The Resilient Spirit of Senegal at Goree Island

She stands straight like a torch with perfect balance while walking up the street with a bowl full of fish upon her head dressed in traditional garb rich in color that reaches out to warm you. She is Senegal.

Her eyes twinkle while searching for common words that arrive in big smiles.  She is ten years old, going to school, eating peanuts for lunch, and playing sing song hand games, dancing for joy, fully immersed in the moment.  She is Senegal.

The drummers play as if they were the drum while the dancers move to the rhythms that brought Senegal into form thousands of years ago.  The union between drummers and dancers is the very fiber of Senegal.

He sings his song calling us to prayer.  He stands in the morning light praising that which creates and sustains us.  The call is of Peace and Love.  He is Senegal.

His eyes become bigger and bigger as he plays his Tama Drum.  He travels the world playing his drum dreaming of the possibilities for his children and country.  He is Senegal.

She sits day after day, year after year, patiently waiting under the tree outside her humble home in the center of the village selling her groundnuts.  Her eyes are cloudy from years of intense sun light. She remembers the faces of those from distant lands and gently reaches out to reconnect.  She is Senegal.

He repairs his fishing nets on the shore as the setting sun ends the day.  He is hopeful that tomorrow will bring more fish to catch to sell at the market.  He is Senegal.

Carefully placed in the center of the shawl, the mother picks up her infant child and wraps him to her back.  She then places the bucket of water on her head and walks home from the well in the center of the village.  They are Senegal.

Goree Island is the heart of Senegal and the spirit of West Africa.  Her feet are the plants of sugar cane rooted deeply in the Atlantic Ocean.  Stars outline the braids in her hair.  Baobab trees extend from her hands that are confined in slave chains.  Her penetrating song calls us to stand with dignity and face the light. Her womb is impregnated with the children of the future.  Her heart is split wide open so that we may enter and taste her tears of transformation in this place out of time that serves as a reminder that we are one people living on earth. Her door of no return is a Sacred Alter created by centuries of prayers for peace and unity. Goree Island witnessed the exodus of millions of people taken from their homelands across Africa and sold into slavery for over three hundred years.   

Since the late 1980’s, thousands of people from all over the earth have traveled to Dakar, Senegal, located on the Cape Vert peninsula which is the most western point of Africa, to go to Goree Island. They gather from all walks of life on the southern point of the peninsula to catch the ferry to this sacred, holy place where time does not exist.  Arriving on Goree Island is entering that eternal sense of time that is the past, present, and future happening simultaneously.  

Passages of time have left their impressions upon Goree Island.  She is the sentinel who has witnessed centuries of change and embraces the ongoing story of West Africa and her diverse people.  Archeologists write that people have occupied Goree Island since around 4000 BC and West Africa for at least 100,000 years.  A Carthaginian sailor named Hanno the Great, a Persian named Sataspes, and Herodotus and Ployisbus, both from Greece, all wrote about their visits to West Africa dating back to 500 BC.  Gold, salt, and iron were common trade items for Phoenician glass beads and copper ornaments with the people who lived between the Senegal and Gambia Rivers.  Evolvement of trade with the Mediterranean and Arab worlds assisted in the formation of the powerful kingdoms of Ghana, Mali, Tukulor, and Senghai.  

Goree Island witnessed the leaders able to unify the many sovereign tribes of people living along the banks of the Senegal, Gambia, and Niger Rivers.  The West African kingdoms were highly evolved and engaged in trade with the Arab world by 75 AD.  The Berbers and Romans brought the camel to the Sahara desert and surrounding regions to expand their trade routes.  Gold, silver, salt, and slaves were common items of trade between the worlds of western, eastern, and northern Africa, the Arab World, and many of the kingdoms of Europe.  Gold, sophisticated forms of iron, and stories of kingdoms of great wealth from West Africa had arrived in the Kingdoms of Europe and Arabia by the 10th century which also witnessed the people of north, west, and eastern Africa embrace the teachings of the Koran brought by the traders. Goree Island witnessed the changes happening on the mainland.

Goree Island was first “discovered” by Portuguese explorers in 1444 while expanding the trade and power of their country.  Goree was used as a supply station by the Portuguese who named the island “Palma”.  Bartholomeu Dias successfully navigated the entire western coast of Africa, sailing around the Cape of Good Hope opening the “spice trade” with India, China, and Japan by 1487. The Portuguese built the first slave house on Goree Island around 1536 and were the first to sell human beings to plantation owners in the Brazilian Colony introducing England, France, Spain, Holland, and all the other European Nations to the “triangle” trans-Atlantic slave trade recorded in history as the “middle passage.” Many companies were formed throughout Europe to engage in the business of “black ivory.”

 In 1588, the Dutch Navy seized the island and renamed it “Goede Reede” meaning “Good Harbor.” The French settled at St. Louis on the Senegal River in 1659 and took control of Goree around 1677.  King Louis XIV of France issued his Edict “Code Noir” of 1685 establishing “policies” of the slave trade which included “fleur de Lys” of slaves who revolted against “chattel slavery.”  The French built the “House of Slaves” around 1776 on Goree Island.  During the 18th century, the fort, homes, and buildings on Goree Island were used to house the people who were taken, chained, and sold into slavery from the West African continent. In 1785, England took Goree Island and then returned it to France in 1817.  Needless to say, Goree Island housed many merchants from multiple countries who were engaged in the businesses of the slave trade from the Western Coast of Africa, to the Caribbean Islands, South America, and the newly created United States of America.   

Goree Island holds the memories of people being ripped from their homes, families being torn apart, and great fortunes accumulated by both private citizens and European Kingdoms.  France and England both outlawed slavery in the early part of the 19th century but ignored the continuance of the trade until the United States’ Civil War ended in 1865. 

The House of Slaves is open today.  Entrance through the front door is a life changing experience.  The “Door of No Return” is directly in front of the main door.  In one step, the visitor is confronted with the human family’s painful story of slavery on earth.  

Since the beginning of time, Goree Island has stood as the sentinel witness to the ever evolving story of West Africa and her people of Senegal and Gambia.  Their story is the beautiful Kente and Indigo cloth woven in the tapestry that tells the story of all people on Earth.  It’s not history, her story, your story, my story, or the African-American story.  Goree Island is a concrete reminder of the interconnectedness of all of our stories that either reveal or shroud the truth of slavery as one of the main veins in the story of the human family.  Goree Island’s history and presence reveals this poignant truth in the family of human beings on earth.  

Boarding the Ferry is an opportunity to go through your own personal door of no return because you will never be the same.  All that you knew of yourself on a deep, intimate level will be rearranged so that you may search your soul for the truth of who you are from the inside out.  If you go to Goree Island, look for the resilient spirit of Senegal standing in the Harbor.  She is there asking you to come ashore and begin the transformation of unifying the human family.  Elizabeth Burns, Goree Island, 6th of January 2006.
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Modern Day Slavery

Many people do not know that modern day forms of slavery still exist in our present day world.  In the January 2006 issue of Scientific America, Rodger Doyle reports that “at least 12.3 million people are subjected to some form of forced labor”.  The International Labor Organization (ILO), an arm of the United Nations, reports an estimated $44 billion was cleared by those exploiting forced labor in 2003.  Modern day slavery is classified into three categories: economic, state-imposed and sexual.  The ILO has been around since 1930. Amnesty International also reports on modern day slavery.  To learn more about it:
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