Guifiti: The Traditional Drink of the Garifuna
By Jason Carloni
Abstract: The Garifuna everywhere use a medicinal drink known as Guifiti to treat many ailments and help men’s sexual abilities. The drink consists of many different plants soaked in rum. Its recipe is passed down through generations to family members that will appreciate the knowledge. I spent three weeks on Roatan Honduras to learn about the Garifuna’s traditional drink. I found out about the main components of this drink and I also learned about how knowledge some of the extra ingredients are taught only to those who are worthy.
Aim: I entered the Garifuna community to learn about their traditional drink, Guifiti, and how it is used. I also wanted to know how the Garifuna use plants as medicine and how information about medicine is passed on through the generations. Consequently, I also found out about how the information is guarded.
History: The Garifuna are group of islanders that are true survivors. Their ancestors survived an Atlantic crossing aboard slave ships, escaped captivity and settled on St. Vincent Island. In 1797 5,000 Garifuna were forced off St. Vincent Island and about 2,000 survived the shipwreck off the coast of Roatan Honduras. Some of them went to other islands, some went to mainland Honduras and Belize, and some stayed on the Bay Islands. 
Methods: Punta Gorda, Roatan is where I spent three weeks with the Garifuna to learn about some of their food ways and health treatments. The Garifuna are very proud of their culture and welcomed me grateful for my interest in their customs. After meeting some of the leaders of the community I offered my services and helped prepare the renovation of their community center. After that people began to know me and I made some local friends. I was disappointed to leave because I felt very comfortable and I knew that there was a lot more I could learn from the Garifuna community. 
I used several methods to obtain quality information about the Garifuna. Much of my time was spent establishing rapport because I knew that medicinal information is usually guarded. I had to let people realize that my inquiries were in the interest of knowledge rather than exploitation. They had to trust me with their knowledge. I knew that I would never want to exploit their knowledge so I just had to be me.
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Using a new technique for mapping I was able to provide the Garifuna with a gift that was unique and [image: image2.jpg]


documented the culture they are so proud of. By taking several digital photos of the coastline of Punta Gorda I am able to connect the separate images into one continuous image. This was not directly related to my project but it helped express my interest in contributing to the community and documentation of their culture. I will send them several copies so they can be hung up in the community center and central offices.
Unstructured informal interviews were my best source of information. I was able to obtain information on my topic as well as other information that I found interesting about their culture. I also had the opportunity learn about their families and lives in the community. Deeper and deeper discussion on all topics allowed informants understand my caliber of understanding so they would not talk to me as a common tourist or talk above my understanding either. I felt this was very valuable to my research and to my relationships with informants whom I would rather call local friends.

I did encounter some difficulties it this part. I do not speak very good Spanish and some of my local friends did not speak good English. Gestures and body language did add tremendously to my comprehension of ideas, but those gestures are difficult to document scientifically. 

Inquiries of life histories where very interesting to me but they were not directly related to my study. They did help me devote the respect my friends deserved and with the understanding of where they are coming from they felt comfortable discussing almost any topic.
Unobtrusive observations gave me some insight into the effects of Guifiti but I did not have the opportunity to observe the cultural interactions related to the drink. This may be attributed to the lack of time allowed to encounter or become cognizant of the domestic use of this drink.
Participant observation was a useful method of experiencing Guifiti in its cultural setting. I was able to share the experience with the person who made it and ask questions about it. They take pride in their recipe and take pride in making it. They want to know how it makes me feel just as much as I want to know how it will make me feel. Through this shared experience I gain a greater standing with my local friends and get to observe personally the effects and significance of the use of Guifiti.
Findings: The Garifuna face many health hazards during the course of the day and they have their own ways of maintaining their health. Much of their work consists of physical labor that strains the back and their water is contaminated and bodies prone to parasites. The Garifuna everywhere have been using Guifiti as a preventative and a cure for many of these ailments. They also use it to reduce fevers, reduce stress and enhance sexual performance. Guifiti is one element of the Garifuna culture that has helped them survive and live happier, healthier lives as long as the drink is not abused.
Much of the Garifuna culture is an assimilation of African and Caribbean elements and so is Guifiti. Rum is from the Caribbean and the use of plants soaked in alcohol is from African ancestors. Guifiti is used everywhere there are Garifuna and a derivative of this drink can be found among the people living in the Dominican Republic. 
Guifiti is a rum based drink but it can also be made with boiling water. It is more effective in the rum form because it is known that alcohol thins the blood. The medicinal compounds in the plants are also alcohol soluble and will enter the bloodstream faster. 
The basic Guifiti consists of seven different plants but some can contain up to 38 roots, leaves, branches, flowers, and seeds. The plant parts are broken up and shoved into an empty bottle of rum. The bottle is usually packed full and then rum is added.

All the plants in Guifiti have a specific purpose but many different plants are used to make it a multi-purpose medicine. The Garifuna believe that when you are sick it is necessary to treat all parts of the body at the same time. This strengthens the whole body so that the weak or sick parts of the body can be healed faster. 
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It seams that the most popular use for Guifiti is for better sexual performance. Many of the plants in it are for that purpose. One plant that is in all Guifiti is Manstrength also known as Hombre Grande. The branches and roots of this plant give the drink the properties commonly described by the Garifuna with a hand gesture. With a clenched fist they extend their forearm from the hip at a slight angle and flex. Then they smirk and say “it makes you strong”, subtly referring to a harder and longer lasting erection. Sometimes a seaweed is used that will make the semen stronger.
Guifiti is not only good for men but women use it as well. A very silky tree bark is used to relive menstrual problems. The women in the Garifuna community also do plenty of labor and it is not uncommon for them to have back problems and seek relief from a shot of Guififti.
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The noni fruit cures many ailments and it is believed that this plant is a gift from God. The leaves of the plant can be used to take away any pain even headaches. The plant is used in Guifiti to reduce blood pressure because the other ingredients tend to increase it.
Sometimes marijuana root or flowers are added to relieve asthma. I have also seen garlic and cloves at the bottom of some of the bottles. There are other ingredients that I do not know for the protection of the recipe.
Many of the commonly used ingredients do not grow well on the bay islands and must be purchased from the mainland. Manstrength grows in the mountains of costal Honduras and some ingredients must be ordered from other countries. Other herbs can be bought from vendors on the main land.
Guifiti is not sold with all the plants in the bottle because the bottle can be refilled many times for up to six months or one year depending on the ingredients. This would be bad for business so makers will fill an empty bottle with Guifiti and sell that. Some makers only sell to their friends; some only sell to people who are sick. These are usually the ones with the best Guifiti. Most of the Garifuna bars and restaurants sell shots or little bottles but the commercially produced drink is not as good. There are tourist bottles for sale that do contain the plants but it is made by a local herbsman not a Garifuna.
Good Guifiti makes your skin tingle, causes a light feeling in your back and head, and a slight drunkenness that feels more euphoric than usual. You can taste the strength of the bitter alkaloids but the good stuff has other herbs to compliment the flavor. 

Everyone makes their Guifiti different and they are very proud of their recipe. The makers learn there recipe from the best herbsman that deems them worthy. Usually it is taught by the mother or father, whoever in the family has the best knowledge of medicinal plants. It is usually taught to the person in the family that will most appreciate the knowledge. If one is worthy enough they may receive the wisdom from outside the family, from “The Old Man”.
The makers dream of the day when they pass the recipe on to the next generation. Some will wait until just before they die. Others will wait until the one they wish to share it with is old enough to appreciate it. A few will share their recipe with a person who is sick and needs it. The requirement for the knowledge of Guifiti is appreciation. I was told the names of a few of the ingredients. Other ingredients were physically given to me and I was told there function in the drink but I was not told their name. This is to keep the recipe secret while giving me the opportunity to learn how to make it if I have the dedication to investigate each component. Fortunately, each component of the recipe is not as important to my research as why the Garifuna include each plant. Furthermore, I am more interested how knowledge of the recipe can be learned.
Not all the Garifuna use Guifiti and not everyone uses it responsibly. Guifiti is intended to be used as a medicine. It should not be used to get drunk. The proper dosage is three large shots a day. Some people just take one shot before bed or after work. Too much Guifiti with out noni raised one mans blood pressure so high that he needed to go to the hospital. He drank a tall glass of it. Too much will also render a man impotent. 

Guifiti has been made and used by Garifuna people for as long as they have been distinguished as Garifuna. Its recipe has been protected so that only Garifuna or appreciative people will be able to make it. I included in this report only the relevant anthropological elements of this drink rather than the list of ingredients to protect the Garifuna recipe and customs. One local friend discussed the possibility of commercializing the drink. I often think about the cultural consequences that would occur if the next generation did not need or even care to learn the recipe for Guifiti because it would be easier to buy it from a drug store. Regardless of how Guifiti is made in the future the drink will always remain part of their history and culture.

Further studies: More research should be done to find out how the Garifuna select medicinal plants for certain ailments as well as chemical analysis of compounds in the plants. We should also investigate what medicinal plants are being replaced by modern medicine. Perhaps the children and young adults could make a list of medicines that they know about. There are a lot of things that can be learned if enough time is allowed.
Service Learning: I donated my time to the Garifuna community to show my good intentions for their culture. We did hard labor at the community center that had been damaged in a land slide. We worked with other Garifuna to prepare the site for restoration and replacement of the back wall. Five of us shoveled gravel into wheel barrels and moved the pile to another location. Then we cleared away some dirt to expose the foundation where new cinderblocks can be laid. We worked in the heat for six hours and then ate lunch.
One day I had been lost in the hills at First Bight and I met Olid. I told him that I was going to help work on the community center and he tried to express to me how much that meant to him and his community. He told us that people will begin to recognize us want to talk. He was right. We met many more people after that and they knew that we were there to help the community. It was great to make friends that knew we were interested in there culture. They gave us all kinds of food and told me about all kinds of things far beyond the scope of my project but completely within the realm of my interests.

Striking Experience: An interesting conversation took place one day sitting under the mango tree in my friends’ backyard. We had been meeting for the past days and had some good times and accomplished some work as well. I told him about how I admired his community and he agreed and told me how he liked it. Then he asked me for a favor. He asked if I could find him a job in America. I knew that many foreigners wanted to come to America for a better lifestyle but I had thought that their family values went beyond material goods. This is when I began to feel uncomfortable. I did know how to tell him that the freedom he has here is better than being a slave in the system for a more convenient life style. He said he wanted to work there and send the money home to his family in Punta Gorda where the dollar goes much further.
We both had the same idea but from different points of view. The grass is greener on the other side. I know now that the grass aint green and the wine aint sweeter either side of the hill. So I must keep on keeping on.
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Manstrenght is a common ingredient used in all Guifiti





The Noni plant cures many ailments





Blanco will one day teach his son to make Guifiti











