








In West Africa, storytelling was a richly devel-
oped art. Villagers would gather around a fire at
night to hear one of their neighbors—perhaps an
old woman or man—tell favorite tales. Many of
these involved animal characters, such as the spider
Anansi. Stories often told of a practical joke or
trick, or sought to explain how a certain thing

began.

Africans transported to the Caribbean, includ-
ing Haiti, brought their folk traditions with them.
These blended with elements of European folklore
to become part of the cultural heritage of Caribbean

peoples.

Haitian Folktales

narrative.

UNCLE BOUKI GETS WHEE-AI

l , ncle Bouki went down to the city to market, to
sell some yams, and while he was there he got
hungry. He saw an old man squatting by the side of

the road, eating something. The old man was enjoy- whee-ai.

ing his food tremendously, and Bouki’s mouth
watered. Bouki tipped his hat and said to the old
man, “Where can I get some of whatever you are
eating?” But the old man was deaf. He didn’t hear
aword Bouki said. Bouki asked him then, “Whatdo
you call that food?” Just then the old man bit into a
hot pepper, and he said loudly, “Whee-ai!” Bouki
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Teaching About Haiti

Many Haitian folktales center on two charac-
ters, Uncle Bouki and Ti Malice. Uncle Bouki is a
laughable bumpkin—foolish, boastful and greedy.
Ti Malice is his opposite, a smart character full of
tricks. These same qualities are found combined in
Anansi the spider, the hero of many Caribbean
folktales. In Haiti, they are divided between the two
characters of Uncle Bouki and Ti Malice.

Haiti’s oral tradition also includes many other
types of stories, proverbs, riddles, songs and games.
Storytelling in Haiti is a performance art. The
storyteller uses different voices for each character
in the story, and often sings a song as part of the

thanked him and went into the market. He went
everywhere asking for five centimes worth of whee-
ai. The people only laughed. Nobody had any

He went home thinking about whee-ai. He met
Ti Malice on the way. Ti Malice listened to him and
said, “I will get you some whee-ai.”

Malice went down and got some cactus leaves.

He put them in a sack. He put some oranges on top
of the cactus leaves. He put a pineapple on top.
Then a potato. Then he brought the sack to

Bouki reached in and took out a
potato. “That’s no whee-ai,” he said.
He reached in and took out a pine-
apple. “That’s no whee-ai,” Bouki
said. He reached in and took out
oranges. “That’s no whee-ai,” he
said. Then he reached way to the
bottom and grabbed cactus leaves.
The needles stuck into his hand. He
jumped into the air. He shouted,
“Whee-ai!”

“That’s your whee-ai,” Malice said.

Reprinted from Courlander, H. (1960).The
Drum and the Hoe: Life and Lore of the
HaitianPeople. University of CaliforniaPress.




Folktales

Q nansi and all his smart ways irritated the

resident so much that the President told him
one day: “Anansi, I’m tired of your foolishness.
Don’t you ever let me see your face again.” So
Anansi went away from the palace. And a few days
later he saw the President coming down the street,
so he quickly stuck his head into the open door of
a limekiln.

Everyone on the street took off their hats when
the President passed. When he came to the limekiln,
he saw Anansi’s behind sticking out.

The President Wants No More of Anansi

Anansi’s behind which didn’t salute you.)

The President said angrily, “Anansi, you don’t
respect me.”

Anansi said: “President, I was just doing what
you told me to do. You told me never to let you see
my face.”

The President said, “Anansi, I’ve had enough
of your foolishness. I don’t ever want to see you
again, clothed or naked.”

So Anansi went away. But the next day
when he saw the President coming down the
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An artist's impression of Anansi.

street he took his clothes off and put a fishnet
over his head.

When the president saw him he shouted,
“Anansi, didn’t I tell you I never wanted to see
-you again clothed or naked?”

And Anansi said, “My President, I respect
what you tell me. I'm not clothed and I’m not
naked.”

This time the President told him, “Anansi,
if I ever catch you again on Haitian soil I’ll have
you shot.”

So Anansi boarded a boat and sailed to
Jamaica. He bought a pair of heavy shoes and put
sand in them. Then he put the shoes on his feet
and took another boat back to Haiti. When he
arrived at Port-au-Prince he found the President
standing on the pier.

“Anansi,” the President said sternly, “Didn’t 1
tell you that if I ever caught you on Haitian soil
again I’d have you shot?”

“You told me that, Papa, and I respected what
you said. I went to Jamaica and filled my shoes
with sand. So I didn’t disobey you because I’m
- now walking on English soil.”

He became angry and said, “Ki bounda sa ki pa
salye mwen?” (Whose behind is it that doesn’t
salute me?)

Anansi took his head out of the limekiln and
said, “Se bounda ‘Nansi ki pa salye ou.” (It’s

limekiln: furnace for making lime by burning limestone or
shells

Port-au-Prince: capital of Haiti

English soil: Jamaica was still a colony of England when the
story was told

Reprinted from: Courlander, H. (1960.) The Drum and the
Hoe: Life and Lore of the Haitian People. University of
CaliforniaPress. Graphic courtesy of P. Hyacinth Galloway.
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