


The Secrets
of Haiti’s
Living Dead

A Harvard botanist investigates
mystic potions, voodoo rites,
and the making of zombies.

By Gino Del Guercio

Five ycars ago, a man walked into I'Estere, a village in
central Haiti, approached a peasant woman named An-
gelina Narcisse, and identified himself as her brother
Clairvius. If he had not introduced himself using a boy-
hood nickname and mentioned facts only intimate fam-
ily members knew, she would not have belicved him.
Because, cighteen years carlicr. Angelina had stood in a
small cemetery north of her village and watched as her
brother Clairvius was buried.

The man told Angelina he remembered that night
well. He knew when he was lowered into his grave.
because he was fully conscious, although he could not
spcak or move. As the earth was thrown over his coffin,
he felt as if he were floating over the grave. The scar on
his right cheek, he said, was caused by a nail driven
through his casket.

The night he was buried, he told Angelina, a voodoo
pricst raised him from the grave. He was beaten with a
sisal whip and carried off to a sugar plantation in north-
ern Haiti where, with other zombics, he was forced to
work as a slave. Only with the death of the zombic
master were they able to escape, and Narcisse cventual-
ly returned home.

Legend has it that zombices are the living dead. raised
from their graves and animated by malcvolent voodoo
sorcerers, usually for some evil purpose. Most Haitians
belicve in zombies, and Narcisse’s claim is not unique.
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Poison makers, wearing nose
plugs (center), mix the zom-
bie drug. Puffer fish (top),
dried toad (lower right), and
human bones figure in the
prescription. Bottom left: pre-
paring to remove bones from
a grave.
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