I wonder if it’s not like the African-Americans who go 
to Africa.  It brings satisfaction, but not what you thought.   

 
� I learned about history, but another benefit was the connection to the Garifuna 

people there.  I was on the radio with another in the group.  I shared about 
Garinagu from here and our experiences.  Find strength to help others identify.  
Without it, there’s no direction.   

 
� I developed a strange feeling of my identity as a Garifuna.  People of St. Vincent 

are yearning fore a retrieval.  It made me think of ways to keep it.  My mother 
gave me a house in Barranco.  I made it into a culture house with Garifuna 
implements that people in Barranco used to use.  It would give kids a feeling of 
culture and learning about it.   

 
� It helped us to form a closure.   

 
� Definitely there is a more serious interest in preserving culture, and a deeper 

understanding of who I am; a passion to teach that to others.   
 

� It gave me an appreciation of Belize as well.  Now I’ve seen the whole circle.  I 
appreciate survival.  It helped establish my worldview.   

 
� For me it was a rediscovery of the culture.  It was a rediscovery and that takes me 

to the next level.  I have a better appreciation for things Garifuna.   
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CHAPTER SIX 
ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION 

 
The principal research question being asked in this study is “What importance 

does St. Vincent have for the Garifuna people and why have they begun to make trips 

back to the island?”  The answer to this question has three parts, though they are all 

interconnected.  For the Garinagu interviewed, St. Vincent is important because it is a 

symbolic representation of Seiri, because of the presence of many ancestral spirits, and 

because, as the place of Garifuna emergence, it is their homeland, or motherland. 

 This chapter will briefly describe each of the reasons that Garifuna pilgrims 

believe St. Vincent is important and the rationale behind their beliefs.  Next, the chapter 

will explain why these reasons support the claim that this journey is not only a spiritual 

one, but also a pilgrimage.  The chapter will look once more at the pilgrimage literature 

in order to defend this claim.   

6.1  A Representation of Seiri 

The Garifuna afterworld, Seiri, is the home of Bungiu, or God.  “The home of 

God is located in Seiri, which metaphorically is in the Garinagu homeland, St. Vincent 

(Flores 2002: 148).  With this in mind, it becomes easier to see how the former homeland 

is present in the Garifuna ritual of dügü. First, the dabuyaba built to house the ceremony 

always sits on the beach and faces east.  This is the direction of the Caribbean Sea, where 

the former island home lies.  Secondly, foods offered to the ancestors in the dügü are 

foods that are the favorite of the ancestors.  These foods are all connected to St. Vincent.  

Fish and seafood from the Caribbean Sea, along with manioc are some of the principal 
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offerings (Flores 2001).  Third, one of the rituals that begin the dügü, the adugahani, is 

symbolically connected to St. Vincent.  In this rite, “fishing crews, called adugahatiun,

are composed of both men and women and circle offshore in their dories in readiness for 

their ceremonial entry.  The crews, “adorned with head-dresses of palm fronds and vines, 

have come from the cayes, whence they bring fish and crab as offerings for the ancestors, 

but their arrival also signals that of the ancestors, who accompany them on their journey” 

(Foster 2005: 167).  The important aspect of this ritual is that the ancestors are coming 

from a merged St. Vincent-Seiri (Foster 2005).   

 As has been described earlier, ancestral spirits, the gubida, enter the dügü from 

below ground.  Foster (2005) states that ancestors also enter the ceremony from the 

merged St. Vincent-Seiri. These ancestors are called áhari and are associated with air 

and St. Vincent-Seiri. The gubida, on the other hand, are associated with decomposition 

and death.  The dügü transforms the gubida into the áhari. The golden age of the 

Garinagu was their time living in St. Vincent and it is only natural that the island takes on 

aspects of the Garifuna afterworld.  Thus the ancestors are thought to reside and be 

associated with both St. Vincent and Seiri, in this merged form (Foster 2005).  The 

importance of St. Vincent and its symbolism can be summed up in the words of one 

interviewee, “Seiri is like a heaven where we came from and where we go back to when 

we die.  If it were a physical place, it would be like Yurumein” (Personal Communication 

2006).   
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6.2  Site of Ancestors 

One theme that occurred in every interview was the need to perform the malí for 

the ancestors in St. Vincent.  Other than the work of Foster (2005) mentioned above, the 

concept of Garifuna ancestral spirits residing in St. Vincent is not widely described in the 

literature.  Garifuna interviewees, however, were quick to mention the importance of the 

ancestral spirits in St. Vincent during every interview.  The spirits of the ancestors are 

still present.  “We know every Garifuna is linked.  The spirits are still there at Balliceaux 

and the hills and valleys [of St. Vincent]” said one respondent (Personal Communication 

2006).   

For the Garinagu, the spirits of the ancestors are a principal aspect of the Garifuna 

cosmology, thus, the presence of the ancestors act as a draw for Garifuna pilgrims from 

Belize for two reasons.  First, ancestors guide, direct, and protect the living (Flores 2002).  

Many of the Garifuna pilgrims communed with the ancestral spirits and asked for 

guidance and protection.  At the obelisk to honor Chatoyer “you felt a connection to the 

ancestors.  Most of us felt that was there and present, calling [Chatoyer’s] spirit there to 

honor you and ask you to continue to be with us, watch us, and guide us on our journey” 

(Personal Communication 2006).   

Second, by honoring the ancestors with offerings, the malí ceremony, prayers, and 

songs, the pilgrims were attempting to restore harmony in the world.  The ill treatment 

and tragic deaths of so many Garifuna prisoners exiled at Balliceaux certainly caused 

much disharmony for all Garinagu.  As two interviewees mentioned, the ancestors who 

died in St. Vincent and Balliceaux at the hands of the British did not receive the 
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traditional Nine Nights funeral ritual (Personal Communication 2006).  All Garinagu are 

connected, those of the past, present, and future.  The pilgrimage activities provided the 

pilgrims with a means to soothe and calm the ancestral spirits, and thus themselves as 

well.  The sense of peace that so many pilgrims expressed was a product of both their 

own healing and that of the ancestors.   

6.3  Origin Place 

 There is no shortage of literature that mentions St. Vincent as the origin place of 

the Garinagu.  It is the island where two ethnic groups merged and created something 

very unique.  For this reason, the island remains very special to the Garifuna people 

today.  The time the Garinagu spent living on the island the “Garifuna golden age” 

(Foster 2005: 168). 

 The theme of St. Vincent being a motherland and a homeland is an especially 

important aspect of the island.  Several interviewees, while discussing the concept of a 

motherland, compared the connection to the island to a mother and child connected by an 

umbilical cord.  It was even mentioned that the Garifuna name for St. Vincent, Yurumein,

has connotations of origins or beginnings (Personal Communication 2006).  For the 

pilgrims from Belize, they do not trace their roots to Africa or to the island Caribs.  While 

they acknowledge that they are a mixture of both African and Amerindian, they trace 

their roots and beginnings to St. Vincent.  They know exactly where they came from and 

remember it to this day.  Every November 19, the nation of Belize celebrates Garifuna 

Settlement Day to commemorate the arrival of the Garinagu to Belize.  This entire 
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celebration is conducted with St. Vincent in the background (Personal Communication 

2006).   

 For the pilgrims who traveled to their former homeland, one of the finest parts of 

the journey was to be able to experience the land.  “I wanted to walk where my ancestors 

walked” (Personal Communication 2006). “I wanted to put my feet on the soil and 

breathe the air” (Personal Communication 2006).  The sentiments express what the 

majority of people felt.  Being able to physically connect with the land and experience all 

it had to offer was a priceless activity.  “No amount of oral history or reading would do” 

(Personal Communication 2006).  The deep connection to everything around them and 

the desire to promote harmony in all relationships, even the earth, is important to the 

Garinagu (Flores 2002).  Thus, being in St. Vincent allowed the pilgrims to connect with 

the land and promote harmony with it.  This is not just any land.  It is the land of their 

emergence.   

6.4  Summary 

The three primary reasons that the Garifuna pilgrims visited St. Vincent were 

presented above.  The common theme connected in each one is harmony.  The pilgrims 

seek to restore harmony by visiting the place that is the physical representation of Seiri.

Harmony is also sought by traveling to the site of so much death and torture in an effort 

to soothe and heal ancestral spirits.  Lastly, harmony is achieved by establishing a 

physical connection to the origin place and motherland.  Consequently, the Garifuna 

pilgrims are able to achieve harmony on many different levels through the spiritual 

journey to St. Vincent.  “The basic idea is that there should be harmony, a balance in the 
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relationship between the individual and everything around him including the social, 

spiritual and the environment in which he is an integral part…When I speak of the 

environment, I mean the social, spiritual, physical” (Flores 2002: 149).13 

6.5  Pilgrimage and the Garinagu 

While the journey to St. Vincent is quite significant for the Garinagu, does it 

constitute a pilgrimage?  In the literature review on the subject of pilgrimage, several of 

the principal scholars had their own notions of the pilgrimage process and what must be 

present for a pilgrimage to exist.  Below is a brief review of each scholar’s pilgrimage 

theory and the way it relates to this specific study.  Evidence from the July 2006 

fieldwork and Garifuna literature will be used to either support or oppose each theory.   

 For Turner (1974) and Turner and Turner (1978), a pilgrimage is a process in 

which a communitas is formed.  This yields a situation in which a group of pilgrims form 

close bonds and are able to commune with each other as they enter the threshold of the 

pilgrimage.  This threshold, or liminal state, has no formal structure and therefore 

supports the feelings of attachment and communication among pilgrims not ordinarily 

found in their typical daily routine.  

Glimpses of Turner’s theory of communitas were seen during the interview 

process.  Many interviewees mentioned feeling closer to some of the other pilgrims 

because of the deep emotions felt by the group.  Interviewees described the tears, chills, 

and passion of the other pilgrims.  Another interviewee discussed the friendship that 

 
13 An interview with Roy Cayetano in Dangriga, Belize on August 15, 1999. 
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developed between two pilgrims who had never met before.  Another interviewee even 

said “going as a group made it powerful for me” (Personal Communication 2006).   

A deep appreciation and bond with the land in St. Vincent was also very 

significant.  Interviewees expressed the feeling that they had returned home.  Others 

made certain to take sea baths, drink from natural springs and experience all that the land 

had to offer.  Several interviewees told the story of a man who, upon landing at the 

airport in St. Vincent, kissed the ground and felt as though he had accomplished what he 

needed to do before he died (Personal Communication 2006).   

All interviewed knew the sacredness and significance of the trip and the rituals 

performed.  All knew that they were Garifuna people and had a special connection to the 

ancestral spirits and the land that no one else had.  This is evidenced in the fact that only 

the Garifuna pilgrims from Belize went to Balliceaux and performed the malí. Through 

the interviews with the pilgrims, it can be assured that the pilgrims did experience some 

form of communitas-type relationship.   

In discussing the pilgrimage journey, though, it seems that the deep 

communication and sense of bonding was not initially formed with other travelers, but 

instead because of the ancestral spirits and the land itself.  The deep connection with the 

ancestors who are present in St. Vincent and Balliceaux has been discussed.  For the 

Garifuna pilgrims on this trip, the ability to commune with the ancestors, ask for 

guidance, and provide offerings and rituals for them was a source of joy, contentment, 

and sorrow.  Experiencing the range of emotions, taking part in the sacred ceremonies, 

and even walking the same land that the ancestors walked, most definitely instilled a 
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sense of togetherness among the pilgrims.  Communitas “combines the qualities of 

lowliness, sacredness, homogeneity, and comradeship” Turner and Turner (1978: 250).  

These qualities of communitas-type relationships were definitely present during the 

pilgrimage journey, though they may be just as strongly, if not more, associated with the 

ancestral sprits as with the other pilgrims.  It was the presence of the ancestral spirits that 

led to the formation of communitas-type relationships, and produced fellowship and 

bonds among the pilgrims.   

The presence of the ancestral spirits, however, created another layer of 

communitas-type relationships between the pilgrims and the ancestral spirits themselves.  

Upon entering the pilgrimage place, the interviewees reported of the communication with 

the ancestral spirits along with the sense of attachment and spiritual connection.  

According to the communitas theory, the lack of formal social structure upon entering the 

pilgrimage threshold leads to these feelings.  Turner (1974) applied this theory to the 

bonds between pilgrims.  For the Garifuna pilgrims, however, the communitas-type 

relationships were formed not only among the pilgrims, but between the pilgrims and the 

deeply revered ancestral spirits.  Thus, the pilgrims experienced two layers of 

communitas-type relationships.  The first layer, is consistent with the theory proposed by 

Turner (1974) and Turner and Turner (1978).  This can be thought of as a physical 

communitas-type relationship because it occurred among the pilgrims.  The second layer, 

and in this case the most important layer, is based upon the same theory, but it involves 

the communion and fellowship with the ancestors, in addition to the pilgrims.  Therefore, 



105

this can be thought of as a spiritual communitas-type relationship because it arose from 

the bond between the pilgrims and the ancestral spirits.   

Many have criticized the work of Turner because they see pilgrimage as being a 

divisive process.  Bilu (1988) has stated that communitas do not transcend ethnic 

boundaries.  Sallnow (1981) claims, like Bilu, that boundaries between people, in this 

case caste boundaries, can divide pilgrims.  He, along with Eade, has even called the 

pilgrimage process a “realm of competing discourses” (Eade and Sallnow 1991: 5).  The 

Garifuna pilgrims, however, did not experience such divisiveness.  This can be attributed 

to the fact that for the most part, major differences do not exist among them.  All of the 

pilgrims shared the same spiritual beliefs and recognized the importance of St. Vincent as 

a former homeland.  All but one believed there to be sacred sites on the island, and all 

pilgrims participated in the malí and had the desire to commune with the ancestors.   

Additionally, in accordance with Turner’s theory, normal social structure did not 

interfere with the pilgrimage.  One pilgrim was sponsored to participate in the trip, 

however all others were able to pay their own way.  This suggests that all pilgrims were 

in a position to have the thousands of dollars necessary for the trip.  Thus, there may not 

have been much difference in socio-economic status among the pilgrims.   The journey 

contained pilgrims in a range of ages, from children to senior citizens.  A variety of 

professions were also represented, such as school teachers, government employees, and 

several retired persons.  The Pilgrims represented many communities in Belize, and one 

pilgrim had immigrated to the United States.  While some social differences did exist 

among the pilgrims, there was relative homogeneity in spiritual beliefs and purpose.  This 
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may have helped encourage the formation of communitas-type relationships for the 

pilgrims.   

 Morinis (1992: 9) states “a quality of ‘communitas’ may be identifiable in some 

cases, but equally, pilgrimage can and frequently does take the form of a personal 

therapeutic act or an explicitly instrumental plea for divine intervention to sort out some 

earthly woe.”  This idea is also applicable to the pilgrimage that the Garinagu undertook. 

Evidence of wanting to embark upon a personal journey is seen in the statements to 

question number one.  The need to feel complete, the need to connect with ancestors, and 

the need to see the land were all mentioned.  Each person had their own reasons for 

making the journey as well as their own desired experiences and goals.  Each pilgrim’s 

personal motives and objectives, however, were connected and therefore created a 

communitas-type of experience.  

Questions four and five provide further evidence that this journey is a pilgrimage 

journey.  Question four asks about power.  All interviewees reported that St. Vincent is a 

source of power for the Garinagu.  As Winkelman and Dubisch (2005) claim, the 

common thread of all pilgrimage places is the power of the site.  It is quite obvious that 

this was a principal draw for the pilgrims.  Question five asks about the presence of 

sacred sites.  All but one interviewee affirmed that both the island of Balliceaux is sacred.  

Additionally, five of the interviewees stated that Dorsetshire Hill could be considered 

sacred.  In addition to question number six, 16 of 17 interviewees believed that even the 

journey itself was sacred because the pilgrims were completing a circle that began so 

long ago.  For a pilgrimage journey and the physical location at the end of it, some 
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manifestation of the divine or an aspect of holiness must be present for a pilgrimage to 

occur (Morinis and Crumrine 1991).  In this case, the manifestation of the divine is the 

presence of ancestral spirits at Balliceaux and St. Vincent.   

In question three, 16 out of 17 interviewees acknowledged that the spirits exist at 

Balliceaux and St. Vincent and because of this, a spiritual connection to the Garinagu in 

Belize does exist.  The desire to commune with and honor the ancestral sprits in these 

locations can be considered, according to the typology developed by Morinis (1992) as a 

devotional pilgrimage.  Another type of journey described by Morinis (1992) is the 

obligatory pilgrimage, in which the pilgrims are required to make the journey.  Question 

two addresses this issue.  Of the 17 interviewees, 12 believed that the Garinagu were 

called to make such a journey.  Four said this was not the case and one interviewee did 

not know.  Of the four negative responses, two of them were due to the fact that the 

financial cost of the trip was so high.  If the cost of the trip were not an issue, the 

interviewees were more likely to say the trip was obligatory.   

All of the interviewees felt that the journey was beneficial.  As seen in question 

seven, everyone believed that they either deepened their spiritual connection to the 

ancestors, felt a sense of healing or peace, or both.  No one made the journey in vain, and 

by the end of the pilgrimage all had something to take back.  There were no interviewees 

who had any negative feelings about the journey or wished they had not participated in it.  

6.6  Conclusion 

The discussion above has outlined the reasons why St. Vincent is so significant 

for the Garifuna pilgrims.  It is a symbol of the afterlife, the site of many ancestral spirits, 
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and an origin place.  For these reasons, the Garinagu in Belize are drawn to it.  The 

journey taken by the Garinagu can most definitely be thought of as a pilgrimage.  As 

mentioned above, this case does have many parallels with Turner’s (1974) and Turner 

and Turner’s (1978) communitas theory.   In addition, this case is unique in that two 

layers of communitas-type relationships occurred.  One was a physical layer that occurred 

among the pilgrims and the other was a spiritual layer that arose from the connection and 

communion with the ancestral spirits.  One interviewee (Personal Communication 2007) 

described it in this way: 

About the formation of communitas-type relationships, it 
might not be irrelevant to note that Garifuna cosmology is 
permeated by the principle of “Au bun, amürü nu” which 
translates to “I for you and you for me.”  Straying from the 
practice of that principle is what generates disharmony and 
is frowned upon by the ancestors.  How can Garifuna 
pilgrims honor the memory of the ancestors, how can they 
show respect for the sacred ground, and not practice the 
principle that, perhaps more than anything else, made it 
possible for them to survive Balliceaux and the genocidal 
intention that resulted in the exile?  
 

This case does merit qualification as a sacred pilgrimage because of the spiritual 

elements described above.  In the seven questions and their responses, one can see the 

significance of the sacredness of both the journey and the pilgrimage sites.  St. Vincent is 

a source of power and for most pilgrims and an obligation.  Lastly, the island and journey 

bestow many intangible benefits for the pilgrims, which they can take back to Belize and 

share with other Garinagu.   
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6.7  Call for Future Study 

This study is the first part of a larger research project.  It has examined the 

Garifuna pilgrimage journeys from Belize to St. Vincent in an attempt to understand the 

phenomenon and the rationale behind the journeys.  What it has not done is to examine 

how these pilgrimage journeys affect the host community of Garifuna descendents living 

in St. Vincent.    

Many of the interviewees in Belize reported that one of the unexpected benefits 

from the journey was to help the Vincentian Garinagu recover their lost culture and 

language.  After the forced exile of the Garifuna inhabitants from St. Vincent, the 

Garinagu that remained in St. Vincent quickly shed many remnants of their culture in 

order to survive and integrate into the British colonial system (Personal Communication 

2006).   

Today, many the Garifuna descendents of St. Vincent number approximately 

2,500 (U.S. Department of State 1994).  The arrival of the Belizean Garifuna pilgrims 

strongly encouraged a desire by the Vincentian Garinagu to acknowledge their heritage 

and recover all that has been lost.  Evidence of this is seen in the creation of children’s 

dance groups which perform traditional Garifuna dances taught to them during the 

Belizean Garifuna pilgrimages.  Another example is the Greiggs Garifuna Community 

Development Association, which acts to promote community based economic 

advancement.   

One of the most important events to arise from the pilgrimages, was the 

declaration of Garifuna Chief Chatoyer as the first national hero of St. Vincent.  
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Recognition of Chatoyer, and March 14 as National Hero’s Day, as the St. Vincent 

Ministry of Tourism and Culture proclaims on their website “will also contribute to 

restoring the confidence and reconstructing the identity of a people [the Garifuna] who 

had been victims of a colonial past” (Fraser 2007).  An obelisk has been erected in honor 

of Chief Chatoyer on the hill where he was killed.   

FIGURE 6.1: Obelisk Honoring Chief Chatoyer.  Courtesy of Erin Brannan 
 

With these events, a new research project will begin in July of 2007.  Fieldwork 

will take place in St. Vincent, in the community of Greiggs, where many Garifuna 

descendents still live.  Greiggs was a host community of the Belizean Garifuna 

pilgrimages and it is one of the most active Garifuna communities in St. Vincent 

attempting to revive the Garifuna culture.  This research will build upon the research 

presented in this essay and together, these studies will reveal a deeper understanding of 

both sides of the Garifuna pilgrimage.   
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APPENDIX A: PERMISSIONS AND COPYRIGHT CLEARANCE 
 
All of the maps used in this document were obtained from the University of Texas 
Libraries.  According to the Material Usage Statement “Most of the maps scanned by the 
University of Texas Libraries and served from this web site are in the public domain. No 
permissions are needed to copy them. You may download them and use them as you 
wish”  (http://www.lib.utexas.edu/usage_statement.html?maps=yes).  The University of 
Texas Libraries does ask that a statement noting the source of the maps appear with the 
map used.  This statement is included under every map in this document and it gives 
credit to the University of Texas Libraries.   
 
Figure 2.1 and Figure 6.1 are photographs obtained from Erin Brannan.  Figure 5.2 is a 
photograph obtained from Phyllis Cayetano.  Permission has been obtained to use these 
private photographs and credit has been given to the author of each photograph.   
 
All other figures in this essay are the property of the author.   
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APPENDIX B: HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX C: FIGURES 
 

FIGURE 1.2: Locations of Interviews During July 2006 Fieldwork 
Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin 

Dangriga 

Belmopan 
Belize City 
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FIGURE 2.2: Location of Balliceaux 
Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin 
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FIGURE 2.3: Exile from St. Vincent to Roatan Island 
Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin 

Roatan 
Island 

Isle of 
Balliceaux 
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FIGURE 5.1: Main Sites Visited During the 1995 and 2002 Pilgrimage Journeys 
Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin 
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APPENDIX D: PHOTOGRAPHS 

FIGURE 1.1: Interview Site, Dangriga Belize 
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FIGURE 2.1: Landscape of Balliceaux.  Courtesy of Erin Brannan 
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FIGURE 2.4: Statue of Thomas Vincent Ramos, Dangriga Belize 
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FIGURE 5.2: Garifuna Pilgrims in St. Vincent.  Courtesy of Phyllis Cayetano 
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FIGURE 6.1: Obelisk Honoring Chief Chatoyer. Courtesy of Erin Brannan 
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