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ABSTRACT 

Puerto Rican people and culture are the result of 

the often violent contact between the colonizing forces 

of Spain, the African people they later enslaved and the 

indigenous population of the island. Over time, the blending 

of these three diverse peoples, each with their own unique 

culture and traditions, resulted in a new population 

currently known as Puerto Rican. 

Little information is available, however, regarding 

Taino culture and society prior to European contact, and 

even less is known about their ongoing contributions to 

Puerto Rican culture. This thesis brings together accurate 

information about the indigenous people of Boriquen. It 

attempts to correct distortions and untruths about Taino 

culture, providing alternative interpretations and giving 

recognition to the Taino legacy which remains a part of 

Puerto Rican culture today. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Statement of Purpose 

Puerto Rican people and culture are the result of 

the often violent contact between the colonizing forces 

of Spain, the African people they later enslaved and the 

indigenous population of the island. Over time, the blending 

of these three diverse peoples, each with their own unique 

culture and traditions, resulted in a new population 

currently known as Puerto Rican: "the people of the rich 

port." 

The formation of the Puerto Rican people can not be 

described as a peaceful process. On the contrary, it is 

rooted in the colonialist mentality of the Spaniards who 

came to Boriquen convinced of their divinely ordained right 

to conquer the land and its inhabitants. 

Although history recounts tales such as the loving 

relationship between Guanina and Sotomayor, most 

interactions between Spanish conquistadors and indigenous 

and African women were far from blissful unions. The rampant 

rape of these women resulted in many thousands of mestizo 

and mulatto children, respectively. 

Therefore when one reads over and over again about 

the "extinction" of the Taino people, one recurring question 

comes to mind: did the Spaniards kill all their indigenous 

wives and mistresses, as well as their own children? One 
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can only conclude that the answer is an unequivocal "no". 

It logically follows that, even if the Tainos eventually 

were so absorbed into other cultures as to no longer exist 

as a distinct nation, their unique traditions and customs 

would be passed down from generation to generation through 

their surviving mestizo progeny. 

Thus when discussing the indigenous roots of Puerto 

Rican people one can not, and perhaps should not, refer 

to "blood quantum". Rather, one can speak of a cultural 

legacy which has been in some cases so subtly absorbed 

into mainstream Puerto Rican culture as to be unrecognizable 

to those unfamiliar with Taino traditions and customs. 

It is this legacy of Taino traditions maintained within 

Puerto Rican culture today which I plan to explore more 

thoroughly in my thesis. 

How I have digested and interpreted the material 

researched has been influenced by many factors, not the 

least of which are my gender and ethnicity, as well as 

my spiritual and political perspectives. To put it simply, 

the content of this thesis is biased. It is my belief that, 

since no human being is devoid of experiences and opinions 

which color their outlook, the most one can do is attempt 

to present information in the most objective way possible. 

I have tried to do this to the best of my ability in my 

writing. 

My goal in writing this thesis is to make available 
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in English a work which brings together accurate information 

on the indigenous population of Boriquen. It attempts to 

correct distortions and untruths about Taino culture, 

providing alternative interpretations and giving recognition 

to the Taino legacy which remains a part of Puerto Rican 

culture today. 

Often Taino traditions are recognized as having only 

a slight influence on Puerto Rican culture, being vestiges 

of a now extinct population. My research is significant 

in that I challenge this rampant "extinction theory" and 

recognize Taino traditions as the very core of Puerto Rican 

culture. 

Literature Review 

Perhaps best known of all the Spanish chroniclers 

is Fray Bartolome de Las Casas, whose works provided one 

of the primary sources of information regarding the Taino 

Nation and their interactions with the Spaniards. Las Casas 

arrived in the Caribbean at the age of eighteen and 

participated in the conquest of Cuba. He later became a 

priest and began to speak out against the atrocities which 

he had witnessed, committed by the Spaniards. In his 

Apologetica Historia (1550) and Historia de las Indias 

(1561), among others, Las Casas condemns the cruel treatment 

of the Tainos at the hands of the conquistadors, which 
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he describes in detail. 

Much of the information regarding the cultural life 

of the Tainos, including creation stories and descriptions 

of ceremonies, was written by Fray Ramon Pane. Pane was 

sent to Puerto Rico on the recommendation of Las Casas, 

and was commissioned by Columbus to study Taino religion. 

Pane's Relacion Acerca de las Antigiiedades de los Indios 

(1 505) was originally written in Latin and is now lost. 

A poor Italian translation did survive, which was later 

translated into Spanish and, more currently, into English. 

Pane's pro-Christian bias and multiple translations do 

not diminish the essence of the work in terms of providing 

a record of Taino culture, technology and spiritual belief 

systems. Relacion is considered the first anthropological 

research in the "New World" as well as the first piece 

of literature written there. 

Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo was an inspector of mines 

in the Caribbean as well as a chroniclist. He lived there 

for forty years, during which time he wrote Historia General 

y Natural de las Indias in 1535, containing fifty volumes. 

Oviedo was of the belief that the native people of the 

Caribbean were subhuman savages and this attitude is 

reflected in his work. However, when read in conjunction 

with other accounts, Oviedo's work does provide an accurate 

glimpse into Taino material culture. 

Because Spanish is not my primary language, the 
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translation of these sixteenth century Spanish texts would 

be a rather difficult endeavor. Instead, I opted to cite 

other works which reproduce these texts in English. 

In the past twenty years, there has been a growing 

awareness of Taino culture, and many books and articles 

have been published on the subject since then. Mostly 

anthropological in nature, many books try to present a 

picture of Taino culture based on the archaeological record 

combined with Spanish accounts. Irving Rouse's recent 

publication is such an example. Although I disagree with 

some of his interpretations of the data presented, The 

Tainos does an adequate job of presenting a general view 

of Taino life. 

Respected by both his community and his colleagues, 

anthropologist Ricardo E. Alegria has published countless 

books and articles in both English and Spanish about Taino 

culture. In 1955 he organized the Instituto de Cultura 

Puertorriquena (Institute of Puerto Rican Culture), whose 

aim was to strengthen the Taino, African and Spanish traits 

which make up Puerto Rican culture through programs of 

research and construction. He helped establish museums 

and parks, so Puerto Ricans as well as tourists could learn 

about the rich cultural legacy of the Tainos. 

Other current authors whose work proved invaluable 

to my research were Kal and Olga Wagenheim, Antonio M. 

Stevens-Arroyo and Francisco Moscoso. Their books and 
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publications were enjoyable, informative and clearly 

demonstrated their commitment to honoring the Taino legacy 

within Puerto Rican culture. 

Thus, in the production of this thesis, I relied on 

sources which drew from original Spanish texts, as well 

as many notes on these texts taken during seminars and 

courses I attended in the past. In addition, I have 

incorporated into my ever-growing body of knowledge on 

this subject information passed down to me through oral 

tradition, most especially through talks with my 

grandfather, Jose Miguel Ramos, as well as one of my 

mentors, Professor Jose Manuel Torres Santiago. 
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II. TAINO CULTURE 

Origins 

Much research has been done in an attempt to establish 

the origins of the indigenous people of the Caribbean. 

Dates of the first human occupation of the Antilles vary 

between 5500 and 3500 B.C. as a result of migrations from 

northern South America, particularly the eastern coast 

of current day Venezuela. "Archaic", "Igneri" and "Arawak" 

are just some of the names given to the migrating peoples 

whose culture and lifestyles have been studied through 

the archaeological record. The consensus seems to be that 

waves of migrations took place and the cultures that were 

established on the islands became more complex over time. 

Anthropologist Ricardo Alegria did much archaeological 

work in Puerto Rico between 1 948 and 1 950 and theorized 

that the island was originally inhabited by a semi-nomadic, 

pre-agricultural society whose migration to the region 

was estimated to have taken place roughly two thousand 

years ago. The fate of these Archaic Indians, according 

to Alegria, was one of assimilation into the more advanced 

culture of the agriculturally based Taino Indians, whose 

migration to the island occurred some time later. 

The Tainos who resided on the island of Boriquen 

(Puerto Rico's indigenous name) belonged to the Arawak 

language family and for this reason are considered to be 
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direct descendants of the Arawak. It is believed that, 

being great navigators, they traveled up from South America 

by canoe, as did their ancestors before them. 

Tainos did not concentrate on a single island, however. 

They occupied not only Boriquen, but also the islands 

currently known as Cuba, Santo Domingo, Jamaica and the 

Bahamas. These bonds of cultural and historical development 

were maintained up to the time of the "discovery" (Lopez, 

1980: 9). Researchers estimate that some time between 1100 

and 1500 A.D. Taino social organization had achieved the 

complex level of chiefdom and it was this society that 

the conquistadors first encountered upon their arrival 

in Boriquen. 

Despite all the scientific evidence "proving" the 

origins of indigenous peoples of the Caribbean, alternative 

explanations do exist. One of the most intriguing arguments 

for the populating of the Caribbean (and all of the 

Americas), and the one to which I adhere, is simply the 

following. Creation stories explain the origins of different 

peoples according to their beliefs. Therefore if you want 

to know the origins of a particular indigenous group, just 

ask them. 

Of course, many people would have a difficult time 

accepting this, for to do so would be contrary to their 

accepted notion of reality. To the mind conditioned by 
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Western "logic", what is real is that which can be proven. 

According to this scientific definition of what is real, 

creation stories are relegated to the realm of "myth", 

full of symbolic meaning, but not grounded in reality. 

For indigenous peoples, however, creation stories 

are a very real and concrete way of passing down their 

history from generation to generation. There are as many 

creation stories as there are Indigenous Nations. As Erdoes 

and Ortiz point out: 

They arise out of the earth -- the plants, herbs 
and animals which are integral parts of the human 
realm. They are embedded in the ancient languages 
and flow according to the rhythms of the natural 
world -- a different pace indeed from that of 
a technological, man-made environment. Most 
industrialized people, eyes ever on the clock, 
fragmented by the pressing problems of a 
split-second, microchip society, have little 
time or inclination, it seems, to speculate on 
the communal nature of the universe. Mutually 
shared and supportive legends about the beginning 
and end of the world (and what happens in between) 
seem hopelessly beyond their vision. 

(Erdoes & Ortiz, 1984: xi) 

Very little remains of the Taino creation story due 

to the near-successful attempt by the Spaniards to wipe 

out all evidence of a culture and religious system which 

they considered to be barbarous and heathen. However, due 

to chroniclers like Pane and Las Casas, written accounts 

of Taino stories do exist. How complete or accurate these 

accounts are will never be known, but through them a sense 

of the Taino reality and belief system can be glimpsed. 

The Taino creation story, documented by Fray Ramon 
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Pane, tells of their emergence from a cave located on the 

island of Hispaniola (now Haiti and Santo Domingo). We 

are also introduced for the first time to Guahayona, a 

Taino man whose actions and exploits figure predominantly 

an many other stories. 

The island (Hispaniola) has a section called 
Caonao in which there is a mountain called Cauta 
and it has two caves, Cacibajagua, Cave of the 
Jagua, and Amayauna, Without Importance. From 
Cacibajagua came most of the people who inhabit 
the island. 
While still in the caves, this people kept 

watch at night and they put in charge someone 
called Macocael, He Of The Eyes Which Do Not 
Blink, who (they say) was carried off by the 
sun because he returned to the door late one 
day. Since the sun had carried him off on account 
of his poor vigilance, they shut they door. Thus 
he was turned to stone near the door. The reason 
that Macocael stayed awake and kept watch was 
to see whence he would send away and divide the 
people and it seems his delay was a great mistake. 
(They say that) Afterwards others went out 

to fish and they were made prisoners by the sun, 
and they were turned into (trees that they call) 
jobos (and which we would call cherry plum trees). 
It came to pass that one man named Guahayona, 

Our Pride, said to another named Cahubaba, The 
Ancient One, that they should go harvest (a plant 
called) digo (with which they wash the body when 
they go to bathe). Cahubaba went out before 
daybreak and the sun overtook him on the road 
and he was turned into the bird that sings in 
the morning, (like the nightingale) and he is 
called Cahubabael, Son Of The Ancient One. When 
he saw that the one sent out to gather digo did 
not return, Guahayona decided to leave the cave 
called Cacibajagua. 

(in Stevens-Arroyo, 1988: 137-138) 

Stevens-Arroyo provides an interesting analysis of 

some of the elements of the creation story. He notes that 

the jagua tree produces a fruit whose juices were used 
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by the Tainos to make a black dye which they used to paint 

their bodies. 

Thus Cacibajagua (Caciba/cave + jagua) is the 
place of origin for all Taino peoples who use 
the black juice for a similar purpose. Amayauna, 
the Cave Without Importance, explains the 
existence of the rest of humanity. 
All human beings share a common origin, the 

myth tells us, but only the history of our 
believers is important. Thus the two caves serve 
as a mythological device that recognizes the 
existence of other peoples without regarding 
them as relevant. 

(Stevens-Arroyo, 1988: 138) 

Although this story accounts for the creation of all human 

beings, only the history of the Tainos is relevant to them 

and continues to be described in this and other Taino 

stories. 

Physical Appearance 

Some of the physical attributes of the Tainos were 

straight black hair, almond-shaped eyes, high cheekbones 

and bronze skin color. These and other physical 

characteristics were described by Columbus upon his first 

encounter with them. 

...they all go naked as their mother's bore 
them, and the women also, although I saw only 
one very young girl. And all those whom I did 
see were youths, so that I did not see one who 
was over thirty years of age; they are very well 
built, with very handsome bodies and very good 
faces. Their hair is course almost like the hairs 
of a horse's tail and short; they wear their 
hair down over their eyebrows, except for a few 
strands behind, which they wear long and never 
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cut. Some of them are painted black, and they 
are the colour of the people of the Canaries, 
neither black nor white, and some of them are 
painted white and some red and some in any colour 
that they find. Some of them paint their faces, 
some their whole bodies, some only the eyes, 
and some only the nose... they are generally 
fairly tall, good looking and well 
proportioned... of quick intelligence, since I 
see that they very soon say all that is said 
to them... their legs are very straight, all 
alike; they have no bellies but very good 
figures... 

(in Jane, 1960: 23-25) 

Although Columbus makes no mention of clothing, later 

chroniclers mention the use of naguas by post-pubescent 

women. Naguas were made of cotton cloth which tied at the 

waist and hung down the front of the body, the length of 

which indicated the wearer's rank. Men and pre-pubescent 

women generally went naked, although men sometimes used 

a cloth to cover the genital area. Regarding the use of 

skin dyes, Rouse suggests that since red was a favorite 

color used to paint the body, "this may have given rise 

to the misconception that Native Americans have red skins" 

(Rouse, 1992: 11). 

Rouse and others also note that it was a custom for 

Tainos to flatten their foreheads. Using cotton cloth, 

they would tie pieces of wood to the foreheads of recently 

born infants in order to shape their heads as desired before 

the skull was fully formed. Colored feathers from various 

birds were also used to adorn the head. In addition, ears 

and nasal septa were pierced to insert plugs, rings, 
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feathers and other ornaments. 

Necklaces and bracelets were worn, made from shells 

and stone beads. The latter were highly prized because 

they were so difficult and time-consuming to make. They 

also wore amulets which represented animals or entities. 

Made of clay, shell, bone or gold, these amulets were hung 

around the neck or tied to their foreheads. 

Taino chiefs, called caciques, wore a medallion made 

of gold alloy, called guanin, around their necks. Shaped 

like a circle, crescent or trapezoid, guanin was a symbol 

of the authority of these community leaders. Caciques also 

wore head adornments made of cotton cloth and gold 

ornaments. In some cases, they wore cotton cloaks woven 

with stone beads (Alegria, 1977: 21). 

The Yucayeque 

Taino society was organized in villages, known as 

yucayeques, its name being derived from the island's main 

crop, yuca. It probably meant "place of the yuca" or "land 

of the yuca". According to Spanish estimates, in the 

sixteenth century there were about thirty yucayeques on 

the island of Boriqu^n, each with their own government 

(Arrom, 1975: 5 ) . 

Each yucayeque had a cacique, which could be either 

male or female (cacica). All the yucayeques formed a 
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federation which had a supreme cacique. The place of the 

central government of Boriquen was believed to be in 

Gauyanilla, located in the southwestern part of the island 

(Alegria, 1978: 28). 

Yucayeques were built on the coast near the ocean 

or in the interior of the island, near rivers. Part of 

the village consisted of a group of irregularly placed 

homes, called bohfos. These buildings were constructed 

by lashing together strips of wood, palm or cane, and the 

roofs were covered with branches from palm or yagua trees. 

Bohios had strong posts to withstand hurricanes that often 

plagued the island (Josephy, 1992: 150). Furniture consisted 

on an hamaca (hammock) and a duho, or ceremonial chair, 

as well as domestic artifacts such as plates, bowls and 

other cooking, hunting and fishing items. Each bohio also 

contained a cemi, believed to be representations of spirits 

or entities (Alegria, 1978: 65). 

The cacique's home, called a caney, was located in 

the center of the village. Rectangular in shape, the caney 

was similar in construction to other bohios, but was larger 

and more elaborate in construction and decoration, as were 

its furnishings. 

The ceremonial center of the yucayeque was called 

a batey. This is where ritual ceremonies were performed, 

feasts and celebrations were held and community members 

gathered to play a ball game. The bateyes found in Boriquen 
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are said to be related to similar structures throughout 

South America, Mesoamerica and southwest North America. 

They vary in size and construction but usually consist 

of a rectangle, oval or circle of level ground surrounded 

by earth embankments about three and a half feet in height 

(Wilson, 1 990: 23). In Puerto Rico, the courts are about 

165 by 65 feet and the embankments are often faced with 

flat stone slabs the size of humans, sometimes carved with 

petroglyphs (Alegria, 1983: 23). Archaeologists estimate 

that the ball courts were used from around 800 A.D. until 

Spanish contact. 

Two bateyes in Puerto Rico have been excavated and 

turned into "Indian Parks" open to the public. The batey 

of Cagiiana, located in Utuado, is believed to be built 

around 1200 A.D.. Batey Tibes in Ponce was probably an 

astronomic center. 

Subsistence 

Taino economy was based primarily on agriculture. 

They developed the technique of planting in mounds. Some 

cultivated fields, called conucos, were as large as 30,000 

by 1 0,000 mounds (Lopez, 1980: 17). It was here that they 

grew staple crops, cultivating six different types of yuca, 

five types of yam including batata (similar in taste to 

a sweet potato), and yautia, which are all roots still 
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predominant in the Puerto Rican diet. In addition, they 

grew three types of a j 1 (small peppers), maiz (corn), 

sarobey (cotton), beans, peanuts, medicinal herbs and bixa 

(achiote), a small seed whose color can be extracted to 

dye fabric or paint the body. 

Conucos were arranged in rows, with mounds about three 

feet high and four to five feet in diameter. The advantage 

of planting in mounds was that they retarded erosion, 

improved drainage and allowed mature tubers to remain in 

the ground longer (Rouse, 1992: 14). 

The principal agricultural crop was yuca (known in 

other regions as cassava or manioc) which could be grown 

under various climatic conditions and kept in the ground 

for up to three years. Men planted yuca cuttings using 

a digging stick, called a coa. Women grated the yuca to 

squeeze out the poisonous juice and make flour to bake 

bread which could be preserved for long periods of time. 

In dryer regions, they dug irrigation canals to divert 

water from the rivers to the conucos. 

Maiz (corn) was grown on the forest floors and was 

eaten off the cob. It was not ground into flour for bread, 

perhaps because it would mold too quickly in the tropical 

climate. Seed crops included beans, squash, peppers and 

peanuts. These were boiled with meat, fish and juice 

extracted from the yuca (boiling detoxified it) and kept 

on the fire to provide food when needed (Rouse, 1992: 12). 
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Cotton, gourds, tobacco and fruits such as pineapple 

were grown around the bohios. Gourds were used as containers 

and tobacco was smoked in the form of cigars. 

Water figured predominantly in the Taino economy. 

The rivers and ocean were a means of production as well 

as transportation and communication. Fish were a large 

part of the diet, providing the principal source of protein. 

Tainos dined on crab, shrimp, lobster, turtles, red snapper 

and countless types of fish. 

The Taino were great fishermen, using harpoons, baskets 

and nets to catch their prey. They built stalls which 

allowed fish to be trapped when the water was deep and 

collected when the tide changed. In addition, they would 

add a substance extracted from a local plant to the water 

which stupefied the fish, enabling them to be captured 

more easily. Fish and turtles were then stored in weirs 

until they were ready to be eaten. 

Small game animals provided a supplement to the Taino 

diet. Hutias, large rodents resembling rabbits, were chased 

and driven into corrals, where they were kept until needed. 

Also consumed were iguanas, manatees and "mute" dogs. Other 

dietary supplements were obtained through the gathering 

of wild fruits and vegetables such as palm nuts, guava 

berries and guayiga roots. 
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Technology 

Although few artifacts remain today, items that have 

survived, along with descriptions in the written record, 

point to an elaborate Taino material culture. Useful, 

everyday articles were crafted with the same care and 

precision as elaborate ceremonial items. 

The technological results of the Taino's extensive 

marine experience was noted by Columbus on his first voyage 

in 1492: 

...they came to the ships in boats, which are 
made of tree-trunk like a long boat and all of 
one piece. They are very wonderfully carved, 
considering the country, and large, so that in 
some forty or forty-five men came. Others are 
smaller, so that in some only a solitary man 
came. They row them with a paddle, like a baker's 
peel, and they travel wonderfully fast. If one 
capsizes, all at once begin to swim and right 
it, baling it out with gourds which they carry 
with them. 

(in Lopez, 1980: 7) 

The boats were called canoa (canoe), a word used up to 

the present to refer to many indigenous water vessels. 

Other artifacts made of wood (and sometimes stone) 

were the mortar and pestle, used to crush grains and seeds, 

and the duho, or ceremonial chair. Held up by three of 

four short legs, duhos were low seats with high backs, 

often elaborately carved with the head of a cemi or the 

form of an animal that followed the length of the seat 

from head to tail. Thought to be owned by caciques and 

persons of higher status, such elaborate duhos were used 
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for ceremonial purposes. 

The artistic talent of the Tainos can easily be seen 

in their stone and wood carvings. Stone engravings were 

regularly found by rivers and other running waters, 

depicting various entities of spiritual importance. 

Engravings were also found in caves, although much detail 

has been lost due to erosion of the cave walls (Boletin 

de las Artes Populares, 1977). 

Other artifacts made of stone are "belts" which were 

intricately engraved in the front with various images and 

designs. Often connected with the batey (ball game), these 

belts were carved from a single igneous rock using a pecking 

technique and are thought to be stone representations of 

the belts worn or trophies. Others believe they were 

actually worn around the waist by some players. Of the 

many written accounts of the ball game, there is no mention 

of players wearing belts. Since all other aspects of the 

game are described so thoroughly, it would seem odd indeed 

to omit this particular detail. Still other researchers 

believe these belts may have been used ceremonially to 

help in childbirth. 

Because they were often made of stone, cemies are 

perhaps the most abundant artifact which remains of Taino 

culture. Pane writes: 

All, or the majority, of the people... have 
many cemies of different kinds. One has the bones 
of his father and his mother and kindred 
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ancestors; others are made of stone or wood. 
Many have them of both kinds; some which speak, 
and others which make the things grow that they 
eat; and others which bring rain; and others 
which make the winds blow... 

(in Wagenheim, 1994: 10) 

Cemies have been described as idols, amulets and 

fetishes and seem to have served much the same function 

as statues and amulets of saints do for Catholics. They 

represent and symbolize the entities believed in and being 

prayed to. Triangular in shape, one point represented the 

head of a human or animal, the other its extremities, and 

the third was a cone shape. The "cone" has been interpreted 

in many ways, such as a representation of fertility, a 

symbol of agriculture (resembling the mounds) or the peak 

of El Yunque, a sacred mountain (Boletin de las Artes 

Populares, 1977). 

Tainos were fine artists and craftspeople, using cotton 

to weave a variety of textiles. Tainos slept in hamacas 

(hammocks), intricately woven of cotton or maguey fibers. 

Women wore naguas, small cotton garments which tied at 

the waist and had a piece of cloth hanging in front. Bands 

of cotton cloth were also tied around the forearms or 

ankles. In addition, Tainos produced cotton belts, 

elaborately woven with objects such as gold, dog's teeth 

or thousands of small shells. Sometimes a face was woven 

into the front of the belt, believed to represent a 

principle entity (Wilson, 1990: 66). Finally, nets were 
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produced for fishing and baskets were woven of palm or 

maguey fibers. 

Tainos mined nuggets of gold which they hammered into 

small plates used to inlay wooden objects and overlay 

clothing and ornaments. Caciques wore guanin, ornaments 

made of a gold and copper alloy which reflected their 

special status in Taino society. 

For cooking, clay pots, cups and plates of various 

sizes were used. They were decorated with figures of humans 

or animals. Designs were applied with red, yellow, black 

and white paint, made from various plants and minerals. 

Tainos obtained dyes from many natural substances 

to tint ceramics, cloth and their own bodies. Achiote, 

the name given to the seeds of the bixa orellana bush, 

was boiled to extract a red dye from the outer coating 

of the seeds. This dye was used to color cotton cloth and 

to paint and decorate the body. Achiote is still used today 

in cooking to add color to traditional Puerto Rican meals 

like pasteles. Anil (indigo) was used to dye fibers blue 

and feldspar provided white dye, while the juice of the 

jagua fruit supplied the black paint often used. 

To paint the body, dyes were mixed with resins and 

oils which spread the paint farther and also acted as an 

insect repellent. Tainos painted their bodies in geometric 

designs depending on the occasion or the person's social 

standing. Designs were often applied using clay molds in 
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much the same way that rubber stamps are used today. 

According to Fray Inigo Abbad: 

...all the men and women walk entirely naked, 
although they paint their body with much 
fastidiousness and care, they draw a variety 
of horrendous figures with oils...and viscous 
resins that they extract from the trees. They 
present themselves in this bizarre uniform at 
military expeditions, public dances and contests; 
among them to be painted is the equivalent of 
being dressed...This kind of simple dress, which 
they acquire with little work, varies according 
to their fancy...not only in the different figures 
and various colors they paint themselves with, 
but they adorn their heads with exquisitely 
colored feathers; they put plates of gold in 
their cheeks, hanging from their ears, noses, 
and on other parts of their body shells, stones 
and other amulets.. 

(translation by Ramos, in Ramirez, 1977: 7) 

The technology and artistic talent of the Taino nation 

was elaborately displayed through their numerous musical 

instruments. These instruments remain with the Puerto Rican 

people today as one of the strongest Taino legacies, and 

are thus deserving of special attention. 

To make a drum Tainos used a portion of a tree trunk 

which they hollowed out through a long slot running the 

length of the drum. To produce sound, they beat the drum 

with a stick about a foot in length. Another type of drum 

wass hollowed out from one end which was then placed on 

the ground. Pane describes how a drum was formed: 

...when they wish to sing their songs, they play 
upon a certain drum instrument called the 
mayohavau, which is hollowed from wood and 
strongly made, and very thin...It looks like 
a gourd with a long neck...This instrument... has 
so loud a sound that it is heard a league and 
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a half. To this sound, they sing the songs which 
they know by heart; and the principal men play 
it; they have learned from childhood to sound 
it, and to sing according to their custom... 

(in Wagenheim, 1994: 9-10) 

Shells, pebbles, teeth and seeds were inserted in 

fabric and hung on a stick which was carried while dancing. 

When struck against the forearms, legs or hips a rhythmic 

sound was produced. These strips of cloth can be considered 

an instrument of sorts, as they were often used while 

dancing. 

To make amanacas, now known as maracas, Tainos used 

the fruit of the higiiera, selecting those which were small 

and round in shape. The fruits were submerged in water 

until they became softer, making it easier to carve out 

the pulp and seeds from a small hole on either end of the 

fruit. After carving the shell of the higiiera with designs, 

it was dried completely. Small pebbles, dried seeds or 

pieces of shell were put inside and a stick was passed 

through the shell, sealing it on both ends and acting as 

a handle. Maracas continue to be made in the same way today. 

The giiiro was a Taino instrument made from long gourds 

known as marimbos. Closely spaced horizontal, parallel 

lines were engraved down one side of the gourd. After being 

dried, the seeds were removed through two holes which were 

then used to hold the instrument by placing fingers through 

them. The giiiro was then played by scraping a twig or piece 

of wood back and forth over the engraved niches. Today, 
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guiros are often played with wire picks and are an integral 

part of Puerto Rico's musical legacy. 

Social Organization 

Taino social organization has been described as 

chiefdoms, or cacicazgos, comprised of caciques, nitainos, 

naborias and bohiques. The nature of these chiefdoms has 

been debated widely by researchers in the field. 

Francisco Moscoso likens Taino social structure to 

the European feudal system, placing naborias in a tributary 

relationship with the caciques. He compares the 

stratification and division of Taino society as follows: 

caciques (chiefs) = lords 
nitainos (warriors) = nobles 
bohiques (medicine men) = priests / nobles 
naborias (workers) = commoners / serfs 

Moscoso claims that, over time, the method of tribal-

communal production began to decline and the exploitation 

of some Tainos by others began. 

Contrary to this description of a class system with 

rigidly defined roles, Ricardo Alegria envisions an 

egalitarian society, where women could become chiefs (such 

as cacicas Yuisa and Anacaona) and where children were 

part of the collective system, helped to hunt, fish and 

crop, and were cared for by everyone. Taino society was 

a communal and collective one, and the land was considered 
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to be common property, owned by no one and shared by all. 

This concept is in direct contrast to the European feudal 

system, where land was owned by the king or feudal lord. 

Descent was traced matrilineally, with goods, class 

status and the office of cacique inherited through the 

mother's line. When a chief died, he was succeeded by his 

sister's son. Men lived in the village of his mother's 

lineage, and when they were ready to marry, they would 

have to pay a bride price for their wives or work in the 

service of her family for a period of time before permission 

was granted for the marriage. 

I tend to agree more with Alegria's description of 

Taino society. I have not found any written accounts of 

naborias rebelling against their cacique because of 

oppressive conditions. If exploitation of the majority 

was as common as other researchers claim, then surely 

resistance would have occurred and the detailed Spanish 

chroniclers would have recorded it. 

The caciques, or chiefs, were the political leaders 

of the community, being the people who played the 

administrative role in terms of allocating work and leading 

the warriors. Rouse describes their responsibilities in 

detail: 

Both men and women were eligible to serve as 
chiefs and, as such, to live in specially built 
houses, sit on thronelike stools, have special 
forms of transportation, and wear insignia of 
their rank. Each cacique presided over the village 
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in which he or she lived. They organized the 
daily activities and were responsible for the 
storage of surplus commodities, which they kept 
in buildings constructed for the purpose and 
redistributed among the villagers as needed. 
They acted as hosts when the villages received 
visitors, and had charge of the political 
relations with other villages. The caciques owned 
the most powerful zemis and supervised their 
worship. They organized the public feasts and 
dances and, having learned the songs by heart, 
directed the singing. Because their canoes were 
the largest in the village, they were responsible 
for public forms of transportation. 

(Rouse, 1992) 

The nitainos (warriors) were responsible for the 

security of the yucayeque and also helped with cropping. 

Naborfas made up the majority of the population, comprised 

of farmers, artists, craftspeople, hunters and fishermen. 

The bohique can best be compared to medicine people 

in other indigenous societies. Pane writes, 

There are some men called bohutis (bohiques) 
who practice among them...they converse with 
spirits, and know their secrets... when the Indians 
are ill they can take away the evil...I have 
seen some of this with my own eyes... 

(in Wagenheim, 1994: 9) 

Bohiques were responsible for curing diseases of both the 

body and the spirit, and therefore had to have a knowledge 

of the uses and properties of plants, roots and herbs in 

order to prescribe cures. 

Spirituality 

Taino culture can best be understood within the 
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framework of their rich spiritual life. Taino spirituality, 

full of symbolic meaning, was an integral part of life, 

ever-present and inseparable from other aspects of daily 

life, including political, religious and societal 

interactions. Their spiritual "world view" -- how they 

looked at life and understood the world around them --

was based on the belief in a pantheon of spirits, both 

good and evil, associated with the forces of nature. The 

physical representation of these entities took the form 

of cemies. 

Believed to be the source of all good things in Taino 

society, the origin of all life began with Atabex. Described 

as a mother goddess, she was the entity that created and 

was therefore associated with fertility, the water, moon 

and tides and with menstruation. Atabex was the mother 

of Yucahu (named for the principal crop of the region). 

It is interesting to note that Yucahu has no father, a 

concept which stresses the importance of women in the 

society as well as the legitimacy of all children, 

regardless of circumstances of birth. 

They hold that he is immortal in heaven, and 
that no one can see him, and that he has a mother 
but he had no beginning. This god they call Yocahu 
Vagua Maorocoti, and his mother they call by 
four names: Atabex, Yermaoguacar, Apito, and 
Zuimaco. . . 

(Pane, in Wagenheim, 1994: 8) 

Yucahu is directly associated with the agriculture 

and economy of the Tainos. It was believed that he lived 
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in the rainforest of El Yunque, located on the northeast 

coast of Puerto Rico. Today El Yunque continues to be a 

place of mystery and spirituality for traditional Puerto 

Rican people. (An interesting note: El Yunque is the third 

point of the infamous Bermuda Triangle). 

Jurakan was the entity associated with destructive 

aspects of nature. Named for the hurricane, this being 

was responsible for death, destruction, lightning, thunder, 

flood, disease and infertility. Rather than being hated, 

Jurakan was respected as much as Yucahu, because without 

him there would be no balance in nature. 

Atabex, Yucahu and Jurakan are the entities most 

commonly mentioned by researchers and chroniclers, although 

many more existed. The Tainos also believed in ancestor 

spirits and the existence of a place where they resided. 

They believe that there is a place whither the 
dead go, called Coabay, which lies in a part 
of the island called Soraya. The first man in 
Coabay was, they say, one called Maquetaurie 
Guayava, who was the lord of the dwelling place 
of the dead... 

(Pane, in Wagenheim, 1994:9) 

Dead spirits were believed to go out at night to walk 

with the living, appearing to them in the form of a family 

member or loved one. 

...to know them one must touch their bellies, 
and, if one does not find the navel, they say 
that he is operito, which means dead. Because 
they say the dead have no navel. Sometimes men 
are deceived, and they lie with women from Coabay 
and when they think they have them in their arms, 
they have nothing, because they disappear in 
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spirit Goeiz, and after death they call it Opia. 

(Pane, in Wagenheim, 1994: 9) 

Thus, Tainos had respect for the dead, as well as a fear 

of them. 

Taino spirituality centered on the belief in entities 

which reflected the powerful forces of nature. Cemies were 

the physical representations of these supernatural allies. 

Lesser cemies represented the spirits of their ancestors. 

Pane has documented an account of how cemies are made which 

reflects their spiritual importance. 

When someone is going along on a journey, and 
he sees a tree with moving roots, the man, in 
a great fright, stops and asks, "Who is it?" 
It replies, "Call the bohuti (bohigue) and he 
will tell you who I am." The Indian goes to the 
physician, who runs immediately to see the tree, 
and sits down by it. The wizard goes to the tree, 
prepares cogioba (cohoba), and tells the tree 
all his titles, as though he were some great 
lord, and he asks, "Tell me who you are, what 
you are doing here, and what you want of me, 
and why you have had me called. Tell me if you 
want me to cut you down, or if you want to come 
with me, and how you want me to carry you, and 
I will build you a house with land around it." 
Then the tree, or cemi, becomes an idol or devil, 
and replies to him. The wizard cuts it in the 
shape it has directed; builds a house for it; 
and many times a year makes cogioba for it... 

(in Wagenheim, 1994: 12-13) 

Cemies were generally triangular in shape, reflecting 

the formation of the island and mountains, as well as a 

woman's womb, all of which reflect the fertility found 

in nature. There are ceremonial artifacts that are still 

used today which resemble the cemies of our ancestors. 
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Made of wood, stone, bone, pottery or cotton, Tainos each 

had their own cemis which they kept in their homes for 

the protection and positive energy they provided. If given 

the appropriate propitiation the cemies (or rather, the 

spirits they represented) would continue to protect their 

owners. Cemies were passed on to others by inheritance, 

gift or trade (Rouse, 1992: 13). 

Having the same positive connotations as Yucahu, cemies 

were often associated with agriculture. I remember my 

grandfather telling me that it was not uncommon when he 

was a youth to plow the fields and discover a cemf that 

had been buried countless years before. I assume that this 

was done to honor Yucahu and ensure a prosperous crop. 

Still other cemies were found in caves, where it is believed 

they may have been taken to protect them from destruction 

by the Spaniards (Rouse, 1992: 13). 

Cemies are perhaps the most abundant Taino artifacts 

found in Puerto Rico. Not only are there many fine examples 

of these intricately carved objects, but many other 

artifacts contain representations of cemiies as well. 

Pottery, duhos (ceremonial chairs) and other objects were 

often engraved with cemi figures. Tainos also wore amulets 

carved like cemies and painted or tattooed these images 

on their bodies. In addition, petroglyphs and pictographs 

depicting natural entities were found in caves and on rocks. 

It is interesting to me that Spaniards considered 
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Tainos to be idol worshipers when they themselves were 

followers of the Christian faith. The most common and 

prevalent artifacts in the Catholic religion are crosses 

(with or without the crucified Christ) and images of the 

Virgin Mary, Jesus and thousands of saints, often in the 

form of statues. These images can also be found in the 

form of carvings, paintings, medallions and other forms 

of jewelry. More recently, fervent worshipers can obtain 

a variety of religious tattoos. 

It is a common Catholic practice to kneel before these 

statues to pray. Catholics, however, will argue that they 

are not praying to the statues themselves. Indeed, idol 

worshipping is against their faith and they are forbidden 

to do so in the first Commandment (I am the Lord thy God. 

Thou shalt have no false gods before Me). Rather, they 

claim the statues are representations of the holy people 

and god they are praying to. 

On the surface, I can see no difference between the 

use of religious images between Tainos and Spaniards. Both 

prayed in front of images which represented their gods 

or spiritual entities. Both decorated secular items with 

religious imagery. Both wore pendants or other types of 

decoration engraved with these images. Both had special 

buildings where some of these images were kept. Both kept 

these images in their homes as well. In short, the Spaniards 

persecuted Tainos not because they were a people without 
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a spiritual ideology, but because that ideology was non-

Catholic. 

Ceremonies 

Taino spirituality was elaborately expressed through 

various ceremonies, many of which included communication 

with the spirits by means of the ingestion of cohoba, often 

described as a type of tobacco. Tainos purified themselves 

by fasting and/or induced vomiting. They took cohoba (made 

by crushing seeds of the piptadenia tree) by inhaling it 

through their nostrils. This process facilitated 

communication with their cemies. 

Pane's writings include one of the first accounts 

of the use of cohoba for medicinal and spiritual purposes. 

...This cogioba (cohoba) is to pray to it, and 
please it, and to ask and learn things from the 
cemi, either evil or good, and to ask it for 
wealth. And, when they want to know if they will 
be victorious over their enemies, they go into 
a lodging where only the principal men of the 
tribe may enter; and their chief is the first 
to make cogioba, and none of them speak until 
the chief is finished; but when he has concluded 
his prayer, he stands a while with his head bowed 
and his arms on his knees; then he lifts his 
head towards the sky, and speaks. Then they all 
answer him in a loud voice, and, when they have 
given thanks, he relates the vision he has seen 
with the cogioba, which he has inhaled through 
his nose into his head. He says that he has talked 
with the cemies, and that they are to enjoy a 
victory, that their enemies shall flee; or that 
there shall be a great loss of life, or wars, 
or famine, or other things which occur to him. 

(in Wagenheim, 1994:13) 
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The ingestion of cohoba and resulting visions was 

performed as a ritual in and of itself or in conjunction 

with other ceremonies. For example, before attempting to 

cure a sick patient, the bohique must first cleanse himself. 

The bohuti (bohique) is obliged to abstain from 
food, like the sick man himself, and to play 
the part of the sick man. He must purge himself, 
like the sick man, sniffing a powder called 
cogioba...and in this condition... they are talking 
with the cemies, which tell them the cause of 
the sickness... 

(in Wagenheim, 1994:10) 

After determining the cause of illness, the bohique 

makes some final preparations for his visit to the patient's 

bohio. Once there, both the patient and bohique continue 

to purify their body through induced vomiting and cleanse 

their mind through song and prayer. 

Before they set out from their lodging to visit 
a sick man, they take soot from pots, or pounded 
charcoal, and blacken their faces, to make the 
sick man believe whatever they feel is his 
ailment; then they take small bones and a little 
flesh, wrap it together in something so that 
it won't drop, and put it in their mouth. The 
physician then enters the lodging of the sick 
man -- who has already been purged with the powder 
-- and sits down, and all are silent; if there 
are children, they put them out, so that they 
may not hinder the bohuti in his duties; nor 
does anyone remain in the cabin, except one or 
two of the principal men. And thus, being alone, 
they take some leaves of the gueyo, which are 
broad; and another plant, wrapped in an onion 
skin; and crumbling it with their hands, they 
make a paste of it, and put it in their mouths 
at night to vomit up what they have eaten, in 
order that it may not harm them; then they begin 
to sing. And, lighting a torch, they drink that 
j uice. 

(in Wagenheim, 1994: 10-11) 
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Purification complete, the part of the ceremony which 

includes the physical curing is now ready to take place. 

...After waiting somewhat, the bohuti rises and 
goes to the sick man, who is seated in the middle 
of his dwelling, and turns him over twice. Then 
he stands before him, and takes him by the legs, 
feeling his thighs, and running his hands down 
to his feet; then he tugs him hard, as if he 
wished to pull something out of him; then he 
goes to the door of the dwelling, closes it, 
and says, "Begone to the mountains, or to the 
sea, or whither thou wilt," and blows as though 
he were blowing away a straw. He turns around 
again, and puts his hands together, and closes 
his mouth; his hands shake, as if he were very 
cold, and he blows on his hands, and then draws 
his breath in again, like one who sucks the marrow 
from a bone; and he sucks the sick man's neck, 
stomach, shoulders, jaws, breasts, belly, and 
many other parts of his body. This done, he begins 
to cough and grimace, as if he had eaten something 
bitter, and he spits into his hand, and draws 
out that which he had put in his mouth before 
coming there, either a stone, or meat, or a bone. 
And if it is anything edible, he says to the 
man, "Take notice! You have eaten something which 
has brought on this illness from which you suffer. 
See how I have taken from your body what your 
cemi had put there, because you did not pray 
to him, or did not build him some temple, or 
give him something of your possessions." And, 
if it is a stone, he says, "Keep it safe."... 

These stones were wrapped in cotton and kept in small 

baskets, treated with as much care as cemies. 

Another Taino ceremony, which occurred annually, was 

to honor the spirits protecting the cacique and the village. 

Some caciques housed their cemies in separate structures 

which are believed to have served as temples dedicated 

to a particular entity. The entire village paid homage 

to the cacique's cemi in the central plaza, or batey. Rouse 
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provides an excellent description of this annual event. 

...The chief presided, assisted by other 
personages acting as priests. The ceremony began 
with a procession of the villagers, wearing their 
ornaments, carrying baskets of cassava bread, 
and singing songs about the zemis. The chief 
sat at the entrance to the temple, beating a 
drum while the priests entered and dressed the 
zemis. The villagers presented themselves before 
the temple and purified themselves by pressing 
a stick down their throat and vomiting. The women 
then brought their cassava bread to the priests, 
who offered it to the zemis. Dancing followed. 
The audience sang the praises of the zemis and 
of former chiefs and offered prayers for the 
prosperity of the village. Finally, the priests 
broke up the bread and distributed pieces to 
the heads of families. These fragments were 
preserved throughout the year as a protection 
against accidents. 

(Rouse, 1992: 14) 

By far the most important ceremony in Taino tradition 

was the areyto, which took place in the batey, or ceremonial 

center. This ritual was a means of cultural transmission 

by which history and traditions were preserved and handed 

down from generation to generation. The Tainos relied on 

oral tradition to teach songs, poems, and cultural history. 

Through participation in the areyto, young Tainos learned 

the history of their people, tales of the brave actions 

of their caciques and heroes, important events, etcetera. 

During these great fiestas, Yucahu was consulted in 

life's events. This was done through visions, which were 

induced by the nasal ingestion of cohoba. Ritual fasting 

and vomiting were necessary for purification, and prophecies 

often resulted. 
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The ceremony of the areyto could be performed for 

a multitude of reasons: to ensure a good crop, produce 

rain, declare war, celebrate victories in battle, weddings, 

births, honor a cacique, communicate with the spirits, 

or to heal or cure (Alegria, 1977: 9). The areyto was held 

not only for religious and ceremonial purposes, but also 

as a means of diversion and celebration. Areytos, like 

many indigenous ceremonies throughout the world, were also 

celebrations of thanksgiving for all that the Creator had 

given them, expressed through prayer, singing, dancing, 

feasting and ball playing. What is important to keep in 

mind is that the areyto was a way to "bring back to mind 

and heart everything that gave the people their roots on 

the earth" (Josephy, 1992: 152). 

During the areyto, a ceremonial ball game was often 

played. "Batey" was the term used for the game itself, 

the ball with which it was played and the enclosure or 

plaza where the game was held. There are numerous written 

accounts of the batey, the most detailed by Oviedo and 

Las Casas. 

The batey was played by both men and women, but always 

separately. The ball was made of rubber, a substance never 

before seen by the Spaniards. Games were often played for 

small prizes, such as food, or for the privilege of 

executing a prisoner who had been condemned to die. 

The object of the ball game was for the two competing 
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teams to keep a ball from falling to the ground using any 

part of their bodies except their hands. Alegria provides 

a translation of Las Casas1s description of the game: 

Twenty or thirty stood at either end of the long 
enclosure. Those at one end would toss the ball 
to those at the opposite extreme and it was then 
smitten by whoever was nearest: with the shoulder, 
if the ball flew high, which made the ball return 
like lightning; and if it flew close to the 
ground, quickly putting their right hand to the 
ground and leaning on it, they would smite the 
ball with the point of a buttock, which made 
the ball return more slowly. Those on the opposite 
side would likewise send it back with their 
buttock, until one or the other side committed 
a fault according to the rules of the game. It 
was a joyous sight to see when they played heated, 
especially when the women played with one another, 
they not hitting the ball with shoulder and 
buttock but with knees and I believe with their 
closed fists. 

(in Wilson, 1990: 140) 

Oviedo describes in detail how the female players 

dressed: 

Married women or those who have known a man wear 
a shawl wrapped around their bodies from the 
waist to midway down the thigh; as for the 
virgins, nothing do they wear, whether playing 
or not, as long as they have known no man 
carnally. But since the casicas and principal 
married women wear petticoats or shawls reaching 
from their waist to the ground, of thin stuff 
and very white and delicate, if they are young 
women and wish to play the game of batey, they 
leave off those long shawls and wear instead 
short ones, reaching to midway down the thigh. 

(in Alegria, 1983:11) 

Male players wore no clothes at all. 

Betting on the batey was a common practice, as is 

verified in the writings of Las Casas: 

...in these islands it was commented far and 
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wide that if I had something, no matter how 
precious, as a grain of gold weighing twenty 
castellanos, it would be put down for a wager 
as stakes against another which was worth only 
ten, and this was often done in the ball games, 
each putting down whatever he had, caring not 
whether it was more or greater... 

(in Alegria, 1983: 12-13) 

Often accompanied by the ball game was the practice 

of feast giving, a "reciprocal and competitive exchange 

between cacicazgos which, in part, established a cacique's 

place in relation to other caciques and facilitated other 

projects such as marriage alliances and the trading of 

prestige goods" (Wilson, 1990: 141). The ball game was 

a means of interaction and competition between villages, 

providing an alternative to warfare and a cohesiveness 

among allies. 
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III. CONTACT 

Columbus first encountered the Tainos of Boriquen 

on November 19, 1493, during his second voyage to the 

Caribbean. He was sent with orders from Spain to establish 

gold mines, install settlers, develop trade with the 

indigenous population, and convert them to Christianity 

(Rouse, 1992: 145). Fray Bartolome de Las Casas provided 

one of the best accounts of the description of Boriquen. 

...he reached another large island, which 
he called Sant Juan Baptista, which we now call 
Sant Juan, and which, as we mentioned before, 
was called Boriquen by the Indians, in a bay 
of this island toward the west, where all the 
ships caught many kinds of fish... 

Several Christians went ashore, and walked 
to some houses that were very artfully made, 
although all were of straw and wood; and there 
was a plaza, with a road reaching from it to 
the sea, very clean and straight, made like a 
street; and the walls were of crossed or woven 
cane; and above, beautiful gardens, as if they 
were vineyards or orchards of orange or citron 
trees, such as there are in Valencia or Barcelona; 
and next to the sea there was a high watchtower, 
where ten or twelve people could fit, also well 
made; it was probably the pleasure house of the 
lord of that island, or of that part of the 
island. The Admiral does not mention having seen 
any people there; they must have fled in fright 
when they saw the ships... 

(in Wagenheim, 1994: 352-355) 

Although the Columbian "discovery" of Boriquen took 

place in 1493, the Spanish colonization of the island did 

not begin in earnest until fifteen years later. In August, 

1508, Ponce de Leon and his troops arrived on the island 

of Boriquen. Granted permission by the Spanish Crown to 

explore the island for possible colonization, de Leon noted, 
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I had a crew to gather some gold, but could not 
get more since I had no food to give to the 
people, and since none of the Indians of the 
island would help me... I have not been able to 
take advantage of the labor of the Indians, as 
should be done... 

(in Wagenheim, 1994: 17) 

It was quickly determined that Boriquen had rich 

natural resources which could be exploited for the benefit 

of the Spanish Crown. Thus the encomienda system, developed 

five years earlier on the island of Hispaniola, was 

instituted in Boriquen. It is important to understand the 

development of this system, as it had such devastating 

effects on the indigenous populations of the Caribbean. 

In 1 502 a monk named Ovando was sent to Hispaniola, 

along with 2,500 men, to restore economic productivity 

and order to the island. His orders from the Spanish Crown 

were to be friendly to the natives, Christianize them and 

give them religious instruction, pay them for their work 

but collect tribute and treat them as subjects of the Crown. 

These goals were unattainable, especially since the 

indigenous population had already been so horribly treated 

that they wanted nothing to do with the Spaniards invading 

their homelands. In an effort to force the native population 

to work for the benefit of Spain, Ovando was given the 

authority to begin what was to become known as the 

encomienda system, which quickly spread throughout the 

Antilles. 
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Queen Isabella's order of December 20, 1503 set the 

foundation for the encomienda system. 

...We are informed that because of the excessive 
liberty enjoyed by said Indians they avoid 
contact...with the Spaniards to such an extent 
that they will not even work for wages, but wander 
about idle, and cannot be had by the Christians 
to convert to the Holy Catholic Faith...I command 
you, our said Governor, that beginning from the 
day you receive my letter you will compel and 
force the said Indians to associate with the 
Christians of the island and to work on their 
buildings, and to gather and mine the gold and 
other metals, and to till the fields and produce 
food for the Christian inhabitants and dwellers 
of the said island; and you are to have each 
one paid on the day he works the wage and 
maintenance which you think he should have...and 
you are to order each cacique to take charge 
of a certain number of Indians so that you may 
make them work wherever necessary, and so that 
on feast days and such days as you think proper 
they may be gathered together to hear and be 
taught in matters of the Faith...This the Indians 
shall perform as free people, which they are, 
and not as slaves. 

(in Wagenheim, 1994: 18) 

Isabella's proclamation granted permission to Ovando 

and his men to begin the implementation of the encomienda 

system, which included the forced subjugation of the Taino 

People. Although natives were considered "free men", this 

system was a thinly disguised form of slavery. The following 

is a brief but detailed outline of the structure of the 

encomienda system. 

...In order that they might be more easily formed 
into productive economic units the natives could 
be obliged to work in the construction of 
buildings, in gathering gold or tilling the soil, 
but in each instance they were to receive the 
salary which the governor indicated. The chiefs 
of the reductions had to furnish a certain 



4 8  

definite number of workers for these purposes, 
but it was clearly stated that their labor was 
to be performed "as free men and not as serfs." 
Their Spanish protector or "trustee" had the 
duty of carrying out all of these orders, and 
in return for his management the Indians were 
made to pay him a small tax or tribute.. .whenever 
an allotment of Indians was commended to an 
encomendero, or trustee, the commitment usually 
ran something like this: "To you, John Doe, are 
commended such and such a number of Indians under 
chief so and so, in order that you may employ 
them on your lands or in your mines, and it is 
your duty to instruct them in the Spanish language 
and our Holy Catholic faith." The encomenderos 
were supposed to be high-minded and God-fearing 
men who had rendered some service to the crown. 
However, they were usually noted for their 
military skill rather than for their culture 
or administrative talent. The granting of an 
encomienda did not include ownership of the land 
itself. It gave the encomendero the right to 
collect tribute and to demand certain services 
of the inhabitants. It was a feudal fief. 

(Crow, 1971: 154-155) 

The encomienda system was implemented in Boriquen 

in 1508. Under this system, the encomenderos were obliged 

to Christianize the Tainos working under them, as well 

as pay them a meager amount of money for six to eight months 

of service. Taino laborers were forced to work for the 

encomenderos in the mines, in agriculture, cattle ranching 

or as domestic servants in exchange for a "just salary" 

and religious indoctrination. In fact, the natives were 

"paid" in clothing and trinkets, not coins. 

Laborers were separated from their wives and children 

by several days journey. Fed only cassava bread and 

sometimes a meager portion of pork or roots, many died 

before their six to eight months of forced labor were 
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completed. Those who did return to their homes often found 

that their wives and children had perished or their 

communities no longer existed. 

Spaniards used the authority of the caciques to command 

the labor of the naborias. As Moscoso observes, 

In pre-hispanic times, the Taino social structure 
placed the naborias in a tributary relationship 
with the caciques, priests (bohiques) and clan 
chiefs. The conquistadors used and forced the 
intercession of the caciques to convince the 
Taino masses to work. The cacique and nitainos 
were effectively reduced to intermediaries and 
overseers for the benefit of the invader. 

(Moscoso, 1978: 3, translated by Ramos) 

Thus the conquistadors took advantage of pre-existing tribal 

relationships in their formation of the encomienda system. 

The appearance that some caciques supported the 

encomienda system does not mean that they agreed with the 

exploitation of the masses. Chief Agueybana of Guaynia 

appears to have been the most powerful and respected cacique 

in Boriquen when Ponce de Leon arrived in 1508. He agreed 

to produce conucos to provide food for the Spaniards and, 

according to Spanish accounts, tried to persuade other 

caciques to do the same. 

Due to the proximity of the islands and the interaction 

between yucayeques, news traveled quickly. Some Tainos 

in Boriquen probably accepted the encomienda system because 

they were aware of the atrocities committed by the Spaniards 

in Hispaniola when they natives refused to cooperate. One 

such example is the Higiiey Massacre in 1502. When the Tainos 
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there rebelled to avenge the killing of one of their 

caciques by a Spanish attack dog, governor Ovando captured 

six to seven hundred of them, locked them in the cacique's 

bohio and ordered them stabbed to death. He then demanded 

their bodies be dragged to the central plaza to be counted 

publicly (Rouse, 1992: 154). 

On another occasion in the fall of 1503, Ovando and 

his soldiers visited the cacica Anacaona at Xaragua, located 

in southwestern Hispaniola. In an effort to establish peace 

among nations, she held a meeting with about eighty local 

caciques. Once they entered her bohfo, Ovando ordered his 

soldiers to block the door and burn the caciques alive. 

Anacaona was later hanged (Rouse, 1992: 154). Therefore, 

the compliance of some caciques can be attributed to an 

attempt to save their villages from the devastating effects 

of contact with the Spaniards. 

The encomienda system in Puerto Rico (and throughout 

the Caribbean) was a complete disaster. Tainos were 

overworked, undernourished and forced to live in unsanitary 

conditions which caused illness and death. Thousands of 

Tainos also died as a result of the many diseases carried 

by the Spaniards. At the time of exploration, Europe 

possessed nearly every Old World disease imaginable. 

"Between A.D. 1345 and 1355 the European population was 

cut nearly in half by the combination of pneumonic and 

bubonic plagues" (Wilson, 1990: 94). The indigenous immune 
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system was not able to ward off such virulent diseases 

and the population was decimated as a result. 

Cruel treatment of the Tainos under the encomienda 

system has been well-documented by the Spaniards themselves. 

For example, in 1509-1510, in the yucayeque of Toa (located 

in the north) the Real Hacienda was begun with thousands 

of indigenous people under its yoke. In one of the rare 

Taino testimonies, "Juan" Comerfo and "Francisco" Aranaml 

said that they were forced to work from morning until night, 

without a moment to rest or return to their bohios. There 

was always an overseer with them, telling them to hurry, 

calling them dogs, and at times hitting them with a rod 

(Moscoso, 1978: 14). By 1529, there were only about forty 

Tainos in the Real Hacienda of Toa. 

Natives who would not work were forced to do so, and 

if they attempted to escape they were hunted down and slain. 

Once the Indians were in the woods, the next 
step was to form squadrons and pursue them, and 
whenever the Spaniards found them, they pitilessly 
slaughtered everyone like sheep in a coral. It 
was a general rule among Spaniards to be cruel; 
not just cruel, but extraordinarily cruel so 
that harsh and biter treatment would prevent 
Indians from daring to think of themselves as 
human beings or having a minute to think at all. 
So they would cut the Indian's hands and leave 
them dangling by a shred of skin and they would 
send him on saying "Go now, spread the news to 
your chiefs." They would test their swords and 
their manly strength on captured Indians and 
place bets on slicing off heads or the cutting 
of bodies in half with one blow. They burned 
or hanged captured chiefs. 

(Las Casas, in Stannard, 1992: 70) 
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Other accounts describe Spaniards tearing babies from 

their mother's breast by their feet and smashing their 

heads against the rocks. On yet another occasion, Las Casas 

describes the cruelties he witnessed. 

The Spaniards found pleasure in inventing all 
kinds of odd cruelties, the more cruel the better, 
with which to spill human blood. They built a 
long gibbet, low enough for the toes to touch 
the ground and prevent strangling, and hanged 
thirteen (natives) at a time in honor of Christ 
Our Saviour and the twelve Apostles. When the 
Indians were thus still alive and hanging, the 
Spaniards tested their strength and their blades 
against them, ripping chests open with one blow 
and exposing entrails, and there were those who 
did worse. Then, straw was wrapped around their 
torn bodies and they were burned alive. One man 
caught two children about two years old, pierced 
their throats with a dagger, then hurled them 
down a precipice. 

(in Stannard, 1992: 72) 

Such inhumane treatment by the Spaniards set the stage 

for the island-wide Taino resistance which was to follow. 
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IV. RESISTANCE 

It is not surprising that, as a result of years of 

suffering and abuse, the Taino Nation organized a rebellion 

against their Spanish oppressors. Unfortunately, detailed 

accounts of Taino resistance are rare in current literature. 

Rouse allots less than one page to the Taino experience 

in Boriquen in his chapter dealing with Spanish conquest 

(Rouse, 1992). When an anthropologist who is reknown as 

an "expert" on Tainos only allots four sentences to the 

Taino rebellion in Boriquen, the need for more elaborate 

and accurate accounts becomes quite obvious. 

Authors Kal and Olga Wagenheim and Francisco Moscoso, 

however, have included Spanish documentation of rebellions 

occurring throughout the island of Boriquen in their 

writings. Although there are conflicts in the accounts, 

it is important that these historical events be brought 

to light and understood in the context of the continuing 

struggle for sovereignty and self-determination for the 

people of Puerto Rico. 

The indigenous people of Boriquen rebelled against 

Spanish colonial domination on a grand scale beginning 

in January, 1511. Prior to this time, researchers point 

to a Taino belief in the immortality of the Spaniards. 

To understand how this belief, if true, could have been 

fostered, consider the following facts. 
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Spaniards were greatly outnumbered by the native 

population at this time, yet they were able to quickly 

subject the Taino people to colonization through sheer 

military force, using more deadly and powerful weapons, 

including the diseases they brought with them. In addition, 

one of Spain's primary goals was to Christianize all the 

inhabitants of their colonies, either by will or by force. 

The Tainos were therefore told many biblical stories, 

including those about the life, death and resurrection 

of a man named Jesus. If the Tainos believed these stories 

--that an ancestor of the Spaniards among them rose from 

the dead, cured the sick, etc.-- then, to say the least, 

he must have been a medicine man worthy of respect. And 

if Jesus could rise from the dead thereby proving his 

immortality, then wasn't it possible that his progeny could 

be capable of the same thing? 

In this context, it is easy to see why the Tainos 

would want to test the Spaniards' immortality. Alegria 

provides a brief but detailed account of how this experiment 

developed and was carried out. 

...As each day passed, the Indians of Puerto 
Rico felt unhappier with the treatment accorded 
them by the Spaniards, who had stolen their lands 
and their women, and deprived them of their 
freedom. 
When the elder cacique Agueybana died, and 

he was replaced by his nephew Agueybana II (or 
Agueybana the Brave), Indian-Spanish relations 
worsened. The younger Agueybana, a valiant 
warrior, had been assigned under the encomienda 
system to Cristobal de Sotomayor, and the 
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treatment afforded the Indian chieftain by the 
young Spanish nobleman soured relations even 
further. Only the naive belief prevailing among 
the Indians that the Spaniards were immortal 
prevented them from taking up arms. Finally, 
in desperation, they decided to test the 
Spaniards' immortality. 
An old cacique named Urayoan, whose village 

was on the island's west coast near the Guaorabo 
River, decided to make the test. The opportunity 
arose in November, 1510, when Diego Salcedo, 
a young Spaniard, who was passing through the 
region, asked Urayoan to provide him with some 
Indians to carry his baggage across the river. 
Urayoan appeared willing to comply with the 
request, but secretly told the Indians what they 
must do. Upon reaching the river, the unsuspecting 
Salcedo allowed the Indians to carry him. When 
they reached the deepest part, they halted, 
dropped him in the water, and held him submerged 
for several hours. They carried him ashore and, 
still fearing that he might be alive, begged 
his pardon. After watching over him for a day, 
and convincing themselves beyond doubt that the 
Spaniard was indeed dead, they hastened to give 
the news to their cacique, Urayoan. 
Finally, the Indians knew that the Spaniards, 

like themselves, were mortal. The news spread 
quickly, and was received with joy by the Indians. 
Soon, the acts of rebellion began. 

(in Wagenheim, 1994: 23-24) 

Pleased with the news of the Spaniards' mortality, 

Agueybana the Brave held an areyto in his village, inviting 

all the principal caciques of the island. At this meeting, 

they decided to wage a war against the Spaniards throughout 

the island. 

A young Spanish scout named Juan Gonzalez witnessed 

this meeting and returned to warn Cristobal de Sotomayor, 

the encomendero of the plantation near Guanica. Sotomayor 

had already been told by his lover Guanina (Agueybana's 

sister) of the dangers awaiting him. 
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Sotomayor decided to return to his village, 
accompanied by his nephew, his Spanish servants, 
and by the interpreter, Juan Gonzalez. However, 
he recklessly asked Agueybana to send him some 
Indians to carry the baggage. The cacique did 
so, but had already decided not to allow his 
hated nemesis to escape. Suspecting an attack, 
Juan Gonzalez straggled behind, but he was 
surprised by a group of Indians who were commanded 
by Agueybana himself. Severely wounded, Gonzalez 
saved his life when he offered to become the 
cacique's slave. 

(in Wagenheim, 1994: 25) 

The Taino warriors painted their faces red and black 

and, under the leadership of Agueybana the Brave, attacked 

and burned the encomienda of Cristobal de Sotomayor in 

Guanica, killing him and the other Spaniards living there. 

Juan Gonzalez escaped and traveled across the island to 

Toa, where he had news of the attack forwarded to Ponce 

de Leon in Caparra. 

Meanwhile, under the orders of Guarionex, the Tainos 

engaged in a surprise attack against the village of Aguada, 

burning it and "killing 200 Christians and wounding many 

more.." according to Cuellar, who observed some of the 

attacks (Moscoso, 1978: 6). Fray Ramon Pane's writings 

include an account of his interactions with the cacique 

Guarionex prior to this incident. 

We were with cacique Guarionex for almost two 
years, giving him instruction all the time in 
our holy faith, and the customs of Christians. 
In the beginning, he showed a good will and gave 
us hopes that he would do everything we 
wished...but, later, he became offended and gave 
up that good plan, through the fault of some 
other principal men of that country, who blamed 
him, because he was willing to give heed to the 
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Christian law, since the Christians were bad 
men and took possession of their land by force. 
They advised him...to conspire together to slay 
the Christians. For this reason, he broke off 
from his good intention, and we resolved to depart 
thence and go where we might be more successful... 
The day after we departed, Guarionex... ordered 

six of his servants to carry off the holy images 
we had left...these Indians threw the images 
down to the ground, and covered them with dirt, 
and urinated upon them... 

(in Wagenheim, 1994: 14) 

When the Spaniards discovered these events, the Tainos 

who participated were publicly burned to death. 

Tainos celebrated their victories over the Spaniards 

with areytos. In fact, there was a huge areyto organized 

by the cacique Higiiey from the island of Quisqueya (called 

Hispaniola by the Spanish) to show his solidarity with 

the Taino struggle taking place in Boriquen under the 

leadership of Agueybana. The common struggle shared by 

the Taino throughout the Caribbean tightened the bonds 

of solidarity from one island community to the next. 

The Taino Nation rebelled against the Spaniards at 

every turn, burning villages when possible and taking refuge 

in the mountainous regions of the island, where they 

continued their resistance. The war spread to the island 

of Vieques (east of Puerto Rico), where 530 Tainos were 

taken captive and hundreds more were killed. At one point, 

88 Tainos --most of them elders deemed by the Spanish to 

have a "negative" influence on the youth-- were murdered 

and their bodies cut to pieces and scattered along the 
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shore (Lopez, 1980: 22). 

Meanwhile, Ponce de Leon organized his forces. Caparra 

was attacked by thousands of Tainos and Caribs who burned 

the city, destroyed the church and killed many Spaniards. 

They were later confronted in the northeastern region of 

Loiza. There, about 1,000 indigenous people were killed 

in battle and another 1,200 were taken captive. In part 

because of the continuous attacks on Caparra, the colonial 

capital was eventually moved to San Juan in 1519-1521 

(Lopez, 1980: 9). 

In La Probanza de Juan Gonzalez the cousin of governor 

Ponce de Leon documents the methods used by the Spaniards 

to torture and kill Tainos captured during battle. Some 

Tainos were drawn and quartered, impaled or hacked to 

pieces. Others were hanged or burned alive (Moscoso, 

1978: 10). In many yucayeques, the nitainos were publicly 

executed or exiled and enslaved in Hispaniola. These 

atrocities were readily admitted to by the Spaniards in 

this and other accounts by eye-witnesses. 

In the battle of Yagiieza (or Yagueca), Taino warriors 

gathered with the sole mission of killing the conquistadors 

living there, or dying in the attempt. The Taino greatly 

outnumbered the Spanish (some say by 11,000 warriors to 

80 men, but this number is probably exaggerated). The battle 

took the form of many skirmishes until a Taino warrior 

was killed and the rest of the warriors retreated. The 
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Spaniards followed suit. According to Spanish accounts, 

...each time the Indians attacked the parapet, 
the harquebus and crossbows inflicted many wounds. 
When the Indians attacked once more, the 
harquebusier noticed an Indian chief marching 
at the front, who wore around his neck a golden 
disc --or guanin— the emblem of the caciques. 
He took aim and fired, killing the man instantly. 
It was Agueybana himself. The warriors ran to 
recover him and retreated in disorder... 

(in Wagenheim, 1994: 26) 

Considering the propensity for exaggeration in Spanish 

accounts and the absence of Taino accounts, the reality 

is that no one will ever know for certain exactly what 

happened that day in Yagiieza. What we do know for certain 

is that later Spanish accounts tell of Taino prisoners 

admitting that they were captured while fighting for 

Agueybana, who was very much alive and nearby with many 

other Taino and Carib warriors (Moscoso, 1978: 9). 

Many Tainos resisted the Spaniards by committing 

suicide, hanging themselves or poisoning themselves by 

drinking the juice extracted from yuca. 

Many killed themselves in despair, and even 
mothers overcame the powerful instinct of nature, 
and destroyed the infants at their breasts, to 
spare them a life of wretchedness... 

(Wagenheim, 1994: 24) 

Death was preferable to a life of bondage under the cruel 

Spanish conquistadors. Other Tainos fled to the mountains 

or other islands, even taking refuge among the Caribs, 

their traditional enemies. 

The "pacification" of Boriquen was supposedly 
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accomplished by 1515. However, Spanish documents record 

Taino resistance in the mountainous regions in 1517 and 

throughout the decade of the 1520's. By 1527, uprisings 

of Africans who had been brought to the island as slaves 

had begun. Resistance from colonial oppression in Boriquen 

is not just an historical event, but is an ongoing struggle 

that continues today. 
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V. MAINTENANCE OF TAINO TRADITIONS 

Dispelling the Myth of Extinction 

Before a discussion of the Taino traditions maintained 

within Puerto Rican culture can be discussed, the myth 

of Taino extinction must be dispelled. If one views the 

physical attributes of the Puerto Rican people alone, there 

is ample evidence of indigenous traits, which makes theories 

of extinction all the more preposterous. 

Most history books place the extinction of the Taino 

People at about fifty years after European contact. In 

1544, Bishop Rodr{go de Bastidas estimated that, of the 

original indigenous population, only sixty Tainos remained 

(Moscoso, 1978: 14). Accepted as fact for centuries, this 

information is simply not true. 

Taino population was reduced drastically due to 

starvation, murder, hard labor, malnutrition, suicide and 

disease. In 1518 and 1529 there were measles and smallpox 

epidemics that decimated Taino villages. Yet, in the census 

of 1 530-1 531 , there were still about 2, 000 native people 

registered in the encomiendas in Puerto Rico (Lopez, 1980: 

22). To offer some perspective, there were about 2,300 

Africans and only 327 Spaniards. T~is number also does 

not take into account the numerous Tainos who hid in the 

mountains or left the island to flee from oppression. Water 

currents in the Caribbean favor travel from south to north 
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and from east to west (Rouse, 1992: 3). Therefore a 

significant number of Tainos could have migrated to the 

mainland by way of Florida in order to escape cruel 

treatment by the Spanish. 

Myths of Taino extinction do not take into account 

the thousands of mestizo children born at this time. In 

the census of 1514, forty percent of the officially 

recognized wives of Spanish men were indigenous, yet Rouse 

claims the number of Tainos was "reduced by outmarriage" 

(Rouse, 1992: 158). Why were the mestizo children of these 

unions considered Spanish? Perhaps because, according to 

the patriarchal Spanish culture, these children would be 

counted as such. Crow explains the added economic benefits 

to Spanish recognition of mestizo children by noting that 

"children whose fathers were white acquired some of their 

sire's privileges and were exempt from paying tribute" 

(Crow, 1971: 18). 

Tainos, however, were matrilineal. One could argue 

that since all the females of these unions were indigenous, 

the resulting mestizo population was Taino. Thus the number 

of Tainos would be increased, not decreased, by outmarriage. 

At first these mestizo offspring remained with 
their mothers, who gave them what little 
instruction they received and whose psychological 
attitude they absorbed... they appeared to be 
more like Indians than like Spaniards... 

(Crow, 1971: 18) 

A certain amount of Taino culture was preserved by being 
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passed from mother to child, especially that which could 

be transferred through oral tradition, such as songs, 

stories and knowledge of herbal medicines. 

Rouse claims that by 1524 the Taino "ceased to exist 

as a separate population group" (Rouse, 1992: 169) and 

Alegr.la states that " •.• the Taino Indians of the Greater 

Antilles disappeared as a cultural group during the first 

century of the Spanish colonization" (Alegr{a, 1983: 1). 

Once again, this common misconception is absolutely false. 

According to the writings of Fray IXigo Abbad y 

Lasierra, after the wars of conquest many Tainos fled from 

Borique-n to neighboring islands such as Vieques and Isla 

Mona. When they were unable to subsist there, they requested 

to return to Boriquen, whereby the Spaniards allotted them 

land to live on in the area of what is now A~asco and San 

German (Hernandez Aquino, 1977: 13). In these towns, Tainos 

lived separately from the Spaniards, maintaining their 

own cultural traditions. It wasn't until the beginning 

of the eighteenth century that they began to intermarry 

with Spaniards and Africans. These towns were located in 

a region referred to as the "Indieras" because of the large 

indigenous population located there. 

The census of 1787 counted 2,302 native inhabitants 

in the mountainous regions of the Indieras alone (Hernandez 

Aquino, 1977: 13). Distinct ethnic groups still existed 

despite the fact that there had been almost three centuries 
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of intermarriage between Tainos, Africans and Spaniards. 

As a result, a large percentage of the current population 

of Puerto Rico can claim partial biological descent from 

the Tainos. 

Oral Traditions 

I cannot conceive of the Spanish (language) of 
Puerto Rico without its indigenous heritage. 
To ignore this heritage would be to ignore part 
of the roots of our people's genealogical tree. 

—Luis Hernandez Aquino 
(Hernandez Aquino, 1977:7) 

Because the Taino People were the first indigenous 

group Spain ever encountered in the "New World", they left 

a cultural legacy that remains today. The Spanish language 

has inherited many linguistic traits from the Tainos. Most 

of the words maintained in the Spanish language are place 

names, towns, rivers, mountains, flora and fauna. 

For example, village names were often derived from 

the names of great chiefs, either living or dead. This 

influence remains on the island today. The following are 

names of caciques and the towns in Puerto Rico which still 

honor them: 

Cacique Yucayeque / Town 

Otoao Utuado 
Maricao Maricao 
Guaynia Guayanilla 
Hayuya Jayuya 
Jatibonico Aibonito 
Jumacao Humacao 
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In addition, the Spaniards began to adopt indigenous names 

for things they encountered in daily living, which became 

incorporated over time into the Spanish language. Often, 

these words represented objects, places, people and ideas 

unknown to the Spaniards prior to contact. For example, 

Spaniards adopted the Taino techniques of canoe building 

and weaving cotton into hammocks, maintaining the indigenous 

names for these items -- canoa and hamaca, respectively 

(Rouse, 1992: 170). 

Taino words have also been adopted to reflect current 

Puerto Rican culture. Today the word "batey" is used to 

refer to the area in front of country homes that has been 

cleared of vegetation (Alegria, 1978: 2). "Cacique" is 

used by different indigenous nations throughout the Americas 

to refer to some of their religious and/or political 

leaders. In addition, popular Puerto Rican expressions 

are influenced by Taino words. The term "quedarse como 

yuca" is used to refer to a person who is profoundly asleep. 

Many Taino foods and the techniques for cultivating 

and processing them were adopted by the Spanish and spread 

throughout Europe, such as corn, sweet potato, beans, 

squash, peanuts and pineapples. Slave traders carried yuca 

to Africa, where it produced an agricultural revolution 

and subsequent population explosion (Rouse, 1992: 170). 

The following foods are known by their Taino names and 

remain a major part of the Puerto Rican diet today: 
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yuca (cassava/manioc - a root vegetable) 
yautfa (root vegetable) 
batata (sweet potato) 
aji (pepper) 

Another way in which Taino traditions were maintained 

is through the process of storytelling. The art of 

storytelling for indigenous people has been, and continues 

to be, a viable means of transmitting cultural information 

from one generation to the next. The Taino stories that 

remain are a strong part of the Taino legacy of Puerto 

Rico. 

Some Taino stories have been recorded and a few are 

now available in English translation as well. Some changes 

have occurred in the stories over time, most notably in 

the perspective of the storyteller. For example, many 

stories will describe Taino warriors as "savage" instead 

of "brave", or will portray Taino characters as incredibly 

grateful for the smallest act of kindness on the part of 

the Spaniards. The appearance of such elements is not 

surprising, but these false stereotypes should be recognized 

as the result of hundreds of years of conditioning under 

Spanish colonialism. 

Some stories are simply enjoyable and entertaining. 

One of my favorites is "The Legend of the Hummingbird". 

This story touches on the relationship between Tainos and 

Caribs, as well as the kindness of the Taino entity Yucahu. 

Between the towns of Cayey and Cidra , far 
up in the hills, there was once a small pool 
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fed by a waterfall that tumbled down the side 
of the mountain. The pool was surrounded by 
pomarosa trees, and the Indians used to call 
it Pomarosa Pool. It was the favorite place of 
Alida, the daughter of an Indian chief, a man 
of power and wealth among the people of the hills. 

One day, when Alida had come to the pool to 
rest after a long walk, a young Indian came there 
to pick some fruit from the trees. Alida was 
surprised, for he was not of her tribe. Yet he 
said he was no stranger to the pool. This was 
where he had first seen Alida, and he had often 
returned since then to pick fruit, hoping to 
see her again. 

He told her about himself to make her feel 
at home. He confessed, with honesty and frankness, 
that he was a member of the dreaded Carib tribe 
that had so often attacked the island of Boriquen. 
As a young boy, he had been left behind after 
one of those raids, and he had stayed on the 
island ever since. 

Alida listened closely to his story, and the 
two became friends. They met again in the days 
that followed, and their friendship grew stronger. 
Alida admired the young man's courage in living 
among his enemies. She learned to call him by 
his Carib name, Taroo, and he called her Alida, 
just as her own people did. Before long, their 
friendship had turned into love. 

Their meetings by the pool were always brief. 
Alida was afraid their secret might be discovered, 
and careful though she was, there came a day 
when someone saw them and told her father. Alida 
was forbidden to visit the Pomarosa Pool, and 
to put an end to her romance with the stranger, 
her father decided to marry her to a man of his 
own choosing. Preparations for the wedding started 
at once. 

Alida was torn with grief, and one evening 
she cried out to her god: "0 Yukiyu, help me! 
Kill me or do what you will with me, but do not 
let me marry this man whom I do not love!" 

And the great god Yukiyu took pity on her 
and changed her into a delicate red flower. 

Meanwhile Taroo, knowing nothing of Alida's 
sorrow, still waited for her by the Pomarosa 
Pool. Day after day he waited. Sometimes he stayed 
there until a mantle of stars was spread across 
the sky. 

One night the moon took pity on him. "Taroo," 
she called from her place high above the stars. 
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"O Taroo, wait no longer for Alida! Your secret 
was made known, and Alida was to be married to 
a man of her father's choosing. In her grief 
she called to her god, Yukiyu; he heard her plea 
for help and changed her into a red flower." 

"Ahee, Ahee!" cried Taroo. "O moon, what is 
the name of the red flower?" 

"Only Yukiyu knows that," the moon replied. 
Then Taroo called out: "0 Yukiyu, god of my 

Alida, help me too! Help me to find her!" 
And just as the great god had heard Alida's 

plea, he listened now to Taroo and decided to 
help him. There by the Pomarosa Pool, before 
the moon and the silent stars, the great god 
changed Taroo into a small many-colored bird. 

"Fly, Colobri, and find your love among the 
flowers," he said. 

Off went the Colobri, flying swiftly, and 
as he flew his wings made a sweet humming sound. 

In the morning the Indians saw a new bird 
darting about among the flowers, swift as an 
arrow and brilliant as a jewel. They heard the 
humming of its wings, and in amazement they saw 
it hover in the air over every blossom, kissing 
the petals of the flowers with its long slender 
bill. They liked the new bird with the music 
in its wings, and they called it Hummingbird. 

Ever since then the little many-colored bird 
has hovered over every flower he finds, but 
returns most often to the flowers that are red. 
He is still looking, always looking, for the 
one red flower that will be his lost Alida. He 
has not found her yet. 

(Belpre, 1973: 25-28) 

Another entertaining story in Belpr^'s book, Once 

in Puerto Rico, describes a young Taino girl's encounter 

with an evil spirit. "Amapola and the Butterfly" provides 

an excellent example of the Taino belief in both good and 

evil forces and the use of cemies as a means of protection 

against negative encounters. 

Along the road between the villages of Las 
Marias and Maricao the land rises in a great 
rocky hill. Among the rocks are deep dark caves, 
mysterious and terrible. Strange tales are told 
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about the caves, stories passed down from the 
time when the land belonged to the Indians. 

Long ago, in that far-off time, there lived 
in those parts an Indian girl called Amapola. 
She was very beautiful. Every young Indian wanted 
to marry her, but Amapola would look at none 
of them. She only had eyes for the land. Her 
loves were the trees of the forest, the flowers 
in the green meadows and the animals that shared 
her world. 

When she was a little girl, her mother hung 
a small idol --a cemiT-- on a string around 
Amapola's neck. It was supposed to protect her 
from evil spirits. As she grew up, Amapola was 
told about strange happenings in the forest beyond 
her home, and she was warned above all about 
the forest witch who lured people to her cave. 
Those who followed her were never seen again. 

One day, when Amapola's mother was in the 
house and her father in the field, she went to 
gather some flowers. As she moved about among 
the flowers, a beautiful butterfly flew out of 
the forest and fluttered over her head. She 
stopped to admire its colors, and suddenly she 
wanted, more than anything else in the world, 
to hold the butterfly in her hand. 

She circled around, stretching out her arms 
every time the butterfly flew close. Once it 
flew so near that its wings brushed the tips 
of her fingers. But no matter how hard she tried 
to catch it, the butterfly was always out of 
reach. This made Amapola all the more determined. 

The butterfly fluttered away and after it 
went the girl. In and out among the trees it 
flew, and in and out went Amapola. On and on, 
higher and higher into the forest they went. 
Then suddenly the butterfly disappeared, and 
just as suddenly a wrinkled, shaggy-haired old 
woman stood before the girl. 

"You have lost the butterfly," she said, "but 
do not grieve. Come, I'll take you to that 
butterfly and to many others far more beautiful. 
Come!" 

And like one under a spell, Amapola followed 
her. 

Up and up, deeper and deeper into the forest 
they went. Finally they came to a great cave, 
and the old woman led the way inside. It was 
dark as midnight. Amapola shut her eyes for a 
second, and when she opened them, the old woman 
was gone. There were no butterflies. The cave 
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was filled with strange rocks, large and small. 
Some were shaped like people, others like 

animals. Beads and necklaces were scattered on 
the floor. Curious scribblings and Indian faces 
were painted on the walls. In the center was 
a grotesque face, wrinkled, shaggy-haired and 
old. It was the face of the old woman who had 
brought her to the cave. 

Suddenly Amapola remembered her mother's 
warnings. Here was the cave she had spoken of, 
the cave of the forest witch. The beautiful 
butterfly and the ugly old woman were one and 
the same! 

Amapola shuddered with fear. She turned to 
go but could not move her feet. They felt heavy 
as stone. She tried to lift them up, but they 
seemed rooted to the ground. They had no life, 
no feeling. 

Then her hands, fluttering in panic, brushed 
against the idol that hung around her neck. She 
clutched it between her palms and whispered: 
"Help me! Let your magic power protect me!" 

And as she whispered the same words, over 
and over, a strange prickly feeling crept into 
her feet and up her legs. The heaviness was gone. 
Life was returning. Now she could raise her feet, 
and she bounded out of the cave and raced down 
the hillside as fast as she could go. She arrived 
home still clutching the little stone idol that 
had saved her. 

That night the Indians gathered to hear 
Amapola's tale. When she had spoken, the elders 
pondered, wondering whether the rocks in the 
great cave were the bodies of people and animals 
that the forest witch had turned to stone. But 
there was no doubt in Amapola's mind. She was 
certain that they were. Hadn't she almost become 
one of them? 

Time passed and other people came to live 
in the land that had belonged to Amapola's tribe. 
But the Indian tale of Amapola was never 
forgotten. Mothers still told the story to their 
children, and to this day no one dares to explore 
the caves on the rocky hill. 

(Belprg, 1973: 29-33) 
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Spiritual Syncretisms 

Most Taino elements have been maintained over time 

through the process of syncretization with Spanish and/or 

African aspects of Puerto Rican culture. Nowhere is 

syncretism more evident than in the fusion of spiritual 

beliefs and practices. Although the island of Puerto Rico 

was Christianized and belief in the saints was adopted, 

many elements of both Taino and African spiritual traditions 

were syncretized with Catholicism. The blend and fusion 

of Taino, African and Spanish beliefs resulted in the 

formation of new spiritual traditions, known today as 

Santerfa and Espiritismo. 

Religious syncretism can be defined as the fusion 

or mixture of two or more religious elements to create 

a new one. These syncretisms began at the time of the 

Conquest when the Spanish imposed their religion. They 

brought with them images of their saints and entities in 

the forms of icons, paintings, medallions and other items. 

These objects reflected the Caucasian reality, portraying 

such features as white skin, thin lips and straight hair. 

The African and indigenous population could not relate 

to the way these icons looked. Therefore they created their 

own images out of wood or clay. The holy qualities of the 

saints remained, but the features of the entities underwent 

a transformation according to the Puerto Rican reality. 

These syncretisms are reflected in the many different images 
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of Mary. 

One of the most famous Madonnas in Puerto Rico is 

La Virgen de Monserrate. Portrayed as a black Madonna 

carrying a black baby Jesus (I make this distinction because 

the skin color of Mary and Jesus are not always the same-

another reflection of the Puerto Rican reality) she reflects 

the ethnic identity of the people of Hormigueros, a small 

town near the coast where a shrine was built in her honor. 

In 1 953, in the town of Sabana Grande, a group of 

children claimed to see the Virgin. A shrine was built, 

and La Virgen del Pozo was created (the Virgin of the Well, 

named for where she appeared). This Madonna reflects the 

ancestry of the people of Sabana Grande, and her images 

portray an indigenous woman with bronze skin. Other Madonnas 

which reflect the Puerto Rican cultural and ethnic reality 

are La Virgen del Carmen, La Virgen de Candelaria and La 

Virgen de la Caridad del Cobre. 

Perhaps the best examples of religious syncretism 

that mirror the collective reality of Puerto Rico are the 

images of the Three Kings. Introduced at some point after 

colonization, they were originally portrayed as men from 

the Orient, wearing turbans and riding on camels. However, 

these icons were soon transformed. Turbans were replaced 

by crowns, probably because monarchs ruled the island. 

Camels were traded in for horses --one black, one white 

and one red-- which were associated with the agricultural 
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economy. The most significant syncretism, however, was 

in the change of the racial identities of the kings 

themselves: Gaspar came to represent the Spanish (with 

white skin), Melchior portrays the African (with black 

skin) and Balthazar's bronze skin color reminds Puerto 

Ricans of our Taino ancestors. It is not surprising that 

these entities are among the favorites of most Puerto 

Ricans. 

Religious syncretism in Puerto Rico has resulted in 

new spiritual traditions (particularly Santeria) in which 

Taino spiritual elements can clearly be seen, such as the 

belief in spirits who represent forces of nature and the 

use of herbal medicine. More specifically, the role of 

the bohique in Taino society has been replaced by the 

espiritista and santero in Puerto Rican culture. These 

medicine men and women clearly carry on the legacy of their 

Taino ancestors. 

Espiritismo and Santeria have often been described 

as "folkloric religions" practiced by Puerto Ricans, both 

on the island and in the United States. However, this term 

is a misnomer. The concept of folklore is based on a 

classification which makes distinctions through social, 

economic and geographic factors. By definition, that which 

was labeled "folk" was of the peasantry and was considered 

to lack sophistication (Corbelo de Diaz, 1986: 62). Thus 

if one labels these forms of spirituality as folk religions, 
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they are being relegated to a lower status in the minds 

of many, lacking the same legitimacy as the so-called 

"organized religions." 

Espiritismo and Santerfa can be looked at as collective 

traditions that grew out of the need for secrecy of worship, 

as well as a syncretism of various beliefs and traditions 

of the different ethnic groups present in Puerto Rican 

society after colonization, namely the Taino, African and 

Spanish. The belief in Espiritismo and/or Santeria is an 

integral part of the life and culture of Puerto Ricans. 

Yet these forms of spirituality are more than just 

religions, especially to the poor, among whom they are 

strongly and widely practiced (Morales-Dorta, 1976: 14). 

They feed and heal the body as well as the soul by providing 

not only spiritual doctrine, but physical treatments and 

rituals to cleanse the body of imperfections. These problems 

can be of a physical, spiritual and/or psychological nature. 

The theology of Espiritismo is based to a large extent 

on the writings of a Frenchman during the mid-1800's, who 

used the pseudonym of Allan Kardec. It is important to 

note that at the time of these publications, illiteracy 

was very high. In 1880, for example, eighty percent of 

the Puerto Rican population could not read or write 

(Morales-Dorta, 1976: 30). Therefore, the intellectual 

philosophy behind Espiritismo was read only by the minority 

of the population who had access to education as well as 
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an interest in his writings. The majority of practitioners 

participated on a "grass roots" level. 

Although Kardec is acknowledged as the person who 

systematized the doctrine, aspects of Espiritismo have 

existed for ages in its indigenous form, passed on through 

the centuries from parent to child through beliefs, 

traditions and customs. Based on research over the years, 

as well as from personal experiences, I realized that there 

is a strong correlation between the people who practice 

and/or believe in Espiritismo and their connection to the 

Catholic Church. In fact, all the people I have had the 

opportunity of speaking with identified themselves as 

Christians that also happened to follow traditional 

spiritual practices. Never was Espiritismo the only 

tradition practiced. 

Santerfa, on the other hand, is much less connected 

with Catholicism. Although most Puerto Rican practitioners 

of Santeria are indoctrinated into the Catholic Church, 

(having received the sacraments of Baptism, Holy Communion, 

etc.), they tend to be non-practicing Christians. In fact, 

the more strongly a person believes in Santeria and adheres 

to its ceremonies and rituals, the further removed they 

tend to be from the Church. 

The core of many of the traditions of Santeria is 

based on the religion of the African people brought to 

Puerto Rico during the slave trade, most of whom were Yoruba 
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from southern Nigeria. The following is a brief synopsis 

of the main concepts of Yoruba cosmology, extracted from 

several of Migene Gonzalez Wippler's books: 

The Yoruba religion was and is based on the 
belief that energy --ache— is the true nature 
of things. This energy is dynamic and malleable, 
and can be used to alter for good or for evil, 
our lives and those of other living things. The 
prime architect of ache, which is the substance 
from which everything came into being, is 
Olodumare, the supreme creators in Yoruba myth. 
The orishas are repositories of Olodumare's ache, 
which they confer upon mankind by means of 
suitable ritual sacrifice, ebbo... 

The Yoruba religion is a magico-religious 
system that has its roots in nature and natural 
forces. Each orisha or deity is identified both 
with a natural force and a human interest or 
endeavor... 

According to the Yorubas, the universe is 
divided into two camps, one dominated by the 
orishas, seen as forces of good; and the other 
by the ajogun, seen as forces of evil. Among 
them are iku (death), arun (disease), ofo (loss), 
egba (paralysis), epe (curse) and ewon (prison). 
The ajogun must be propitiated so that they leave 
us in peace, and the orishas must be propitiated 
so that they remain with us and grant us their 
ache. This can only be accomplished through 
sacrifice... 

(Gonzalez Wippler, 1984: 10) 
(Gonzalez Wippler, 1985: 12-13) 

These beliefs are quite similar to those held by the Tainos, 

and it is easy to see how the two ideologies would have 

blended over time. 

In the Puerto Rican community today we have santeros 

and espiritistas who carry on the tradition of our bohique 

ancestors. Although syncretized with African and Spanish 

customs, much of the Taino tradition remains in terms of 

the use of plants and herbs in combination with other 



77 

natural elements (such as fire, water, stones, etc.) and 

ceremonies. 

Espiritistas and santeros generally conduct their 

consultations in the privacy of their own homes. They claim 

to have the power, given to them by God and/or their 

protectors, to cure physical and emotional illnesses, and 

to expel evil influences in individuals. These respected 

medicine people serve the community spiritually, physically 

and morally. Problems of every nature are discussed with 

them, such as health, love, money and family problems. 

Espiri tistas are believed to be a gifted and chosen 

people in that they have the ability of communicating with 

the dead, whether it be with loved ones who have recently 

died, or with people who have lived thousands of years 

ago. A fully developed espiritista becomes a medium, and 

as such can be possessed by spirits and can communicate 

with the world beyond. They may also foresee a person's 

future. Thus the role of the espiri tista in the Puerto 

Rican community is a vital one, as many people will consult 

them prior to, or instead of, seeing a doctor or therapist. 

Jesus is often viewed as the ultimate espiritista. 

There are many examples in the Bible where Jesus is 

described as healing the sick or casting out evil spirits. 

Some of the most commonly cited quotes are, "Thou dumb 

and deaf spirit, I charge thee, come out of him, and enter 

no more into him" (Mark 9: 25), and "they cast out many 
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devils, and anointed with oil many that were sick, and 

healed them" (Mark 6: 13). 

Santeros tend to draw spiritual guidance through 

reading the caracoles (cowrie shells), one of the divination 

systems most commonly used in Santerxa. After a person's 

problem has been identified, the santero will often aid 

in curing the person by performing trabajos (works). 

In Santeria, the most basic healing ceremony will 

always require a plant, herb, stone, flower, fruit, seed 

or animal. With these, a santero can cure anything from 

indigestion to cancer. He or she can also undo an evil 

spell cast by an enemy or drive away bad luck. Ingredients 

used by the santeros for their trabajos are always carefully 

chosen and are related to the nature of the problem. For 

example, honey is often used to "sweeten" someone's 

disposition. 

Espiritistas and santeros have a long tradition of 

the knowledge of the healing and curative powers of herbs 

and plants. They recognize herbs, seeds and roots by sight, 

smell and taste and recommend certain combinations to be 

taken as remedies for particular ailments. These herbs, 

when taken, are to be followed by prayers, or oraciones. 

Most commonly these herbs are ingested in the form of a 

tea or used as ingredients in a bano, a physically and 

spiritually healing bath. 

Both Santeria and Espiritismo provide for the spirit 
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as well as the body. These practices are reinforced by 

a practical, concrete and realistic approach whereby the 

person seeking help is given something tangible to work 

with (the herbs). Thus prayers and herbal medicine work 

together in the healing process. If prayers don't provide 

relief, the herbs will (Morales-Dorta, 1976: 77). 

Puerto Ricans have relied on herbs for their health 

problems for centuries. When the Spaniards began 

colonization of the island, they noted that the Tainos 

drank herbs to expel evil spirits who had invaded their 

bodies and made them ill. Adding to this Taino tradition 

were the contributions of the Spanish colonists who brought 

herbs with them to the island along with the limited 

medicinal practices of that time (Morales-Dorta, 1976: 

78). African slaves also brought their medicinal practices 

to the island. Thus spiritual tradition in Puerto Rico 

is the blend, fusion, and mixture of the sacred experiences 

and medicinal practices of Africa, Europe and the Americas. 

In Puerto Rico, home remedies among rural dwellers 

(and an increasing number in the cities as well) are highly 

praised. Cures for different illnesses are passed down 

from one generation to another. It is still common for 

many people living in the countryside to have a sort of 

botanical garden along with flowers to be used in the event 

of sickness. People in the cities tend to grow a few of 

these plants and herbs indoors, cultivating herbs and seeds 
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which tradition has taught them have medicinal value. 

The initial treatment of someone who is sick generally 

takes place at home with remedies from elders and herbs 

from Lhe garden. There is always a special time during 

the day to use the remedies, and a specific way of applying 

them, if they are to be used externally, that the elders 

know best. If home remedies, often followed by prayer, 

fail to improve the health or emotional state, a santero, 

espiritista or a professional from outside the community 

(such as a medical doctor) might be consulted. 

In New York City, the home garden has been replaced 

by botanicas, stores which sell, for modest prices, all 

the herbs, seeds, roots and other ingredients used for 

healing (as well as other supplies and objects used: icons, 

oils, beads, candles, shells, stones, prayer books, etc.). 

Therefore, people living in the city have access to 

everything necessary to continue the practice of 

administering home remedies. 

When both home remedies and medical treatment fail 

to bring back the patient's health, his or her illness 

is said to be the work of bad spirits, or hechizos. Since 

physicians can not cure spiritually caused diseases, an 

espiritista or santero is usually consulted. They will 

also prescribe home remedies, but as they are dictated 

by a spirit, these treatments are not questioned (Morales-

Dorta, 1976: 61). 
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Espiritismo and Santeria are frowned upon by the 

organized church, and are often the object of attack and 

ridicule. Yet despite this church censure and condemnation, 

they have remained spiritual forces to be reckoned with 

both on the island of Puerto Rico as well as on the 

mainland. The practices of home remedies and spiritual 

ceremonies still exist today, despite "modern" medical 

treatment for one simple reason: they work! 
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CONCLUSION 

It is true that much of the Taino culture has been 

lost due to destruction by the conquistadors or absorption 

into the dominant Puerto Rican culture. The latter 

observation is often unknown, however, even by Puerto Ricans 

themselves who have been conditioned to believe that the 

Tainos were completely wiped out. 

One can not speak of colonization or genocide as a 

solely physical act. Perhaps the most pernicious result 

of colonization that takes place over time is the genocide 

of the minds of the colonized people. When a people's 

collective mind has become conditioned to accept the 

colonizer's version of their own history and culture to 

the point of believing that colonization was actually to 

their own benefit, genocide has taken place. In this regard, 

genocide has occurred, and continues to occur, in record 

numbers within the Puerto Rican population, especially 

among our young people. 

Historical accounts must be re-examined and history 

rewritten to provide a more complete, accurate account 

of our past. It is my hope that the material contained 

within this thesis has made a small contribution in this 

regard. Only then can we look to the past to discover 

cultural roots which will provide a firm foundation for 

the future. This is true on the individual, community and 

national level. Our Taino traditions can be regained. 
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Our language and culture is in our genetic memory and can 

be reclaimed if we truly have the desire to do so. 

For four hundred years Puerto Rico was dominated by 

Spanish colonialism, resulting in a Puerto Rican identity 

which, at least publicly, was forced to deny its Taino 

and African heritage. Now, as we approach one hundred years 

of U.S. control and the push for Americanization of the 

island, the effects to the Puerto Rican identity have been 

devastating. It is my contention that Taino customs and 

beliefs provide the extensive roots of Puerto Rican culture. 

Only by nourishing these roots with recognition and 

preservation can the Puerto Rican people nurture a strong, 

positive self-identity. 
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