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Haiti and Voodoo

Silas Alverado chooses to start his reinstatement of the gods of ancient Egypt in Haiti because he figures out that Voodoo is the inheritor descendant of that ancient religion.  
When the Romans took over Egypt, and forced their versions of the Greek gods into widespread use, the Egyptian gods went underground and became the animus gods of Western Africa.  These gods are personal gods who take possession of people to work their influence on the world.  From what we have pieced together of the worship practices of ancient Egypt, there was a lot of role playing of the gods by priests.  I postulate that the gods of ancient Egypt possessed their devotees, and continued to do so in West Africa.

Fast forward 2,000 years to the 19th Century when European slave traders kidnapped the Yoruba people from the Ivory Coast and take them to the Caribbean to work on plantations.  While there, these displaced animus believers were indoctrinated by Christian missionaries.  They adapted and blended the two religions into what we now call Voodoo.  Voodoo has a Savior, a Virgin Mother, and an all powerful Godhead, as well as a host of lesser deities, all of whom can possess people, or ride them in “mountings.”  This is why Voodouns refer to their gods, or loas as the “Divine Horsemen.”
So Voodoo is the descendent and inheritor of two religious traditions that, back in the book of Exodus, were opposed to one another.  Judea eventually spawned Christianity, while Egypt eventually spawned the animus faiths.  To get back to ancient Egypt, Silas has in mind to start with Voodoo and strip away the Christian influences.
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 Madame Erzulie’s Veve, or summoning symbol

In the book, Silas describes how the gods of Egypt are the same as the gods of Voodoo, almost as if their Voodoo identities are disguises.  Erzulie is Isis.  Legba is Horus.  Damballah is Ra.  Baron Samedi is Osirus.  Joseph says he is an archangel of the god Ptah, and Sanantha deduces that makes him an incarnation  of the Voodoo god Guede L’Orange.  By calling the gods by their proper names and summoning them with their original rituals, Silas has demonstrated to his converted village that the gods will serve the people even better. 

Haiti’s Rough Start

The island of Hispanola was settled in the 1500s, and slaves were brought in all through the 1600s to grow tobacco and sugar.  France and Spain finally settled their ongoing dispute over the island and divided it between them in 1697.  After more than a hundred years of French rule, the Haitian people rose up against their French masters and liberated their island in 1804.  In fact, they were the only colony of Napoleon’s France to break free.  Out of this rebellion came tales of how the loas helped the people, and how the people owed the loas for their freedom.  (Yellow Fever wiped out a significant number of the French forces.)
After their revolt, the Haitians found themselves without support from the nations of the Caribbean or from America.  Their new nation fell into poverty right away when they had to pay France war reparations (equivalent to $21 billion today) in exchange for their sovereignty in 1825, and has never recovered in 200 years.  

Such an unrelenting slump has led to cultural explanations.  Many Haitians believe their poverty is the revenge their loas have taken for not showing proper thanks for the success of the revolt against France.  Others feel that the Haitian people became poor because they rejected hard work once they were free, that hard work was what they had done when they were slaves, and they weren’t going to do it anymore.  
The real cause has been the exploitation of the work the people do produce.  Haiti is a tropical island and produces plenty of cash crops.  But it is a very mountainous island, and local warlords have been able to take and keep control for decades at a time.  By skimming any wealth out of the economy, no infrastructure has ever been built, education has been suppressed, and the people have been kept poor and subservient.
Voodoo

The Voodoo faith itself has developed around this isolated mountainous environment.  Each priest is given final authority to interpret the gods’ intentions.  There are no bishops to appeal to, and no hierarchy to enforce uniformity of doctrine nor liturgy.  What your priest says, goes.  And if you are unlucky enough to get a corrupt priest, then your village can stay oppressed for a lifetime.
On the other hand, this faith serves the Haitian people very well.  They live in isolated valleys where they are torn between the cruelty from their masters (whether domestic or foreign) and the joy of living in a tropical paradise.  The loas actually show up at their ceremonies, which gives huge comfort that the gods really do care.  Their rituals are immersed in singing and drumming and dancing and the celebration of life.  At first it may even seem a mismatch that a people so oppressed for so long would have such joy in their hearts.  But wouldn’t you also, if you knew your gods were present and engaged in your affairs?
I was originally concerned about offending modern Voodoo practitioners by having Silas insist this religion is a blending of ancient Egyptian and modern Christian beliefs.  But among my research trips, I went to New Orleans where I met a mambo (priestess) who told me Voudouns fully understand their religion to be a synthesis of many other religious sources.  
Recent History

In 1957, Francois “Papa Doc” Duvalier seized power as President-for-Life and began to systematically siphon off all the wealth the nation had to offer.  He used the army to enforce his rule, and some 30,000 Haitians were killed for political reasons over the next 14 years.  When Papa Doc died in 1971, he handed power to his son Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier, who continued in the office of President-for-Life.  He continued his father’s reign of terror until 1986 when a military junta finally seized control.  This was followed by a succession of alternating presidents and juntas that continues until today.
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  Jean-Claude (“Baby Doc”) Duvalier (attribution)
As news of the atrocities and human rights abuses under Baby Doc finally garnered the American public’s attention, the U.S. Government started gathering evidence to bring the Duvaliers to trial.  To get this evidence, the U.S. allowed many of Duvalier lieutenants to flee to America.  Principal among these was Emanuel “Toto” Constant who came here in 1994.  I placed Charles Montrouge as a former member of Constant’s paramilitary death squad the Front for the Advancement and Progress of Haiti (FRAPH).  When Charles was given asylum and new life in the U.S., he changed his name to Redmond.  (Constant was eventually convicted of mortgage fraud in 2008.)
Although this story takes place between January and April of 2001, I hope that my portrayal of the Haitian people as reasonable, capable and sympathetic will raise some awareness today.  A lot of mean spirited misinformation has been forced on the American public in the wake of the disastrous earthquake that hit Haiti on January 12, 2010, especially about the religion of Voodoo.  I would be thrilled if my book can help clear up misconceptions about this vibrant faith that serves its people so well.
