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INTRODUCTION

THE conception and employment of various ordeals for
the determination of guilt or innocence are not restricted
to the history of the more primitive present-day cultures,
for they were well known to the societies of our European
ancestors. I'he former practice of witch-dunking in Eng-
land and Colonial America 1s still remembered as an
evolutionary product of medieval witch trials. Under the
same general principle falls Medieval Europe’s ordeal of
the bier, in which a murderer’s guilt was said to have
been established when his proximity to the victim’s body
caused 1ts wounds to bleed again.

Although the above customs are physically different
from ordeals by plant poisons, they serve as a link be-
tween modern cultures and those of the primitive A fri-
cans, affording aid in understanding how and why these
practices were able to maintain such a powerful influence
over the lives and thoughts of the people. Both types of
trial were governed by the underlying belief in the pres-
ence of a spirit who would distinguish, regardless of cir-
cumstances, between the guilty and the innocent.

Ancient Furope’s position in relation to this problem
1s easilly sketched. Although occult evil existed in the
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form of witcheraft and sorcery, the people held a simple
but profound belief in the God of their church, and pos-
sessed a strong faith in His ability and promptness to
dispel all things contrary to His will.

In direct contrast to this security was the situation ot
the African jungle-dweller, whose life was ruled by myr-
iad ceremonies, actions, and reactions, all revolving about
an equally large number of extra-sensory beings who
controlled every facet of his life. Both good and evil,
these beings continually required courting or placation
in order that the good spirits might make or keep his lot
bearable, and that the bad might be prevented from ex-
erting their evil influence. T'here seems to have been a
concept that the good could prevail over the bad, but to
accomplish this end, the native had constantly to pit the
two factions, as it were, against each other, never allow-
ing the good to be neglected, nor the bad encouraged.
Under these circumstances of constant insecurity and
tension, it 1s possible to see how easily the uneducated
and superstitious native could adopt the handiest means
for discovering the causes of any unfortunate incident.

In several instances, there exist legendary explanations
of the beginning of the ordeal. One such is found in the
tfolk-lore of the Kamanga people of the upper Lake Ny-
assa district. (Young, 1931)

[.Long, long aco God told mankind that there were many troubles
in the world. He said "You have chiefs and leaders, freemen and
serfs: the fools, the cunning, and those without protectors; wasanda.
Among you all there are those who are puffed up because of their
position ; there are deceivers as well as troublers of other sorts?” And
God gave us this tree saying, "If your fellows for any reason do you
ill, take this tree as the support of your case; kujivikirira; and if the
man has truly done evil, he will die.” It was thus that mwan came

among us.

However, although history and folklore are both rela-
tively silent as to the physical means by which the custom
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of ordeals by poison became established and organized in
the cultures of the ancient Africans,several hypotheses
may be extended as possible explanations.

Assuming that a belief in witcheraft was far older than
the natives’ knowledge of poisons, 1t seems possible that,
at certain times, the imprecations cast by witch doctors
with the purpose of apprehending criminals coincided
with deaths resulting from the mishandling of little-
known poisons. Over a period of time, a suthicient num-
ber of incidents of this sort may have occurred enabling
a relationship between the imprecations and the deaths
to be noticed. This theory, of course, rests completely
upon the possible alacrity of the natives in noticing these
events and establishing a directional meaning for them.
As tenuous as this may seem, both a faith and a practice
in this type of judicial procedure could easily have sprung
from the natives” constant search for security among
things beyond their comprehension. Concerning the
many ramifications of method which evolved, 1t may
only be suggested that experimentation and coincidental
success were the dominating factors.

A second hypothesis of development is suggested by
the fact that, in view of his complicated religious out-
look, the native had no way of knowing in what form or
manner some manifestation ot witcheraft might strike.
It is possible that a group of food-seeking natives mis-
takenly gathered a heretofore undiscovered poisonous
plant instead of one of their standard fare. After inges-
tion, varying internal factors caused some natives to die
and others to live. Circumstances may have led to the
feeling that those who died had had some connection,
conscious or otherwise, with witcheratt. It is certainly a
form of primitive logic to attribute mmexplicable occur-
rences to the influence of supernatural beings. However,
such suggestions only illustrate, 1in some measure, how
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the natives may have interpreted certain phenomena, for
no means exist by which their worth may be confirmed
or rejected.

Once trial by ordeal became established, 1t experienced
an extremely widespread and devoted adoption by a large
number of African tribes. Insecurity was undoubtedly
a major factor in its success since most of the natives were
so awed by the thought of evil spirits that they dared
not retaliate for any wrong done to them by a fellow
human being. Personal discussion between the oftended
and the offender was impossible. Fleeing to another vil-
lage would mean social condemnation and a miserable
life. And taking the problem to the head men ot the
village would result only in the awarding of the case to
the defendant who could pay the larger amount. Hence,
the native considered the ordeal a valuable means of se-
curity, forit afforded definite protection against false ac-
cusations and other troublesome situations. It clarified
each atmosphere of suspicion and hostility. Moreover,
in many tribes there was no personal stigma attached to
the loser or his family, since the natives believed that one
could be unconsciously controlled by demons.

The applications of the ordeal covered any and all per-
sonal and social crimes, but its widest use was 1n cases
of suspected witcheraft. T'his is understandable when 1t
is remembered how completely life was ruled by extra-
sensory beings. Lvery social malady, be it an epidemic,
a natural death, bad hunting, or any everyday discom-
fort, was ascribed to the action of demons. T'his concept
remained abstract in some tribes, notably those of lKast
Africa, but in others it was believed that some member
was either consciously or unconsciously responsible for
every unfortunate occurrence. It was in this latter type
of culture that the ordeal achieved its greatest and most
pervading influence. For the only possible way to resist

| 268 |



the efforts of demons was to fight them with a stronger
charm, the spirit in the ordeal poison.

The following discussion of the various poisons will
be organized according to the locale in which each was
used. While there i1s a certain overlapping between these
locations and the geographical distribution of the perti-
nent plants, this system results in far less confusion than
would a classification based either on the families to
which the plants belong or on the tribes which used them.

The families which supplied the bulk of the ordeal
poisons are the Logamaceae, Apocynaceae, Leguminosae,
and Solanaceae. Representatives of the Leguminosae and
the A pocynaceae are found throughout the continent and
in Madagascar; the Solanaceae are generally distributed
in Africa and species of the Loganiaceae occur in both
Fast and West Africa. In addition to these, there are a
number of families each of which supplied one or more
species to the collection of poisonous ordeal plants. Sev-
eral representatives of this category are the Combretaceae,
Sapotaceae, Fuphorbiaceae, Polygalaceae, and Asclepia-
daceae.

A classification based on the plants used by individual
tribes 1s not feasible because the majority of early anthro-
pological writings refer only to the local name for a par-
ticular poison. This has resulted in an ambiguity of both
the nature of the individual poisons and the names which
were used 1n reference to the ordeal in general.

[t might also be added that, i1n many cases, exact in-
formation concerning the preparation of the poison and
the identity of the particular plant 1s incomplete, for the
native medicine men guarded jealously the secrets of
their trade. It was only after much effort on the part of
investigators that the small amount now known was
discovered.

T'he methods of employing these poisons in the ordeal
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varied considerably from area to area, but the basic pro-
cedures for most were similar. :\ suspect was given some
of the poison to eat or drink, depending upon its form
If his stomach rejected 1t and he vomited, he was usually
deemed innocent: conversely, 1t he retained the poison
he was considered guilty, and was either allowed to die
from its effects or was disposed of, according to his
crime, in a variety of other fashions.

MADAGASCAR

Due to its small size and 1solated location, Madagas-
ar 1s one of the few areas tor which there exists a pro-
oressive recorded history of ordeals by plant poison.

Native folklore, as would be expected, considered the
sorcerers and evil magicians the plague of society. They
were responsible for all ills. Flacourt,1in the 17th century,
was one of the first investigators to write about the na-
tives’ methods of apprehending these evil beings. His
descriptions, however, are of little value, for he mentions
the genus or species of few plants, and seems to have
missed the significance of their use in opposition to witch-
craft. It remained for Virez to state the essence of the
custom in the following excerpt from one of his writings:
(Virez, 1822

[.es Maddéeasses, comme tous les peuples barbares, croient beaucoup
A la sorcellerie: ils s’imaginent qu’on ne peut pas perdre de bestiaux
ou essuyver d'autres melheurs sans que des sorciers jaloux en soient
cause. De li resulte un grand nombre d’imputations contre des in-
dividus dont on se croit victime, et de violents querelles pour les-
quelles on invoque |’'autorité des arbitres ou des juges.

Thus, the action of poisons, which were incomprehensible
to the people, came to be employed in the judging of
equally inexplicable problems, the constantly recurring
unfortunate incidents of life.

The use of these poisons continued without interrup-
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tion until the early part of the 19th century, when some
of the more civilized leaders of the people became hor-
rified at the spectacle of the mass ordeals. An early at-
tempt at regulating was made in 1828, but the first sign
of response came in the 1840’s when dogs or chickens
were occasionally substituted for human participants.
This substitution, however, was employed only in the
judging of minor offenses, with the loser falling subject
to a fine. Direct usage of humans was still practiced in
the greater crimes, the most serious of which was sus-
picion of witchcraft.

T'he situation continued as such until 1865, when the
practice of ordeal by poison was officially condemned and
prohibited throughout theisland. The immediate effect
of this edict was to curtail the practice in the environs
of large population centers which had adequate govern-
mental supervision. Outside these areas, however, the
practice continued to flourish, and began to lose popu-
larity only in the latter years of the 19th century, when
the combined efforts of officials and missionaries effec-
tively reduced its incidence. Several occurrencesin 1911
showed that 1t still had a small, clandestine following,
but the practice 1s believed to have been entirely effaced
by 1920.

T'anghinia venenifera Poir

The most common and widely used poison was the so-
called ‘“Tanghin of Madagascar.”” This plant i1sa member
of the A pocynaceae; 1t has been known by various generic
and specific names. Among these are Cerbera venenifera
Steud. and Cerbera Tanghin Hook. It was known In
the vernacular as tangin, tangena, the tangena nut, and
manréchetse.

According to Lasnet and Boyé (1911), the plant 1s a
large tree, ten to twelve meters high, which grows mainly
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in the forests of the eastern coast. All parts contain poison
to a greater or lesser degree, but the nuts or kernels are
most toxic. T'his toxicity results from the presence of a
ardiac glycoside, tanghinin (Ce7H400sg), whose physio-
logical properties resemble those of strophanthin and
ouabain. Its action produces dyspnea, restlessness, and
vomiting, followed by slackening ot the heartbeat and
the abolition of voluntary movements. Convulsions and
exaggeration of the retlexes precede death, which 1s
aused by the halting of respiration.

Tanghin was employed in the judgement of all erimes,
including those of conspiracy, poisoning, and stealing,
but its main use was 1n the apprehending of those be-
lieved to be in league with, or controlled by, sorcery.
Since there existed, as in many societies, a group of
people upon whom suspicion was most likely to tall, con-
stant persecution and subjection to the poison were com-
mon. However, during times of stress, this situation
was magnified so that all groups 1n a community were
viewed as possible contributors to evil, and, hence, as
candidates for the ordeal.

For example, a series of epidemics and evil occurrences
in the year 1830 spurred the sovereign into 1ssuing a reso-
lution to ‘‘purge the country and kill the rats,”” meaning
to rid 1t of its sorcerers. T'anghin was the judge ; no class
was exempt. The slightest suspicion was a valid indict-
ment. ‘I'rials of this sort, with the highest and lowest
submitting together, resulted occasionally in the annihi-
lation of 6000 people at a time.

After a while, the frequency of these massacres abated,
and the ordeal came to be applied almost exclusively to
the lower classes. Although the medicine men were often
corruptible, the poverty of these groups rendered this a
small factor to all but the occasional wealthy person who
was called to participate.



This corruption was possible because the medicine men
had methods of varying the strength of the poison accord-
ing to the size of the bribe, or to their own judgements
of the person’s guilt or innocence. Thus, in a dispute
between two parties, both were served poison, but the
toxicity of one dose was otten altered by the decision of
the administrator. Slaves who were not royal property
were usually given non-toxic doses. T'hen, when they
had partially succumbed, they were removed, revived,
and carried to distant villages where they were sold.
However, royal slaves were customarily forced to endure
the entire ordeal, and usually died.

In conjunction with the widespread corruption of
witch doctors was the fact that cruelty in dealing with
the accused persons was ever present. In 1831, an officer
suspected of sorcery was ‘‘keeping the watch™ by his
father’s body when his captors arrived. In spite of his
pleas that his action was an innocent custom, he was car-
ried off to the ordeal. In another case, a man who was
unable to rise because ot a fever was taken on his bed to
the place ot administration where his dose was doubled
“‘to clear up the fever.”” So strict was this lack of mercy,
that few friends or relatives of the accused ever dared
dispute the summons lest they be forced to submit on
suspicion of complicity. (Chatin, 1873)

However, in spite of these corrupt practices, the people
usually had an unswerving faith in the ordeal’s inherent
justice, and drank the poison with willingness and assur-
ance. T'hey believed that there was a good spirit present
who would strike the hearts of the guilty, and pass by
those of the innocent.

Aside from the earlier practice of executing criminals
by pricking them with a lance dipped in the juice of the
kernel, the normal method of administration was as tol-
lows: While present before the judge(s), the person was
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given an amount of rice soup or rice water to drink.
When this had been done, he was given three pieces of
chicken skin to swallow without chewing, each piece
approximately the size of a silver dollar. T'hen he was
fed the tanghin, which had been mashed and mixed with
the juice of bananas and either the leaves or the juice of
cardamons. Since the poison acted rapidly, one of the
judges would immediately place his hands on the head of
the accused and utter these or similar incantations to the

genie of the nut: (Perrot and Vogt, 1913)

[Listen! Listen! Listen!

And be attentive,

Rainimanamangor’

You are a round egg

Which God has made pertfectly.
Although vou do not have ears, listen!
Although you have no mouth, respond !
[Listen! Listen! Listen!

And be attentive

O Rainimanamango!

The prayer continues, but it is largely repetitive, request-
ing that if the accused 1s innocent, he should vomit the
three pieces of chicken skin. There are also imprecations
which were to apply if he were guilty. During or after
the prayer, the accused usually vomited. If this were
delayed, he was fed more rice water or soup. When he
did vomit, the egested material was examined closely for
the three pieces of skin, the evidence of his innocence.
[f all three were not found, or if the subject’s stomach
failed to reject the mixture, he was immediately pro-
nounced guilty. Often the person who was thus deemed
guilty died beftore the end of the test. But more often,
the poison was not allowed to complete 1ts work. In-
stead, as soon as these condemning effects became estab-
lished, the people fell on the convicted one and shortly
dispatched him. The relatives of the person executed in
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this manner were often compelled to undergo a public
washing to cleanse themselves ot all possible implication
before they were again accepted by the village.

The natives™ explanation of sorcery clarifies the need
for locating all three pieces of skin. It was their belief
that certain evil spirits caused all human ills. These
spirits, however, invariably assumed a human form.
Thus, any member of the society might even from birth
have been dominated by one of these beings. So firmly
entrenched was this belief, that a husband might unques-
tioningly turn upon his wite, if her guilt were established
by ordeal, and mutilate her along with the crowd. T'he
peculiar significance ot the skin was contained 1n the fact
that these spirits were thought to survive on the flesh of
their human victims. T'he retention of the symbolic
chicken skin, therefore, signified the nature of that per-
son’s food, while the expulsion of the tlesh naturally ex-
onerated him from all suspicion.

In different regions of the island, various modifications
of the basic procedure were introduced. In certain cases,
the accused merely swallowed two pieces of the kernel
wrapped 1n skin. Then without the rest of the standard
ceremony, 1.e., rice soup, ete., the eftects were awaited.
Another modification involved the pulverizing of the
kernels on a rock. This debris was then made into an
infusion with water and was fed to the accused. At
times, the quantity of rice water or soup was strictly
limited, a practice which resulted 1n increasing the tox-
icity of’ the poison. Finally, one of the most ancient
methods consisted in attaching the vietim to two poles
in the ground, and presenting him with two cups ot the
expressed juice. The accused had to drink these rapidly,
and usually died quickly. Asin later practices, those who
vomited were declared innocent. 'T'his latter method
indicates the contrast between the early trials and the
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