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Mr. Leigh Peques
Director
Environmenta 1 Management Department
1751 Congressman W.L. Dickinson Drive
Montgomery, Alabama 36130

Mr. Peques:

Within two months, the Environmental Protection Agency’s
(EPA) Office of Pollution Prevention and Toxics will initiate an
outreach activity to warn communities, including the Hispanic and
Caribbean communities, about unsafe practices involving mercury
use in the home. Information from many sources, reveals that
mercury may be used for medicinal, cosmetic and religious
purposes. The purpose of this letter is to transmit existing
information on this subject quickly to all state health and
environmental officials who may receive inquiries from the
public. These materials may be of use to those states planning
community education programs in the future. Also, if state
officials would like to provide EPA with additional information,
we would be interested in receiving these contributions in order
to improve our outreach program.

We have been sharing information with the State Health
Departments of California and Connecticut which have prepared
materials pertaining to the health issues associated with the
personal and ritual uses of mercury in their states. California
and Connecticut officials have given us permission to share these
materials with you. In addition, I have enclosed risk management
review packages generated by EPA.

EPA is concerned that mercury use may be hazardous to the
health of people engaged in a number of practices some of which
include the burning or sprinkling of elemental mercury in the
home or automobile. Prolonged or acute exposure to mercury may
cause damaging health effects to all concerned, and, in
particular, to young children and fetuses. Also, there is
concern for the health of future occupants of dwellings where
these practices have occurred.
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EPA became aware of mercury use in the home when the
California Department of Health Services reported a consumer
complaint involving elemental mercury sold at folk pharmacies or
botanicas in Los Angeles. Connecticut has also been concerned
about similar uses in its state and has researched the personal
use of mercury in Hartford, Connecticut.

EPA’s emphasis will be on the prevention of certain
practices through education. After discussing potential options
with Hispanic groups, EPA’S staff concluded that an approach
centered on educating the community would be the most effective
plan to adopt. Cultural sensitivity is important in the delivery
and implementation of this program in order for it to be
effective.

Since it is difficult to determine the prevalence of these
practices in communities, it is difficult for EPA to assess the
effect that this outreach program could have on state services.
State Health Departments may receive inquiries on health matters,
and other state offices may receive inquiries pertaining to the
clean—up of mercury in the home. For many areas of the United
States these issues may be of little concern while others may
experience a greater number of requests for assistance.

EPA’s community outreach program will involve two routes:
distribution of written materials by local groups and the radio
broadcast of a series of special feature announcements on the
subject. We are recruiting Hispanic community—based
organizations to help deliver the message. If you would like to
inform us of any such groups in your state which might have an
interest in such an activity and if you would like to share this
information with us, we would appreciate receiving the following
information for each: organization’s name, address, phone number,
and if known, a contact person.

In designing EPA’S outreach materials, we plan to borrow
heavily from the information prepared by California and
Connecticut. At this time, we are in the process of designing
materials for distribution. Hopefully, we will develop one, all-
purpose, factsheet for distribution within the community. In
addition, a more detailed factsheet or information guide is
planned which contains information useful to state agencies and
community groups fielding questions from the public. Both
versions will be available in Spanish. A copy of EPA’s outreach
materials will be sent to you and to local community groups when
they have been completed.

Since our distribution will be nationwide, it will be
necessary for us to refer people to additional sources of
information in a general way. The factsheets will suggest that
concerned individuals consult their doctors, community or state
agencies, and local poison control centers for health—related
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information. For information concerning the proper clean—up of
mercury contaminated homes we plan to refer people to county or
state agencies, local sanitation or integrated waste management
authorities and the telephone directory’s yellow pages in order
to identify qualified professionals. In order to assist the
local community groups which choose to participate in this
program, we would like to provide them with a list of contacts
for providing assistance with questions about health or clean—up
issues. If you choose to provide us with the appropriate
contacts and phone numbers for your state, we will transmit this
list to the community groups. Representatives of the community
groups may refer people directly to the contact numbers you
submit or act as intermediaries, if necessary.

We are looking at issues concerning the safe clean—up of
mercury, including clean—up cost and methodology available to the
public. In particular, we would like to provide the best and
most appropriate information with regard to the remediation of a
mercury contaminated home in our factsheet. If you have any
information which you would like us to have on this subject
please feel free to provide this information to us. We would
welcome receiving any information which you would like to share
with us and information received before March 23, 1994 will be
considered in developing additional outreach materials. Our plan
is to complete the distribution of all EPA materials by the end
of April. Hopefully, the radio features will be completed soon
thereafter. An informal and brief response may be sent by FAX
to Andrea Blaschka at (202) 260-8168; or by telephone at (202)
260—8156.

We hope that the enclosed materials will be useful to you in
the event that similar use scenarios are discovered in your
state. As previously stated in the letter, we would appreciate
any information that you would like to provide us concerning:
possible contacts within the Hispanic and Caribbean communities
in your state, the appropriate government contacts for responding
to public inquiries, and any other information that you would
consider useful. Again, you may provide that information to
Andrea Blaschka at the numbers listed above.

Sincerely,

Charles M. Auer, Director
Chemical Control Division

enclosures:
1. California Dept. of Health Services Outreach Bulletin
2. State of Connecticut Department of Health and Addiction

Services (Outreach and Misc.)
3. EPA documents for Risk Management (Level 1 & 2)
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Warning: PersonalUse of Mercury is Dangerous

Mercury (alsoknownas
Azogue,Hg, or quicksilver)
canbeextremelytoxic,
especiallyto infants and
children. Mercury is theonly
commonmetal that is a
silvery liquid at room
temperature.Mercury
poisoningcausesbrain,nerve,
kidney, and lung damage,but
symptomsmaybe absentor
non-specificcomplicatingthe
diagnosis. When symptoms
arepresent,they frequently
include skin rashes,
particularlyrednessand
peelingof thehandsand feet
in children,tremors,
muscularweakness,
personalitychanges,memory
loss,and in extremecases,
death. It is not known how
manycasesoccur in
Californiabecauseof the
difficulty in diagnosing
mercurypoisoning.

The Los AngelesCounty
Departmentof Health
Serviceslearnedthatsome
botanicasandotherspecialty
storesin theLos Angelesarea
aresellingmercury for
personaluse,often in

capsulesor small bottles.
Furtherinvestigationby the
California Departmentof
HealthServices(DHS)
revealedthat thispracticeis
statewide. Personalusesof
mercury include 1) heatingit
on astoveto purify gold or
silver, 2) sprinkling it around
homesor automobilesfor
good luck, 3) burningit in
candlesfor good luck or
fortune(‘white magicw),4)
swallowingit asafolk
remedy(Azogue) to treat
constipation,colic, or
stomachache(empacho),
especiallyin infants and
children,5) playing with it as
anovelty, and6) carryingit
asa charm.

Breathingthevaporthat is
continuouslyreleasedfrom
liquid mercuryposesthe
greatesthealthrisk. Mercury
can alsobeabsorbedthrough
theskin anda small amount
is absorbedwhen swallowed.
Mercuryvaporhasno tasteor
odor. Exposureto low
concentrationsof mercury
vaporfor weeksto months
causesthebuildupof mercury

in the body until levels are
reachedthatproduceobvious
symptoms. In September
1989, two girls were
hospitalizedin Michigan
becauseof difficulty walking.
Testsshowedneurologic
damagealongwith elevated
mercurylevels. Mercury
exposurecamefrom between
oneandtwo tablespoonsof
liquid mercuryspilled in the
houseearlierthat summer.

Heating mercuryor
compoundscontaining
mercurycreateshigh
concentrationsof vapor
sufficient to produceserious
lung damageanddeath.
Whenheatedmercuryvapor
cools, it condenseson
householditemslike rugs and
furniture. This condensed
mercurywill continueto
releasepotentiallytoxic
levelsof vapor.

Anyoneusing mercuryin
their homeor carshouldstop.
If you feel thatyou or
someonein your householdis
ill from usingmercury,
contactyour physicianor
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otherhealthcareprovider,
thecounty healthdepartment,
or your local poisoncontrol
center. Your healthcare
providercan performteststo
determineif you havebeen
exposedto mercury. If your
mercurylevel is too high, you
canbetreatedto speed
mercuryeliminationfrom
your body. Physiciansare
askedto reportanycasesof
mercurypoisoningto their
county healthdepartments.

Oncemercurygetsinto
householditemsit cannotbe
removedby ordinary cleaning
methods. Vacuumingactually
spreadsmercuryaroundthe
houseby creatingtiny
dropletsthatpassthroughthe
vacuumcleanerbag.
Ventilating a homeor car
with freshair helps,but does
not eliminateall the mercury.

If you haveusedmercuryin
your homeor car, you can
contactprivate testingand
decontaminationservices,
frequently listed under
“Environmentaland
EcologicalServices”in the
yellow pagesof your local
telephonedirectory. Tests
will show if yourhomeor car
containsunsafelevelsof
mercuryvapor. County
sanitationor integratedwaste
managementauthoritiescan
be contactedto arrangefor
disposalof mercuryor
mercurycontaminated
materials. Mercuryor
mercurycontaminated
materialsmustbe disposedof
separatelyandnot poured
downthe sink or mixed with
householdtrash.

hazardsof exposureaccording
to Californiaand federal
hazardoussubstanceslaws.
Mercury sold without
requiredwarningsis a
misbrandedhazardous
substance,andsubjectto legal
action.

Consumerswho want more
infbrmation aboutmercury
andits hazards,can call their
local poisoncontrolcenteror
a National Institutefor
OccupationalSafetyand
Healthhotline
(1-800-356-4674). DHS is
working with county health
departmentsandfederal
agenciesto explorebetter
ways to educatethepublic
aboutthehazardsof mercury
exposure.

Mercury offeredfor salemust
be labelledto indicatethe



MERCURY - SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION

The following may be helpful in respondingto or referring questionsconcerningmercury:

HealthInformation Personswith questionsregardingadversehealtheffectsor symptomsof
mercurypoisoningshouldcall theirfamilyphysicianorotherhealthcareprovider,or thenearest
RegionalPoisonControlCenter(RPCC):

SanDiego County RPCC (619) 543-6000or (800) 8764766
OrangeCounty/IrvineRPCC (714) 634-5988or (800) 544-4404
Los AngelesCounty RPCC (213) 222-3212or (800) 825-2722
FresnoCounty RPCC (209) 445-1222or (209) 442-6408
SantaClara/SanJoseRPCC (408) 299-5112or (800) 662-9886
SanFranciscoRPCC (415) 206-8058or (800) 523-2222
SacramentoCounty RPCC (916) 734-3692or (800) 342-9293

In addition, the National Institutesof OccupationalSafety& Health (NIOSH) hasa toll-free
hotline: (800) 356-4674.

Disposal: Informationregardingthe disposalof mercuryandmercurycontaminatedmaterials
may be obtainedby calling local sanitationor integratedwaste managementauthoritiesfor
information on hazardouswastedisposalincluding householdhazardouswaste/toxicmaterials
pick-updays.

ReportingSaleof Mercury: Personswho areawareof storesor shopsselling mercurywithout
warning labeling; for useasa drug or “folk remedy” for treatmentof “empacho” or colic,
constipation,or gastrointestinaldistress;asa toy or otherarticleintendedfor useby children;
for burningasan “incense” or for addingto candlesareencouragedto contactthe Department
of HealthServices(DHS), FoodandDrug Branch(FDB) office (listed in the “government”
sectionof telephonedirectories)or phoneFDB’s SacramentoHeadquartersat:(916) 445-2263.

ReportingCasesof Contaminationor Poisoning: DHS requeststhatphysiciansandcounty
health officials report suspected or confirmed cases of mercurycontaminationorpoisoningfrom
householdmercuryuseto theEpidenuologicalInvestigationsSectionof DHS: (510) 540-3657.

Testingfor Exposure: Kits to test for mercuryvapor can be purchased from businesses that
sell laboratoryandindustrialsafetyequipment. DHS isawarethatkits areavailablefrom:

SKC (714) 992-2780
3M (800) 666-6477
Lab SafetySupply (800) 356-0783



CONNECTICUTDEPARTMENT.OF HEALTH AND ADDICTION SERVICES

ENVIRONMENTALEPIDEMIOLOGY AND OCCUPATIONALHEALTH

INFORMATION BOOKLET 1 & 2 (DRAFT)

MISCELLANEOUS INFORMATION *

* Becauseof the volume of material, several items were removed
from the packet that was transmitte,d to EPA. The following items
were removed: Spanish versions of booklets 1 & 2; Table 2.
Metallic Mercury Ritualistic Uses (describes ritual and procedure
and identifies culture; information from books and publications);
V. Azogue Users Demographic Survey.
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PURPOSE
To createawarenesson the health risks

of usIng metallic mercur~’ CaZQtU~).
TheHispanicHealthCouncil (EThiC) isanonprofitorganization,dedicatedto improving

theliving conditionsandthehealthof theHispanicpopulationandotherlow incomegroups.
The main purpose of this booklet is to inform the health professionals that some of their

Hispanic and West Indians patients may be using metallic mercury in rituals that may be
affecting their health.Healthprofessionalsshouldbepreparedto inform their patientsabout
azoguepoisoning,andwhereto get more technicalassistance.

Anotherobjectiveof this booklet is to createawarenessamongthe traditionalhealers
andtheazoguedistributorsabouttheharmful effectstheuseof azoguecanbring to their
clientele. A less technical, shorter brochure on azogue is also available to the general public.

The ultimategoal ofthis booklet is to inform andto protectthe public’s health. The HHC
respects and defends the traditions and religious beliefs of theHispaniccommunityandother
ethnic groups, but is also conscious that some of thesetraditionalpracticesmay be
hazardous’to their health.In this bookletthe HHC listsothersafebot4nicaproductsthat
may be usedinsteadof azogue.

SPECIAL THANKS
This booklet is theproductof numerousconsultationswith the Hispanicpopulationof

Hartford,particularlyespiritistas,santeros,santiguadores,andbotdnicaowners.The
EnvironmentalEpidemiologyandOccupationalHealth (EEOH) sectionof the Stateof
ConnecticutDepartmentof PublicHealthandAddiction Servicesprovidedtechnical
assistancein supportof this educationalproject This projectwasfundedby the DPHAS
througha grant from the Agency for Toxic SubstancesandDiseaseRegistry.Specialthanks
goesto Dr. Merrill Singer(HHC), Chris Lopez(HHC), Brian Toal (EEOH), andtherestof
the staffof both agenciesfor their assistancein theeditingof this document.

INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS THE
PROBLEM WITH AZOGUE

?

The useof azo~uemas’ be affectIng
thehealth of s’our ~atlentsor clients.

This bookletmaybe usedto respondto themost commonquestionsthat your patientsor
clientsmayhaveaboutmetallicmercury.Thesequestionsare: 1) What is metallicmercury?;
2) What is this substanceusedfor?; 3) Is therea safeway to usethis typeof mercury?;
4) How canthis metalaffectthe health?;5) How can wemeasuretheamountof metallic
mercury in the body or home?; 6) What can be used in place of this toxic substance?; 7) How
can I find out more information about this liquid metal?
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0 WHAT IS AZOGUE

?

Metallic mercurs’ Cazo~ue) Is a very toxic. sUver~ll~uId metaL

In the EnglishandSpanishlanguagesquicksilverandazoguearepopularnamesfor
metallic mercury.The Hispanic bot~nicasarestoresthat sell azogueandotherpopular
religiousandhealingproducts.Azogueis not the only typeof mercury.The information
providedin this booklet is limited to theuseof azogueby theHispanicpopulationof
Connecticutbut maybe useful in otherareasof thecountry.

Azoguecaneasilybe identifiedwhen seenbecauseit is a shiny, silver-white liquid
metal. This heavy and slipperymetaleasilybreaksup into manysmall drops,which canjoin
againwith equalease.Azoguehasother lessobviouscharacteristics:I) it doesnot dissolve
in wateroralcohol;2) it hasno smell but hasa metallictaste;3) it is liquid undernormal
roomtemperature;4) it evaporateswhen coining into contactwith air, andevaporation
increaseswith temperature;5) its vaporsare invisible to theeye.When azoguegetsinto the
environment(air, home,store,etc.), it staystherefor a long time.

Thereareothertypesof mercurybesidesazogue.All typesof mercury aretoxic. Some
peopleconfusethesilvery metallicmercurywith the red mercury(Spanishmercurio)used
to healwoundsandsold in drugstores,of whichMercurochromeis onebrand.

Azogueis sold in bot~nicasin threeto five ouncecapsulesfor spiritual “works”
(trabajos).Azogueis alsofound in most thermometersusedto measurebody temperature,
but in much smalleramountsthan in thecapsulessold at the botAnicas.

Azogue doesnot needto be heatedto startits evaporation.Azoguestartsto evaporate
assoonas it entersin contactwith air. However,heathelpsto makethe azogueevaporation
quickerandto spreadwider. The azoguecapsulesarenot sealed~thereforethis liquid metal
is alwaysescapingfrom this typeof container.Azoguewill stick to almostanything:gold,
carpets,draperies,clothing,washer,drier andcracksin floors or furniture.

Azogueevaporatesandslowly spreads,stayingin theroomfor manymonths.More
azoguevaporswill enterthe lungsduringthe cold seasonaspeopleheattheir homesand
close their windows, so the heat(andthe azogue)doesnot escape.Is importantto remember
thatpeoplecan not seeor smell the azoguevapors.

The azoguethatescapesfrom a brokenthermometeris enoughto makeindividualssick.
Children havebeenpoisonedafter breakinga thermometerandbreathingazoguevapors.

T[MES(3TO500NCES) ThE AZOGUE CAPSULES HAVE UP TO10 AZOGUE ThAN ONE ThERMOMETER.

2



• WHAT IS AZOGUE USED FOR

?

~zo~ueIs usedfor Industrial and s~Irltual works~

SaMerfa

ractorles Spiritism Astrofogy

KooF~ 0~ S

F

(NDUSTR(AL USES
Metallic mercurywasusedin thepastasmedicinefor venerealdiseasesandto coat

mirrors. This liquid metal is now usedin electricalequipment (e.g., batteries), weather
instruments (e.g., thermometers), paints, and dental works. It is also used in factories to
producechlorine.

WhLIIJLUI~
Azogueis usedaccordingto thefaith andtraditionsof eachperson.It is believedthat

azoguehasspiritual powerssimilar to its characteristicsasa metal. Justasazoguemoves
quickly, likewise it “speeds”the “works” of santerosandespiritistas.

In SanterfaorLucumireligion,azogue“works” for Eleggu~,an AfricanYorubagodand
oneof theSiete PotenciasAfricanas(The SevenAfrican Powers).Eleggu~helpsto open
pathsand removeobstacles.Azogueis alsooneof the sevenbasicmetalsof Santerfa.

Like Eleggu~,it is believedthat themetalazoguecan give protection(resguardo)or it
maygivecantazo(strike theperson),bring harmandillness.After all, azogueis believedto
be like ElegguA, “a spoiled,playful child alwaysquickto changehis mind”.
~nnnw~LUM

Spiritually, azogue is: 1) swallowed. 2) applied to the skin (e.g., rubbed, in baths,
perfumes);3) placedin oil lampsorglass-encasedcandles;4) floor washes.

There are variousreasonsfor usingazoguespiritually: 1) protectionsor amulets; 2) love
spells; 3) petitions (ebos) to the Yoruba gods; 4) spiritual cleansing (despojos).

In astrology, azogue is said to be under the influence of the planet Mercury, and is used
for protection and to speed good luck. Azogue is also used to cure empachos
(gastrointestinal disorders).

!Pf~metMercuny
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• IS THERE A SAFE WAY TO USE AZOGUE

?

NO~ (t Is ~ier~dangerousto useazo~ueand breath Its vapors.
A small amount of azogueevaporatesinto the air when it is used in baths, rubbed on the

skin, and passed inside resguardosor perfumesthatwhen applieddirectly on floors. Thereis
always a risk of breathing azoguevaporswhenis usedit in anyway.

Brea1hIn~ Azo~ue Ua~ors
Azogue actually doesmoreharmto thehealthwhen breathedthan when ingested,

althoughneitheruseis recommended.This metalevaporates,entersthe lungs,passes
quickly to thekidneysandcentra.lnervoussystemthroughthe blood stream,andonly a small
amountleavesthe body.

Some of the inhaled azogue is released through the urine, the excrement, and when the
personexhales.However,azoguewill remainin the nervoussystemfor a long time.

-L~gui
If someone. ingests azogue, most of it goes through the intestines and does not enter the

bloodstreameasily. Most of the ingestedazogueis expelledasbody wastethroughthe urine,
andtheexcrement.Of theingestedazogue,aroundhalf will exit thebody after35 to 90 days.
On theotherhand,thesameamountof ingestedazoguecan makea child sick becausethe
maturingorgansare very sensitive.

A~~Mn~ Azo~ue to the Skin
Azoguethat is rubbedon the skin or usedin spiritual bathsmay evaporateandenterthe

body as thepersonbreaths.Azoguewill alsoentertheblood streamdirectly throughtheskin
andwill endup in thekidneysandthecentralnervoussystem.

Azogue and Children
Azoguehasthe greatesteffecton the fetus andsmall children,andtheir developing

central nervoussystems.

AZOGUE W[LL REACH THE FETUS OF A PREGNANT WOMAN

.

It is important to protectpregnantwomenandsmallchildrenfrom azogue.This toxic
substance will enterthefetusthroughthe circulatory systemof themotherandmay produce
permanentdamageto thechild’s developingorgans(e.g., brain, kidneys,lungs,and liver).
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o HOW CAN AZOGUE AFFECT THE HEALTH

?

Azo~uemas’ causebrain damageand evendeath.
Thetypeof damageto thebody causedby azogueis determinedby how muchandhow

long the person breaths it. Azogue vapors may be fatal if inhaled in largeamountsfor even a
briefperiodof time.

The mostaffectedpartof thebody is thenervoussystem.Theharmdoneby azogueis
similar to lead poisoning, asboth metalsaffect thebrain. When the individual is exposedto
azoguevaporsfor a long periodof time (such asvaporsfrom spilledazogueon floors),heor
shestartsto loosememoryanddeveloptremorsin the hands.Otherssignsof chronicazogue
poisoningare: headaches,reducedsexualdesire,depression,fatigue,insomnia,andeven
hallucinations.Inhaledazoguemayaffect the lungs,kidneys,eyes,andskin irritation.

• HOW CAN WE MEASURE THE AMOUNT
OF AZOGUE IN THE BODY OR HOME

?

There are laborators’ testsand e~ul~mentfor Its detection.

You cannot smell or seeazoguevapors.The only way to know if thereareazogue
vaporsin the homeis with a small machine(mercuryvaporsniffer) thatmeasuresthe level of
azoguein the air in the home.This test takesa few minutesand theresultsare immediate.

Thereare laboratoryteststhatmeasurethe level of azoguein the body: blood, urine, hair,
breath,andskin. The urinetest is themosteffectivefor casesof contaminationwith azogue
vapors.On the otherhand,blood andhair testsarebetterin caseswherethe azogueenters
thebody throughthefood. Healthclinicsin Connecticutregularly test for leadlevelsin the
bloodof small childrenbutnot for azoguepoisoning.Teststo detectazoguein the body are

doneonly when the symptomsdescribedin Section0 of this bookletappear.
I-

Therearevariouswaysoflowering theazoguelevel in thebody. The mosteffective
methodis theuseof chemicals(chelation)thathavethe powerof attractingandholding
azogue,fom2ing a newchemicalfrom theunionthat is not poisonousandeventuallyexits the
body. Call theConnecticutPoisonControl Center (67934.~or I -4-27.22)to receive
informationabouttreatmentfor metallicmercurypoisoning.
How to Clean U~ Azoipe

Commonhouseholdtools shouldnot be usedto collectspilledazogue(e.g.,vacuum
cleaner,broom,mop).This metallicliquid will warmup from thevacuumcleanermotorheat
andwill producedangerousvapors.The azoguespilledon the floor will divide itself into many
dropsthatwill stick to anybroomormop.Throwing azoguedownsinks or anydrainage
shouldbe avoided,as it will get trappedthereuntil it evaporatesandentersthe homeagain.
Therearespecialcleaningagentsthatwill cleanup the spilledmercury.Thesearereadily
availableat industrial safetysuppliesoutlets.
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§ WHAT CAN BE USED (N PLACE OF AZOGUE

?

Bot~ilcashave other Products aseffectiveas azogue.

S

S

0

S~IrItuaI Guides Recommend
You cansuggestto your patientor client alternativesfor azogueby usingthe following

informationasa guide. Many santerosandespiritistaspreferto work with thingscloser to
theoriginal African andCaribbeanIndian traditions.Ingredientsthatcomefrom placeslike
mountainsandforests(el monte)arealwaysthehealer*sfirst choicefor spiritual “works”.
Thesenaturalingredientsareconsideredmorepowerful than industrializedsyntheticssuch
asthe bottledandcannedbathsandperfumessold in the botAnicas.

Other Sourcesof Information
Alternatives for azogue canbe found in thebookssold in the bouinicas.Among themost

popularandinformativeare~LMQn~by Lydia CabreraandS~m~rfa...byMigeneGonz~.lez-
Wippler (this oneis publishedin SpanishandEnglish).

some Substitutes for Azo~ue
Someespiritistasandsanterossuggestothersthings thatmay be usedin place of

azogue.If theazogueuserwantsto speed(“precipitate”) or give strengthto a spiritual work,
he or shemay usestrongerthingsthanazoguesuchasPrecipitadoRojo or Sangrede
Drag6n.Somespiritualworkersrecommendtheuseof glovesto avoidtouchingthe
PrecipitadoRojo becauseof the greatspiritualpowerof this substance.

For personalbaths,herbslike rompezaraguey can be used. For spiritualwashes
(riegos)and fumigation (sahumerios)of the homeandbusiness,therearemanyproducts
considered equal to or betterthanazogue.To cleanse(despojarYevil influencesfrom the
home,theindividual mayalsousepasoteandotherplantscombinedwith Agua de Florida.
However,if heor sheprefersthingsalreadyprepared,theBombaSanteraandothersimilar
productssoldat the botAnicasmaybe used.

Bottled botanicaproductssuchaskreso,aguarrasor ammoniacmaybeusedfor house
washes but they areaspoisonousasmanycommonlyusedhouseholdcleanersboughtat
supermarkets.

For petitionsto Eleggu~and the otherSiete PotenciasAfricanas,thepersonmay usethe
PrecipitadoRojo andthoseingredientspreferredby eachorisha.
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Other SubstItutes for Azogue

Text and Design: Litis ~ 9~faiwjtacIi I

For personal protection, there are also many substitutes for azogue. To protect the
stomach from evil works, a person can may drink a glass of water with three drops of Agua de
Florida.

Botanicaclientsmayalsouseholy waterto protect the stomachfrom “works” Spiritual
workerssay thatAgua de Florida is goodfor the nervesandalsolowersbloodpressure,
when combined with a medical treatment. For empachos, the person may combine the use of’
oil rubbingson the stomachwith medicaltreatment.An empachomaybea signof aserious
illness.

Insteadof preparinga personalprotection(resguardo)with azogue,otherthings canbe
used.One type of resguardo is preparedwith aSan Miguel Arc~ngelprayercard(oraci6n),
aSantaCruz deCaravacaprayercard,aSanMiguel sword(espada),incense(incienso),
myrrh (mirra ), andotherthingsaccordingto particulartraditions.Thesethingsmaybe
carried in a smallredbagin thepurseor tied to the body.For resguardo,the faithful may
carrywith him or hera LasSietePotenciasAfricanasmedallion.

Thereare manyspiritualsubstitutesfor azoguethatwe can not includehere,notjust
becauseof lack of space,but mainly becausewe arenot spiritual workersbut community
healtheducators.The azoguesubstitutespresentedhere are only generalexamples.

FOR MORE INFORMAT[ON

Environmental Health Unit. Hls~anIc Health Council
96 Cedar St.. Hartford, CT 06106. (203) iZZQ1~h. (9 A.M.-5 P.M.)

~Stateof
Connecticut Department of Public Health and Addiction Services
150 Washington St.. Hartford. CT 06106. (203) Z~92DZa (8 A.M.-4 P.M.)

Connecticut Poison Control Center. Universits’ of Connecticut
fartnlngton, CT 06030. (203) ~Z9zli~ior 1Q~141Zl2Z (24 Hours)
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Azo~uc is a qery toxic. sliver white fl~uid metaL

• does not dissolue in water or alcohol
• it is ll~uid at room temperature
• its ua~ors are Inulsible to the we

• It has no smell but has a metalictaste
• it eua~orates whenin contactwith ak’
• It stws wheres~i1ledfor a lone time

A In EnglishandSpanishquicksilverandazoguearepopularnamesfor metallicmercury.

Thereareothertypesof mercurybesidesazogue.All types of mercury jg toxic.

A Azogueis sold in botdnicasin three to five ouncecapsulesfor spiritual“works” (trabajos).

A Azogueis found in most thermometers used to measure body temperature, but in much

smalleramountsthanin thecapsulessoldat thebo:dnicas..

I I I THE AZOGUECAPSULESHAVE UPTO
10 TIMES (3 TO 5 OUNCES)MORE AZOGUETHAN ONE THERMOMETER.

A Theazoguethatescapesfrom abrokenthermometerisenoughto makeindividualssick.
Childrenhavebeenpoisonedafterbreakinga thermometerandbreathingazoguevapors.

Azo~ue is used for industrial and s~Irltual works.

Factories

901.1..
aoI~1.
70 H-
60W..

40 -505.

F

Santer(a

.9

• S

Q •0@~

Spiritism

~dfl~L~m
• ingested, applied to skin
• in oil lamps or candles

• protections (resguardosl
Eon floor washes

• spiritual cleansing (despojo)
• love spells

Astrofogy

!PfimetMercunj
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[STHERE A SAFE WAY TO USE AZOGUE

?

NOI It is ~ dangerous to use azoaue and breath Its ua~ors.

AThere is always a risk of breathing azoguevaporswhenisusedit in anyway.

A Azogueactuallydoesmoreharmto thehealthwhenbreathedthanwheningested,
althoughneitheruseis recommended.

A Azoguehasthegreatesteffecton thefetusandsmall children.

A Healthofficials recommendthatazoguenot beusedin anyway, for thesereasons.

i~3
• 0•
0@e

Azo~uema~cause brain damageande~ien death.

A The mostaffectedpartof thebodyis thenervoussystem.

A Theharmdoneby azogueis similar to leadpoisoning,asboth metalsaffect thebrain.

Azo~uePolsonini Signs
• memoryloss • handtremors • headache • depression • fatigue, insomnia
• hallucinations • alsoaffectedare: lungs,kidneys,eyes,skin

HOW CAN WE MEASURE THE AMOUNT

There are laboraton~ tests and e~uI~ment for Its deteciton.
A Theonly way to knowif thereareazoguevaporsin thehomeis with a small machine

(mercuryvaporsniffer) thatmeasuresthelevelof azoguein theair in thehome.

A Therearelaboratoryteststhatmeasurethelevelofazoguein the bloodandurine.

A Commonhouseholdtoolsshouldnotbeusedto collectspilledazogue(e.g.,vacuum
cleaner,broom,mop).
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;~ : a ~ a

I

Bot&ikashauc other ~rodudsas effective as azoaue~

S

S S

Si

S

A Therearemanyspiritualsubstitutesfor azogue. Alternativesfor azoguecanbe foundin
thebookssoldin thebot~nicas.Espiritzstasandsanteroswill suggestothersthingsthat
maybeusedin placeof azogue.

A Forpersonalprotection,therearealsomanysubstitutesfor azogue..Insteadof preparing a
personalprotection(resguardo)with azogue,otherthingscanbe used.

~ORMORE [NFORMAT[ON

Environmental Health Unit. Hispanic Health Council
96 Cedar St.. Hartford. CT 06106. (203) ~ZIQili (9 A.M.-5 P.M.)

Environmental Epldemlologs and Occupational Health. State of
Connecticut Department of Public Health and Addiction Services
150 Washington St.. Hartford. CT 06106. (203) Z4Q~ 21(8 A.M..4 P.M.)

Connecticut Poison Control Center. Universily of Connecticut
Farmlngton, CT 06030. (203) ~Z~4~jor i -i-ZZZ1 (24 Hours)

Text and Design: Luis ~ ~fai~yadiI
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HISPANIC HEALTH COUNCIL
ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH UNIT

LIMITING AZOGUE (METALLIC MERCURY)
POISONING RISK THROUGH COMMUNITY EDUCATION

L INTRODUCTION

Thework describedin this report wasundertaken in responseto thegrowingconcernof the
EnvironmentalEpidemiologyandOccupationalHealth(EEOH) sectionoftheStateof
ConnecticutDepartmentof PublicHealth andAddiction Servicesaboutthepotentialmicro-
environmentalhazardproducedthroughtheuseof metallicmercuryin folk healingandrelated
practicesin Connecticut.This reportincludesthefindingsoftheHispanicHealthCouncil from
its AzogueProject(1991-1993).Supportedthroughacontractfrom theDepartmentof Public
HealthServicesandAddiction Services,theAzogueProjectwasdesignedto investigatethe
popularuseof metallicmercury(Hg) in folk healingandto developacommunityeducation
programto preventenvironmentalpollution andpoisoning. Centralto theworkof thisproject
hasbeentheprinciplethatit is therightof indigenousreligions to maintainandfostertheir
beliefsandpracticeswithoutinterferencefrom governmentorothersources.Further,the
HispanicHealthCounciliscommittedto supportingHispanicandotherculturaltraditions.
However,asacommunity-basedagencydedicatedto promotingthehealthandwell beingof
Hispanicandotherlow incomecommunities,it isourresponsibilityto educatethecommunity
aboutpotentiallyhazardousor risky behaviors.Efforts to forcecommunitiesto giveup
culturally constitutedpracticeswill only forcethesebehaviorsundergroundandbeyondthe
influenceofpublic healtheducationefforts. Consequently,with thesupportof theDepartment
of Public HealthandAddiction Service,theAzogueProjecthasattemptedto gainaclear
understandingofthenatureandlevelof mercuryrisk in folk practicesandto developa
nonthreateningeducationalprogramto diminishpotentialrisks to health.

Themagicaluseof mercury(azoguein Spanish)is embracedin severalhistoricallyrelated
circum-Caribbeansyncreticreligioussystems,including Espiritismo andSanteria.These
religioussystemsemergedin theNewWorld amongpoorandworkingclasscreolepopulations.
Productsof anamalgamationofCatholicism1variousAfrican andNativeAmericanreligions,
andotherdiversesources,acentralfeatureof thecosmologiesof systemslike Espiritismoand

Santeriais thebeliefthathumanfortuneandmisfortune,including healthandillness,oftenare
influencedby theactionsofdisembodiedspirits(hencethesesystemsoftenarereferredto as
spiritist religions). With the migration to Connecticut of largenumbersofindividualsfrom a
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number of countries in the circum-Caribbean area, including Puerto Rico, Cuba, and Jamaica,

spiritist religions are now found throughout the state.

In severalspiritist systems,metallicmercuryhascometo beusedasahomeremedy,in
traditional healingrituals,andin protectiverituals. The generalpublic,including practitioners
of spiritism, are largely unaware of metallic mercury’s toxic nature and some ritualistic practices

likely resultin unintentionalcontaminationof homeswith metallicmercuryvapor. Azogueis

soldmostcommonlyat bo:dnicas thatdispensean arrayof folk religiousandmagical
paraphernalia.A surveyconductedby theHispanicHealthCouncilin Hartford, CIT in 1991 as

partofthe AzogueProjectindicatesthat 80%oftheHispanicandWestIndian spiritist folk
healersinterviewedusemercuryfor magico-religiouspractices.Amongthemagicalusesof

azogueare: 1) sprinklingit on the floor to drive away evil spirits or attractpositiveinfluences;2)
addingit to spiritualbaths;and3) mixing it with waxto makespiritualcandles.

Mostof Hartford’s low incomepopulation,whichis composedprimarily ofHispanics,African
Americans,andWestIndians,livesin older,poorlyventilated,smallandcrowdedapartments,
conditionsthatmay (if metallic mercury is present) increasethelevel ofmercuryexposure
amongresidents.Many casesofmercurypoisoningmay go undiagnosedasthemedical
professionoftenis unawareof thepotentialfor exposurefrom this newlyreportedritualisticuse
andunfamiliarwith thesymptomsofmetallicmercuryexposure.

B. AZOGUE USERS: TRADiTIONAL RELIGIOUS HEALING SYSTEMS

1.0 Cuban Santeria

1.1Theoryofillness
FromtheBlackspiritualchurchesoftheAmericanSouthto Candomble,Batuque,Umbanda,

andMacumbaofBrazil. andfrom MexicanEspiritualismoto Vodunin Haiti, Espiritismoin
PuertoRico,andSanterfain Cuba,thecircum-Caribbeanregionsupportsarich diversityof
spiritist cults. Thesereligio-therapeutictraditionsshareacommonbeliefin communicationwith

andpossessionby incorporealspirits. Generallyfoundin thesepopularfolk systemsisa setof
ritualsdesignedto eitherprotectparticipantsfrom harmandmisfortuneor to healthemafterthey
havebeenmenacedby awaywardspirit or throughan actof sorcery. Ofparticularimportance
with referenceto theuseofmercuryis thefolk systemofSanterfa.Accordingto Gonz~Iez-
Wippler(1984:9),who hasstudiedcircum-Caribbeanritual for manyyears,‘Santerfaisanearth
religion. Thatis, it isamagical-religioussystemthathasits rootsin natureandnaturalforces”.
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1.2 Treatment
Gonz~1ez-Wippler(1984:72) notes that “All santeros arebotanicalexperts”. SanterosI~iave a

developed knowledge in the use of natural ingredients such as plants for healing and protective

purposes.Santerospreferto usefreshplantsfor theirmostimportantrituals. Thesenatural
ingredientsareimportedto theU. S.,mostly from theDominicanRepublicandPuertoRico, but
somemay becollectedin Florida. BotAnicas, stores thatthesell ritual paraphernaliafor spiritist

rituals,suchasasthosefound in a numberof Connecticutcities,often sell industriallyproduced,
artificially processedproducts. A few dehydratedherbscan befoundin ConnecticutbotAnicas,
butfreshplantsarenot regularlyavailableandmustbe speciallyorderedfrom botAnicasin New
York City.

The lackof naturalingredientsfor spiritist ritualsmustbetakeninto accountwhendiscussing
theuseof azogueandin thedevelopmentof preventiveeducationon mercuryuse. Mostofthe
santerosinterviewedthroughtheHispanicHealth Council’sAzoqueProjectcriticized theuseof
industrializedbotAnicaproductstargetedto a “do it yourself’, “readymade”, “amate~”market.
Santerfa,a traditionalhealingsystem,hasbeenintegratedwith themarketeconomy.Theresult
is theindustrialproductionofbotAnicaparaphernaliatargetedto consumers.This is thecaseof
thePuertoRicanbotAnica,which, in spiteof its name(“botAnical”), is asmuchmodeledafterthe

modempharmacyastheLatin American“yerberia” (herbstore).
Folkexperts(e.g.,botAnicaowners,santeros,spiritists)recommendthatpeoplenotpurchase

orusebotAnicaproductswithoutconsultingtraditionalpractitioners.Whenourresearchers
attemptedto purchasetheingredientsthatareusedwith azogueasdescribedin variousSanterfa
booklets,acommonreactionfrom bot~nicaownerswasasarcasticremarkabouttheresearchers
trying to preparetheirown resguardo (protection)ortrabajo (evil work). Theyrecommended
consultingfolk practitionerswhowouldprovidealist of itemsneededto preparetrabajos or
resguardos.However,botanicaemployeesdid nothesitatein sellingHispanicHealthCouncil

researchersmercurycapsules.
Santerfamagicconsistsofeither~kk~or spells. Thelattermaybeperformedby anybody

andoften includesuseofthemoreindusujalizedingredients,ofwhich thebotAnicahavemany
types. Accordingto Gonz~lez-Wippler(1984:128):

[Mostspells]do notenlisttheaidof aspecificspiritualentity.
Nevertheless,santerosbelievethattherearespiritswho takechargeof
thesespells,eventhoughtheyarenotmentionedby name. Thatis why
veryoftenthespellscallfortheuseofacandleoraglassofwaterto

accompanythespell. Thesearethekind ofsilent offeringto theforces
carryingout thespells,whichderivemuchenergyfrom fire andwater.
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2.0 PuertoRicanCuranderismo
2.1 Theoryof fliness

UnderthePuertoRicantraditionalmedicalsystem,asin otherLatin Americancountries,the
causesof illnessesarebasicallytwo: a) naturalistic: the hot-cold theory of illness and minor
diseases and accidents; and b) preternatural orsociallycausedillness:major unexplained
diseases,accidents,andchangesin fortunecausedby the evil works(e.g.,brujeria,fufu,hechizo,

trabajos,ma!de 010,espirausmalignos) performedby thosewhoenvy thefortunesandstatusof

otherpeople.Many PuertoRicanbrujeria(sorcery)casesarerelatedto infidelity, envy,and
variousromanticproblems.

Brujeriacontinuesto bepracticedin Hartford. However,folk practitionersin Connecticut
haverespondedtothecurrentneedsoftheyoungergeneration.These“traditional” practitioners
offer servicesfor repairingdamagedsocialrelations,personalprotection,andincreaseof social
andmaterialwealth. SanteriaandEspiritismoalsoofferspiritualcounselingandreligious
servicesthatmaybenefitthepsychologicalintegrity oftheindividual in aunstable,and
dangerousenvironmentsuchasin theinnercity.

Santeria andEspiritismoservicesarefrequentlyrequestedfor protectionfrom thepoliceor to

influencejudicial courtcases.Santerianecklacesareusedby innercity youthgangsfor
identificationandprotection.Within thenewenvironmentof theinnercity streetmercuryis

beingusedin thepreparationof trabajos (magicalworks) thataddressissuesrelatedto risksand
dangersofinnercity life.

2.2 Treatment

Useof householdremedies(purgas,cataplasmas,sobos,guarapos)madewith ingredients
foundin thehousewastheapproachoffirst resortin thetraditionalPuertoRicanfolk medical
system. Theboticarioandmedicaldoctorweretheidealsecondrecourse,if available. Accessto
biomedicalservicesoftenwaslimited for therural inhabitantofPuertoRico beforethe
industrializationoftheislandin the 1940’s. Instead,localhealersalwayswereavailableto do
trabajitos..

Femaleandmalesantiguadorestreatedmostly smallchildrenofma!de 010 (evil eye)and
empacho(intestinalblockage).Santiguadoresareconsideredminorhealers.

The curandera‘s job is to give conszdtas(consultations),cleanseandprotectthehousewith
holy waterandramasbenditas,prepareamulets,andfind anddestroyburiedhechizos (evil
works)hiddeninjars aroundthehouseatmidnight AcevedoGonz~lez(1989:171)reportsthata
traditionalPuertoRicancuranderaofferedmanyservices:

Ella sacabaempachos,hechizos,ma!deojos,pasmos,santiguaba;
expidsabalosdemoniosylosespirftusmalos,incineraba[sahumaballas
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casasy susalrededorespara quenadamaloseacercara. Desuniay unja
,natri,nonios,segunfuerael deseodesuc!iente...haczamilagros.. .eramuy
expertaenprepararguardacuerpos..

In Espiritismo, herbalism is mixed with mystic activities through Catholic saints and Yoruba

orishaslike ElegguA. Espiritistashavetheability to synthesize the old traditions with

nontraditionalactivitiesto respondto changing social circumstances.

B. MERCURIAL IDEOLOGY

1.0 Mercury,Azogueor Quicksilver:Whatis in aName?

Metallic mercurywasusedby ancientEgyptians,Chinese,andHindus. Mercury is the
Romangodof merchandiseandmerchants,derivedfrom theGreekHermes(messengerof the
gods).

1.1 Is AzogueGoodorEvil?
Theproblemofdescribingtheritualistic useofmercurybeginswhenwetry to classifyits

functionundertheJudeo-Christianduality of goodandevil. Suchsimplisticdichotomyis not
presentin complexWesternAfricancosmologyandits CubanSanterfa(e.g.,Lucumfreligion,
RegladeOcha,PaloMonte,IfA, Reglade Palo),BlackAmericanHoodoo,Haiti Voodoo,
Brazilian (Candomble,Macumba)derivatives.

In Santerfaandspiritismgenerallythesameingredientcanbeusedfor good(selfprotection)

orevil (causingharmtoothers). Forexample,theplantpazoteisusedto causeharmto others
whenusedalone,however,whenits flowersarecombinedwith holy water,it providesprotection
to womenwith maritalproblems. In a similarvein, in orderto understandthefolk useof azogue
ourresearchindicatesthatit mustbe examinedin termsofits specificritual deploymentin any
context.

C. PHASEL PRELIMINARY ETHNOGRAPHICSURVEY

DuringPhase1(1991)of theAzogueProject~theHispanicHealthCouncil (HHC) employeda
Hispanicresearchassistantto collectdataon thepopularuseofazogue in thetheHispanicand
WestIndianpopulationsofHartford.ThepurposeofPhaseI wasto collectbasicdataon the
ritualistic useof azogueandto usethesedatain recommendingpoliciesandprogramsto deal

with azogueandothertoxic substancessoldatbotanicasin Connecticut. Conclusionsreached

duringPhaseI arethefollowing: 1) metalicmercuryis regularlysoldandusedamongspiritist
participantsin Connecticut;2) a publiceducationprogramon thepotentialhazardsof azogueis
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urgently needed since most interviewed individuals were unaware of the potential hazards of
metallic mercury; 3) future work should involve research into the differences between

Espiritismo and Santeria regarding azogueuse; and 4) it wouldbe usefulto study other

materialsbeingsoldby botdnicas for popular medical substances that also may be harmful to

human health.

Followingcompletionof PhaseI, theHHC proposeda secondphaseof theprojectthatwould

coverthefollowing:
1) developmentofbilingual/biculturaleducationalmaterialsconcerningazoguepoisoningrisk
amongtheHispanicandWestIndian populationsof Hartford;2) distributionof materialsto
increasepublic awarenessof azoguerisk in thetargetpopulations;and3) initiationof orientation
talksamongkeycommunitymembersandthroughthemassmediato createawarenessof the
potentialhealthrisk ofmercury.

D. PHASE II: LIMiTING AZOGUE POISONING
RISK THROUGH COMMUNITY EDUCATION

1.0 GoalsandObjectives

Themain goal ofPhaseII wasto createawarenessamongthe Hispanic andWest Indian
populations ofHartford concerningthe health risks involved in the useofazoguefor
magico-religiousactivities.The overarchinggoalof thisphaseoftheprojectwasnotto
criticizeorsignificantlychangefolk ritual practices,butratherto createanawarenessof the
healthriskinvolved in someofthesepopularspiritualactivities. Consequently,through
interviewswith folk practitioners,theprojectexploredavailableandculturally acceptablenon-
toxic alternativesthatwere seenashavingsimilarritualistic functionsasazogue, andthen
reinforcedtheirusethrougheducationaleffortswith botdnica clerksandfolk healers.This
approach,asnotedearlier,developedfrom thesharedrecognitionof boththeHispanicHealth
Council andtheDepartmentofPublic HealthandAddiction Servicesthatperceivedcriticismof

spiritist practices would not lead to a reduction in potentiallyrisky behaviorbutmightonly drive
suchpracticesinto hiding (andbeyondtheimpact of educationalefforts).

ThespecificobjectivesofPhaseII included:1) conductinga surveyamongtheaffected
communitiesto detectthelevelof awarenessofazogueasapotentialhealthhazard;2)
developingandwidely distributingbilingualibiculturaleducationalmaterialon azoguerisk; and
3)exploringotherpotentiallyrisky substancessold in boulnicasandothersimilarcommercial
establishments.

2.0TargetPopulation
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Targeted by the educational project on metallic mercury were thosesectorsof thepopulation
of Hartfordthatwereidentifiedaspatronsof thebotdnicas located in Hispanic and West Indian
neighborhoods.The project focusedespeciallyon botAnica owners, botAnica employees, folk

healers and their clientele.

Efforts alsowereextendedto otherareas of the state, and included an inventory of botAnicas
locatedin severalotherConnecticutcities (e.g.,NewHaven,Bridgeport)with largeHispanicand
WestIndiancommunities,as well asdistributionof projecteducationalmaterialson toxic

substancessoldby botAnicasin thesecities.

3.0 PlannedActivities

An educationalinitiative targetedtowardthereductionof theazoguepoisoningrisk isa
delicateanddifficult operation. It involvesto somedegreemodifying elementsof themagico-
religiousideologyheldby somemembersof a subordinatepopulationthatis alreadyavictim of
discriminationandrepressionby majorsocial institutionsandthedominantAnglo culture. Many
individualsin HispanicandWestIndian communitiesaresuspiciousofinterventionby dominant
groups,evenif theintentionis to intendedto reduceahealthrisk. Resistancemight beexpected

to beespeciallystrongwhentheissueof concernis seenby thecommunityasarelativelyminor
onewhencomparedto thepoverty-relatedhealthproblemsthey face,suchashunger,hazardous
andinadequatehousingconditions,lackof adequateaccessto medicalservices,rampant
substanceabuse,AIDS, anddomesticandstreetviolence. Indeed,underthesecircumstances,the

useof azogueandothermagico-religiouspracticesshouldbe seenasservingpositivesocial
functionsin thattheyhelpgeneratehopeanda feelingof protectionagainstunpredictablesocial
andeconomicforcesthatregularlyinjure individualsandfamiliesin thecommunity.

Thispointmeritsemphasis.As earlierresearchon PuertoRicanspiritismby theHispanic

HealthCouncil hasshown(Singer1984,SingerandBorerro1984,SingerandGarcia1989),the
popularityoffolk healinghasnotdiminishedwith migrationfrom PuertoRico (orelsewhere)to
the UnitedStates.Rather,folk healingsystemslike spiritismhaveevolved(by absorbingnew
elements)to provideparticipantswith aculturally familiarsystemfor coping(with varying
degreesof individual success)with theoftenharshvagariesandpunishmentsofurbanpoverty.
Spiritismoffersparticipantsasystemofculturalandreligiousmeaning,socialandemotional
support,andasetof activitiesthatconferthesensethatoneis takingactionto addresslife’s
problems.Consequently,in thefaceofenormousthreatsto physicalandpsychologicalwellbeing
in theinnercity, andwith a lackofotheraccessiblealternatives,spiritismremainsaviable(and
probablygrowing) forceamongPuertoRicans,otherHispanics,andothercircum-Caribbean
populations.

3.1 OrganizationandPlanning
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The first phase of the educational effort involved organizational/planning, assessment/testing,
and design components. The first activity of the effort was to organize a working team that

would provideadministrativeandtechnicalsupportto achievethegoalsand objectives of the

project. This groupdiscussedinterventionstrategiesandmethods.They identifiedadditional
material and human resources as requiredthroughthecourseof theproject

TEAM MEMBERS

CDHS: Brian Toal (Environmental Epidemiology andOccupationalHealth)

HHC: 1) Merrill Singer,Ph.D. (Project Director)
2) Luis R. Marxuach(ProjectCoordinator)
3) Chris Lopez(ProjectAssistant)
4) Graduatestudentassistant

HHD: Mark A. Mitchell, M.D. (Directorof Health)

Si FrancisHospital: LeePatcher,M.D. (MedicalStaff)

Bryan Toal of the EnvironmentalEpidemiology and Occupational Health office served as

liaison betweenthe ConnecticutDepartment ofHealth Servicesand the project’s coordinators at

theHispanicHealthCouncil. Dr. Merrill Singersupervisedproject activities. Luis Marxuach
servedascoordinatorof theprojectthroughoutall its phases.A bilingual universitystudent
providedvaluableassistancein theinterventionandevaluationphasesoftheproject,particularly
in theeducational,datagatheringandprocessingactivities. The HartfordHealthDepartment
providedgeneralsupportthroughouttheproject Dr. LeePatcherprovidedtechnicalassistance

asa medicaldoctorandasananthropologist

3.2 Hispanic/WestIndian AzogueToxicity AwarenessSurvey

While themain goalof this phaseof theprojectwasthereductionof risk behaviorthrough
communityhealtheducation,to effectivelycarryoutthis work,a basicawarenessoftherelevant
cultural practices of the targetpopulationswasrequired.A surveyinstrumentwasdeveloped,
basedon thepreviouslycollectedethnographicdataon azogue,andadministeredto thetarget
populationto detectlevelsofuseofmercuryandawarenessof its potentialtoxicity. Oncethis
informationobtained,aseriesofbasiccriteriawereestablishedto guidetheproductionof
educationalmaterialsandtheimplementationofeducationalactivities.

Thesurveyconsistedofinterviewsconductedathomesin targetedneighborhoodsandat

serviceprovideragenciesusedby theHispanicandWestIndianpopulationsofHartford. Survey
questionnairesweredevelopedin both SpanishandEnglishandwerepretestedandmodified.
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The final household instrument consisted of basic questions on the demographics of the
household of the respondent , knowledge of azoque,and household use of azogue.The provider

instrumentfocusedon awarenessof azoqueamongclients.

3.3 EducationalMaterialsDevelopment

A seriesofrisk reductionbilingual/biculturaleducationalmatenalsweredevelopedfor public
distribution. Thesematerialsinclude:adetailedproviderbookon azoque,an accessible

;ommunityeducationbrochure,posters,flyers,andpublic mediaannouncements.The

educationalmaterialsincludeusefulinformation on-azog-ue, includingits: magico-religious and

otheruses,elementalcharacteristics,toxicity, routesofingestion,potentialhealthhazards

associatedwith exposure,identifiedmagico-religiousalternativesandrecommendations,and
sources for more information.

E. IMPLEMENTATION PHASE

1.0 Plansfor the UseofProject Educational Materials

The mainchannelsofdistributionofthebilingual/biculturalmaterialsdevelopedin the
AzogueProjectaretheplaceswhereazogueis soldorits useis recommended,including

botdnicasandtheworking sitesofthefolk medicalpractitioners.TheConnecticutDepartment
ofHealthServiceswill requireall commercialestablishmentswhereazogueis beingsoldto the

generalpublic (e.g.,bo:dnicas) to provideaneducationalbrochureto everyclientbuying
mercuryif thebotdnica’sownerdecidesto continuesellingazogue.TheCDHS will request the

commercialestablishmentownerto displayin a highly visiblelocationof thestoreaposter
warning users aboutthepossiblehealthhazardsofazogueandrecommendedhandling
procedures.The azoguedistributorsandfolk healerswill beaskedto keepasufficient number
of therequiredpubliceducationmaterialson handandto asktheHHC or theCDHSfor
replacements.TheHHC will conductperiodicvisits to commercialestablishmentsandhealersin
orderto: a) becertainthatinstructionsarebeingcarriedout;b) supplyingeducationalmaterials;
c) providingadditionalinformationif requested;d) recordinganyadditionalinformation
regardingtheuseofazogue; ande) integratinganysuggestionsprovidedby theparticipantsand

clientsin theimprovementof theeducationalmaterials.
Otherparticipatinghealthandcommunityinstitutionswill assistin thepreviousprocess,

particularlyin thedistributionandpostingof educationalmaterials.
The azogueeducationalcampaignalsowill includethedistributionofbilingualprinted

informationat localestablishmentsselling thermometersto thetargetpopulation. Thermometers
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containing metallic mercury maybecomea healthhazardif broken, as the person may be

unawareof thehealthrisk involvedwhen small quantities of mercury contaminate the

environment.This fragile instrument may be brokenby accidentorby children in order to use

the mercury for fun oroutofcuriosity. Also, therearereports that thermometershavebeenused
asan alternativesourceof azoguewhenbotdnicasarenotfound locally. Thermometersare
easilyavailableat numerouscommercialestablishments.

A series of bilingual public service announcements will be producedfor thosenewspapers

with thegreatestreadershipin thetargetpopulations.Othersannouncementswill be produced

for Spanishlanguageradio(Latino 1230)andtelevision(Channel13-Hartford)audiences.

F. EXPLORATORY PHASE: OTHER FOLK PARAPHERNALIA

Workof theAzogueProject includedtheidentificationofotherpotentiallyhazardous
productsbeingsoldat localbouinicasfor ritualistic purposesandashomeremedies.A number
oftoxic productshavebeenidentifiedby otherhealthdepartmentsthroughouttheU. S. (e.g.,
California, New York, Texas)and in PuertoRico. An exampleis theingestionofgreta and
azarcdncompoundsfor en~pachohealingamongMexican-Americansthathavebeenfound to
containleadandarsenic.

Wehavefoundthatamongspiritist participantsknowledgeof theingredientsin commercially

producedbotanicaproductsisquitelimited. Containersdo notprovideinformationon the
contentsandthenamesoftheproductsarenotrevealing(e.g.,BombaSantera). Someof the
product names refer to themainingredient,asin thecaseoftheainansaguapopowder,whichis
alsosoldasanunprocessedplantandasliquid.Itiscommontofindthesameproduct(e.g.,
amansaguapo)in variouspresentationssuchasnaturalrawmaterial,oil, water,perfumeor
powder. The word “alleged” iscommonlyaddedbeforethenameoftheseproductsin orderto
avoidcomplaintsby thepurchasersregardingits natureorphysicalormagicaleffects.

The termprecipitado is commonlyfoundon thelabelsofhealingproducts. This termis

interpretedby thespiritist participantsassomething“that speedsor gives strength” to the

trabajos(works).
In Latin America,accordingto variousSpanishdictionaries,thewordprecipitadocommonly

means crazy or unreflective. The termprecipitar hasseveralmeanings:I) to speed things; 2) to

exposeyourselfto a spiritualorphysicalruin; 3) imprudencein actionsorcommunication;and
4) slippery.

A similarinterpretationisgivento thewordazogue. In Spanishspeakingcountries,“serun

azogue”means“beingrestless,agitated,confused”,while “azogadamente”translatesas“with
greatspeedandagitation”. Theword “azogar”meansto “coversomething”with quicksilver,like
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a mirror, or to developtremorsastheresultof inhaling quicksilvervapors. Hartfordparticipants
mentionthatazogue(mercury)is usedto “speeds things up”.

The term azogueis associatedwith the term azote (to whip, lash, scourge, hit). Spiritists

mentionthatazogueis usedto magically“azotar” one’svictims. Accordingto Delmau(N.
D.:32), thenameoftheplant pazote(chenopodiumambrosioides)is interpretedin asimilar

manner, as in theword azogue,“panazotar”:

MuchosusanLa plantaen ciertosritosparagolpearimagenesdepersonasencarnadasa
quienesdeseanhacermaL,peroen contraste,junto al aguabendita,suspequefsas
florecuasdespejaninalosambientesydanfacilidadyprotecciona mujerescon
dificultadesensusmatrimonios

Accordingto mostHartfordspecialistsandbotAnicapersonnel,precipitadorojo is oneof the
mostpowerfulanddangeroussubstancessoldat thebotAnicas,with thepossibleexceptionofthe
sangrededragdn (dragon’sblood). Gonzilez-Wippler(1992:177)mentionsthatprecipitado

rojo is an “extremely powerful powder used to harm an enemy”.

Theprecipitatesaredustsofdifferentcolors(e.g.,red,white, black,yellow), “andlike
mercurytheyarehighly toxic, andmustnotbeingestedor placedon skin” (Blanco,1992:394).

Theprecipitatesareusedto dominatesomeone;in “love magic” whenattractionmethodsdo
notwork, dominationmethodsareused(Blanco1992:127).However,themostimportant
ingredientis saidby folk healersto be sincereloveoraffectiontowardsthedesiredperson.
Thereisahighdemandfor thistypeofwork. Wehavewitnessedmanyindividualsseekinghelp
ofthis sortfrom spiritist practitioners.Theprecipitatesarecombinedwith otheringredients
(e.g.,somethingsweetlike BaLsamoTranquilo ) andthesemixturesarecustomizedto fit

individualneedsandsituations.Theprecipitatesliterally “precipitates”thedesiredpersonto the

client, astheingredientnameshavepower todo whatthewordmeans;you say“that this
precipitateprecipitates(thedesiredperson)to (theclient)” whiledoingtheritual (Blanco

1992:127).
Theprecipitates(mostly redorwhite,but alsoothercolors),combinedwith theother

ingredients,aresprinkled overacandleor rubbedon thecandlewhichis saidto representthe
personwho is the objectofdesire(somecandieshave the shapeofa manorwoman),or the
ingredients maybe placedon a dish to attractorseparatepeople.

Redprecipitateisusedverycommonlyin spellstospeedthedesiredresultsin loveor

businesses,dependingon the otheringredientsbeingcombined(Blanco,1992:394). Red (most
common)or white precipitatesare alsousedto dominate a person. Attractive pleasantsweet

smellingessencesarealsousedin the loverituals. White precipitate isusedto makesomeone
payloanedmoney. RedPrecipitateis alsousedto separatetwo lovers,combinedwith other
ingredientsto destroyarelationship(to createhatred)(Blanco,1992:412).Redprecipitatealsois
usedto forceadifficult neighborto move.
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1.1 Chemical Contents

Accordingto theWebsterDictionary(1979:1416)a precipitateis “in chemistryasubstance

thatisseparatedoutfrom asolutionasa solid by theactionof chemicalreagents,temperature,
etc.”. Chemicallyspeaking(SaxandLewis 1988:743-74), themercurialssoldat thebotAnicasin

capsulesarethefollowing:

1) Azogue(quicksilver):mercury(Hg).
Properties:silvery, extremelyheavyliquid, insolublein hydrochloricacid; solublein
sulfuric aciduponboiling, insolublein waler,alcohol,andether,noncombustible.
Derivation:by heatingcinnabarin air orwith lime andcondensingthevapor.Hazard:
Mercury,metallic: highly toxic by skinabsorptionandinhalationof fumeorvapor,
absorbedby respiratoryandintestinaltract.Spillagemaybeatoxic hazarddueto droplet
proliferation.Clean-uprequiresspecialcare.
Use:amalgams,electricalapparatus,instruments(thermometers,barometers,etc.),
mercuryvaporlamps,mirror coating,arclamps.

2) PrecipitadoRojo (redprecipitate):redmercuricoxide(HgO).
Properties:heavy,brightorange-redpowder,solublein dilute hydrochloricacidand
nitric acid;insolublein water,alcohol,andether.
Derivation: by heatingmercuwusnitrate.
Hazard:fire risk in contactwith organicmaterials,highly toxic.
Use:chemicals,paintpigment,perfumeryandcosmetics,topical disinfection,fungicide,
antiseptic.
Other:Also mercurysulfide (redorblack),theredform occursin themineralcinnabar,
theprimarysourceofquicksilver.

3) PrecipitadoAmarillo (yellow precipitate):yellow mercuricoxide(HgO).Properties:
Light, orange-yellowpowder;odorless,stablein airbutturnsdarkonexposureto light,
finerpowderthantheredform, slightly solublein coldwater,moresoafterboiling,
solublein dilute hydrochloricacidandnitric acid; insolublein alcohoL
Derivation:by theactionof sodiumcarbonateuponmercuricnitratesolution. Hazard:
fire risk in contactwith organicmaterials,highly toxic.
Use: chemicals,paintpigment,perfumeryandcosmetics,topical disinfection,fungicide,
antiseptic.

4)PrecipiladeBlanc. (whiteprecipitate):mercurouschloride(Hg2Cl2)
Properties:white,rhombiccrystalsorcrystallinepowder,odorless,stablein air but
darkensonexposureto light, insolublein water,ether,alcohol,andcolddiluteacids.
Derivatlowby heatingmercuricchlorideandmercurywith subsequentsublimation.
Iiaiard4~ toxic dosein uncertain.
Use:fungicide~electrodes,pharmaceuticals,pyrotechnics,maggotcontrol in agriculture.
Other: mreurammoniumchloride,acolorlesspowderysubstance,NH2HgCl,obtained
by theactionof ammoniaon mercuricchloridein solution.MercuryI chlorideor
calomel,aextremelytoxic, odorless,whitepowder,toxic to inhaledustor fumes,used
alsoin housepaint.

5) PrecipiladoVerde (greenprecipitate).No chemicaldataavailable.

6) PrecipitadoAzul (blueprecipitate).Nochemicaldataavailable.
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1.2 SangredeDragon

Thesubstancesangrede&ag~n is beingsoldat thebotAnicasin aredpowderform, which
maynotbe themedicinaldragon’sbloodplantderivativeor it maybe atoxic substance.

Accoiding to theNewEncyclopaediaBritannica(1988,vol.4, p. 210),dragon’sbloodis a:

red resinobtainedfromthefruit ofseveralpalmsofthegenus
da~waoarap~andusedin colouringvarnishesandlacquers.Oncevalued
asa medicinein Europebecauseof its astringentpropernes...[in Mexico] it
is usedlocally to healwoundsandasan astringent.

Riva (1992:58-59), a voodoowriter, recommendstheuseofdragon’sblood:

Whenproperlyformulatedto includesomeactualpowderedDragon’s
BloodReed,thisa powerfulprotectivebathwhichlendsa helpinghand
towardsuccessin all matters. It isparticularly well thoughtof in connection
with thefavorablesolutionto legal entanglements,andisusedalwaysthe
nightbeforea courtappearance.

Haskins(1990:64)mentionsthatin New Orleansvoodoopracticesdragon’sblood iscarried
mixedwith otheringredientsin thepocketsorshoes“for luck”. Thesameauthor(Haskins
1990:168)describeshowthisherbis used“to guaranteepeaceandhappiness”buriedin the
groundin abottleorbox. Haskins(1990:177)alsorecommendstheuseofthisherbfor legal
courtcasesthroughacomplexdomesticritual.

While Hartfordspecialistsclassifiedthesangrededragdnasasoneofthe mostpowerful
ingredientsusedfor “works,” we wereunableto findthis ingredientin mostof thesanteria
literaturepurchasedatthebot~nicas.We didfindpowdereddragon’sbloodfor salein every

botAnicavisitedhowever.
The Sangre(Roja) deDrag6npowderisusedcombinedwith otheringredientsto brakeevil

works,eliminatetheevil eye,despojar, descruzaraperson,to dominateyourenemies,andfor
love spellsto amactthedesiredperson(Blanco 1992:51,394).

Sangrede Drag6nis saidto havethepowerofneutralizingthehomeagainstbadinfluences
and“maldiciones”. SangredeDrag6nis consideredanincenseis burned.A commonuseof
SangredeDragda,combinedasapowderwith cinnamonandpure incense,is to dusteverypart
ofthehouse.It issaidto keeptheevil ornegativespiritsoutofthehomeif dustedon windows
anddoors. ThepreparedSangrede Drag6npowderismixedwith cinnamonto “deshaumar” a

house.
TheSangredeDrag6nismixedwith otherincensesburnedon homealtarsandin spiritist

ceremoniesto attractspirits(Blanco1992:394).
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1-3. Conclusions

Thetentativeconclusionis thatquicksilveris beingusedin Santerfa rituals in conjunction
with othermercurialsubstances,therebyincreasingthedangerofexposure.If we includethese
othermercurialsin our bibliographicandfield researchtheinventoryofSanterfaspellswill
increasegreatly,particularlyfor precipitadorojo, oneof themostdangeroussubstances,
accordingto chemistiy,botinica,Santerfaandspiritismspecialists.

On theotherhand,sangrededragdnis isconsideredavery dangeroussubstance by the

popularpractitionersbut thedragon’sbloodpowderisnot consideredtoxic by scientificexperts.

The following botanicaproductshavebeensentto theConnecticutDepartmentofHealth
Serviceslaboratoriesfor chemicalcompositionanalysis:1) precipitado (powderin gelatin
capsule);2)sangrededragdn (powder);3) amansaguapo (powder);4)BombaSantera

(liquid); 5) intranquilooil; 6) creso (liquid).
Thereisapossibility thattheprecipitadospowdersbeingsoldatthebotAnicasarenot~in fact~

mercurialcompounds.We areawaitinglaboratoryresults.
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II. BIBLIOGRAPHIC RESEARCH
RITUALISTIC USES OF METALLIC MERCURY

A. BOTANICA PUBLICATIONS

0.0 INTRODUCTION

Excellent places to search for information on the ritualistic uses of mercury are

botAnicas. In suchplacesyouwill find bookson Santerfa,spiritism,magical “works”,
herbal medicine, witchcraft and manyothertopics.Mostofthesepublicationsarevery
crudeproduced,manyarestapled,photocopiedinexpensivebookletscostinglessthanfive
dollars.The bookletsaremostlypracticalguidesto theuseof theproductsfoundin the
botAnicas. Manyof thesepublicationsdo notincludethenamesof authors,publication

dates,placeof publication,or thenameof thepublisher.Noneof thepublications
purchasedin HartfordbotAnicasaspartof theprojectcontainanintroductionorany

referenceto thewriter’s culturalornationalbackground.Manyof thebotAnicapublications
are written in Spanish.Judgingfrom theSpanishvocabularyusedin thebooklets,the
ingredients,particularlyplants,we infer thatmostofthewritersareof SpanishCaribbean
origin ordescent,othersmaybe VenezuelanorMexican. Mostof thesepamphletsand
booksmay havebeenwrittenby Hispanicwritersfrom New York, Miami, orotherU. S.
cities.

After adetailexaminationofover 100differentpublicationsbeingsoldin thebotAnicas

of Hartford,NewHaven,Bridgeport,andNewBritain, only elevenpublicationswere
foundto containreferenceto theuseofmercury(seeTable1.). The botAnicapublications

thatdealwith mercuryfall in fourmajorcategories:
1) anthropological treatiseson Santerfapractices(e.g.,Gonz~lez-Wippler);
2) astrology;

3) eclecticlistsofrecipesfor magicspellsorotherritualsassociatedwith specificbelief
systems(e.g.,santerfa,espiritismo,astrology,Europeanwitchcraft,Catholicism,
Hoodoo,Voodoo,archemy);and

4) specializedpracticalguides(e.g.,charms,amulets,candleuse,oneiromancy,prayers,
plants).
In thisreportwewill concentrateon themostrelevantpublications,asdefinedby the

goalsandobjectivesoftheAzogueProject.



1.0 SANTERIA PUBLICATIONS

Themostreferenceto azoguein botanicapublicationsis in sourcesassociatedwith
magico-religious practices of a African Caribbean heritage, such as Cuban santerfa.

1.1 BOTANICA SCHOLARLY PUBLICATIONS

GonzAlez-Wippler’s(1984,1992)scholarpublicationsaretheproductof serious
researchby anacademicanthropologist“gonenative”. Gonz~Iez-Wippler’sbookson

santerfahavebecome“bestsellers” in thebotAnicas,somuchsothat manyof thespiritists
andsanteroswevisitedhaveacopyof herbookSanterta:African Magicin Latin America

(1992) in the original 1973 Spanish version and use it regularly as a reference (i.e., spells)

andasa sourceenlightenmenton thesanterfareligion. Partofhersuccessmay bedueto

thefactthatherbooksarewrittenlike apracticalmanualfor Santerfabutat thesametime
areprofessionallywritten with referencetootheracademicstudies,with accuratehistorical
andethnologicalinformation,all supportedby abibliography. Gonz~Iez-Wipplerwarns
boththescholarandthebotAnicaclientthat theinformationprovideddoesnotincludethe
mostsecretpracticesofsanterfa.Sheadds (1992:IX) that:

I havebeenresearchingandstudyingSanterfafor nearlytwenty
years,andI feelasif I werestill scratchingthesurface.Many ofthe
hundredsof sourcesI havetappedin my work areat oddswith each
other. Many ofthepriestsand priestesses of the religion...do not

agreeon all practicesandbeliefsof Santerfa.... To addto the
problem,theeldersareloth top~with manyof thesecretsofthe
religion. Theyevenkeeptheirowninitiates-ahijados-in thedark
aboutsomeof theritualsand~

1.2 ASTROLOGY PUBLICATIONS
A quitedistinctivetraditionthatintegratesmecuryusein its beliefsystemis Euro-

Americanastrologyandarchemy.These“sciences”oftheocculthavetheirrootsin Greek-
Romanmythology. Elementsof thesetraditionshavediffusedandbeenabsorbedinto
Caribbeanfolk traditions.



1.3 OTHER BOTANICA PUBLICATIONS
Underrepresentedat theConnecticutbotAnicasareotherstrongpopularmagical-

religiouspracticesfoundelsewherein theU. S.,suchasVoodooand“root” medicine
from theAmericanSouthandtheMexicancuranderisrnotradition from theSouthWest.

No identifiable Puerto Ricanpublicationswerefound at anyof thebotAnicasvisited
(which are mostly ownedby CubansorDominicans). Theresearcherswerealsounableto

locate relevant information on mercury use in Dominican magico-religious practices,

althoughotherazogueresearchersandoneDominican botAnicaownermentionthat azogue
isbeingusedby Dominicanpractitionersand spiritist participants.

The bibliographical researchon theusesofazogueis summarizedin Table2.



TABLE 2.1
METALLIC MERCURY RiTUALISTIC USE

SOURCE-BOTANICA PUBLICATIONS
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2.0 GENERAL BOOKSTORESAND THE NEW AGE
Azogueis beingusedin theU. S. in both Voodooaswell as in Anglo NewAge

practices. Interestingly, publications that describe magical uses of mercury (in a more

professionalandluxuriouspresentation)canbe found in bookstoressuchasBarnesand

Noble in the suburbs around Hartford.

Magic andwitchcrafthavebecomepopularamongwhite middleclassNew Age

participants. Magical and occult publications on topics such as witchcraft, gypsies,

medicinalplants,astrology,cardreading,amulets,arenowlocatedin theNew Age section
of chainbookstores.In thesepublicationsmercury.isdescribedasbeingusedto prepare
amuletsfollowing the“Hebrewtradition.” Currently,botAnicasandoccultstoresarebeing
“discovered” by theNewAge groups.

TABLE 2.2

METALLIC MERCURY RITUALISTIC USE

SOURCE-GENERALBOOKSTORES

INo. Source

1

~~5i Cultural Heritage Ritual Type

2 Haitian Voodoo(LI. S.)
to turnatrick)

spells(to makefight,

(hechizos)

4 Curanderismo(P. R., < 1940)
neutralizeevil drink),
amulets(guardapelos)
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ingestion(toma) (to

spelIs

1 1 EuropeanAstrology amulet(godMercury)

3.0 SCHOLARLY LITERATURE
Accordingto Goldwater(1972),theuseofazoguein ritualshasbeenquitecommon

historically throughouttheworld (e.g.,China,India, MiddleEast,Europe,Americas).
Someof theusesofmetallicmercuryin popularpracticescanhardly beexplainedin terms
of thespecificpharmacologicalactivity of thesubstance.Quicksilver(asmetallicmercury
is alsoknown)hasfiguredprominentlyin folklore, with applicationsfor bothgoodand
evil purposes.Themostpopularmedicinaluseof mercuryhasmostly beenin prevention

andprotection(e.g.,quicksilveramulets)againsttheevil eye,evil spirits,and
bewitchment.Quicksilveralsohasbeenusedin medicineto wardoff specificailments
(e.g., rheumatism).



Quicksilver is known as asoque[sic]by Mexican-Americans in NewMexico and other

states bordering Mexico, where it is used for empacho (a culture bound gastrointestinal

disorder)asahomeremedy. Mercuryandaiiil (laundrybluing),which is another
potentiallytoxic substance,aretakeninternallybut arenotamongthemostcommonlyused

empachoremediesamongMexican-Americans.
The magico-religious use of azogue in PuertoRicancultureis practically

undocumented,buttheavailableliteraturehelpsto traceit back at least to the last quarter of

thenineteenthcenturywhenit wasusedasaprotectivemeasurementagainstevil
influences.

Theonlyknown bibliographicsourceson azogueusein PuertoRicoareAndino
AcevedoGonzalez’s(1989) ;QueTiemposAquellos! and Teodoro Vidal’s (1989)

TradicionesenIa ErujeriaPuertorriquefta.

Thereisonequitedistinctiveuseofazoguein PuertoRicanculture,independentfrom
its role in santerfalove spells. This is creationof protectiveorevil worksandinvolves
oral ingestionor skin applications, as well as use of azogueamulets.Theseazogueuses
areequallydescribedin thenativescholarlypublicationsandbytheHartfordresearch
participants.However,in theU.S. thePuertoRicanmagico-religioustraditionhascome

undertheinfluenceof theCubansanterfatraditionandisabsorbingmanyelementsof the
latter.

TABLE 2.3
METALLIC MERCURY RITUALISTIC USE
SOURCE-SCHOLARLY PUBLICATIONS

No. Recipei alHeritae Ritual Type
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perfumes,body washes.
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B. CONCLUSION

The mostcommonlyavailableprintedsourceson azogueusein Connecticutaresanterfa
booksby Cubanimmigrants. Thesereferences,which arefoundeasilyin Hispanic
botAnicas,containdescriptionsoftheuseof mercuryin the preparation of love spells.

However,theonly Santerfabookpublishedin Cubathatwe identifieddescribedazogue
usein thepreparationofprotectiveofferingsfor theYorubangodEleggu~to keepthe
policeaway.

ThesecondmostcommonbotAnicapublicationdescribingtheuseof quicksilverare

thosededicatedto theproductionofamuletsbasedon Europeanastrology. Finally, only
onebotAnicaoneiromancybookwasfoundthatdescribedquicksilversymbolism. No
PuertoRicanpublicationswerefound in ConnecticutbotAnicas that madereferenceto
mercury.

Severalscholarlyworkson folk useofmercurywerefoundin local libraries. Most
relevantscholarlystudiesconcentrateon thegodMercuryandastrology. However,
Goldwater’s(1972)Mercury:A HistoryofQuicksilver mentions the folk use ofmetallic

mercuryin variouspartsoftheworld.
A searchthroughregularlocalbookstoresin theNewAge,religion,

sociology/anthropology,andAfrican-Americansections(thereareno Hispanicstudies
sections)only producedtwo NewAge publicationsdescribingtheuseof quicksilverfor
astrologyandvoodoo.

Only two PuertoRicancuranderismopublicationspurchasedin island’sbookstores
describedtheuseofazogue.

Ofthedozensofmagical’formulasincludedin Table2 thatincludeuseof azogue,none
mentionits usefor householdwashesandonly oneaPuertoRicanpublicationmentions
drinking thesubstance.The sourceofmostof theseformulasarebotAnicaandsanterfa



bookswrittenby santerfapractitionersofCuban,Mexican-American,PuertoRicanand
Venezuelanorigin. Researcherswereunableto find abotAnicabookin Connecticut
publishedin PuertoRicoordescribingthePuertoRicanspiritist tradition. Gonzdlez-

WipplerisaPuertoRicananthropologiststudyingtheCubanSanterfatradition. The
printedmaterialsurveyshowsthatthepracticesofsprinklingordrinkingazoguemay be
moreaPuertoRicantraditionmorethanCubanone. However,on theotherhand,in the

bibliographicresearchit wasfoundthatmostof nationaltraditionshavebeingsyncretized
m anpan-spiritistmilieu thatis dominatedby santerfa.It wouldnot be incorrectto saythat
thepredominantreligiousideologyamonginnercity Hispanicsis “spiritism” in the general

senseoftheword. To understandazogueusewe mustunderstandspiritist ideology.



III. ETHNOGRAPHIC FIELD RESEARCH

A. EXPLORATORY PHASE CONCLUSIONS

A familiarizationwith thetwo mainformsofpopularreligiousbelief(Espiritismoand
Santerfa)in theHispaniccommunityof Hartfordisessentialto theunderstandingofthe
culturalcontextof azogueuse. Thosewho areespeciallygifted andactasmediumsin
Espiritismo or Santerfa are called espiritistas and santeros, both practitioners having the

capability for producing either good or evil. The use of espiritismo or santerfa for evil or

harmis oftenreferredto asbrujeria (witchcraft)ormagianegra (blackmagic). Although
all tenoftheespiritistasandsanterosinterviewedby theHispanicHealthCouncil aspart

opfthisprojectknewofits existence,noneclaimedto beassociatedwith brujeriaormagia
negra. Instead,theyclaimedthatthepowerstheyhaveareagift fromGodthattheyusein
orderto~lp otherpeople.Prior researchby theHHC affirmsthat thisis themost
commonlyheldattitudeamongspirusm’sparticipants.

Duringaclientvisit, theespiritistaor santerogenerallycontactsthespirit world to seek

informationon theproblem(s)presentedby theclient and,in addition,may givetheclient
instructionsincludinga “prescription”oralist of materialsto usetoovercometheproblem
at hand(e.g.,herbs,candles,baths,perfumes).Usually,thesecanbeobtainedat a
botAnica,a storethatsells folk remediesalongwith othersuppliesassociatedwith popular

religiouspractices.It is at thesebotAnicaswhereazogueis sold,usuallyin gelatin

capsulescostingbetweenoneandtwodollarsapieceandeachhavingbetween1.5 and 31

gramsofmercury. In Hartford,therecurrentlyarefive botAnicas,threeof which sell or
havesoldazogue.BotAnicaChang6(thelargestbotAnica in Hartford) reportsselling
approximatelytwentycapsulesaweek~

Accordingto theinformationgatheredby theHHC, azogueis usedfor a varietyof
purposesandis knownfor its forceful andprotectivepropertiesin bothEspiritismoand
Santerfa.Azoguehasbeendefinedin contextasasubstance“quedacantazo”(thatdelivers
ablow) andhenceisusedasa“booster”ora “catalyst” toenhancetrabajos (spiritual
works/spells). Althoughazoguecanbe usedfor eithercausinggoodandevil outcomes,
basedon interviewswith spiritparticipants,it appearsto be mainlyusedfor protection
againstevilorharmful influencesandfor achievinggoodluck.



Onecommonwayazogueis usedfor magicalpurposesis in protectiveresguardos

(magical shields) which usually involves putting a drop of azogue in a leather pouch along

with a varietyofherbssuchasyerbabuenaand/oronion. This resguardo usually is worn

aroundtheneckorelsewhereon thebodyandis thoughtto bring goodluck andkeepaway
any daAos (evil spells) directed against you. A simple capsule of azogue by itself may be

carried in one’s pocket as a protective talisman.

The practice of drinking azogue, either mixed with holy waterorby itself, is explained

as a protection against dai~os directed towards the stomach. Of the ten healers

interviewed,oneadmittedto drinkingazoguein thepastandanothersaidshewould
prescribedrinking it if presentedwith someonewith aheavydailodoneto his/herstomach.
Jamaicans and those practicing Santerfa were often described as drinking azogue to protect

theirstomach.Someindividualsaresaidto havebeendrinking it for yearswith no

apparent ill effects. These observations couldnot beverifiedhowever.
Azogue also can be used for the spiritual cleansing of the home, a practice often

referred to as despojo. This is usually done when there is a suspected evil presence in the

houseoronaregularbasisin orderto keepawayevil influences.Themethodologyof a

despojovariesfrom individualto individual,butusuallyinvolvestheuseof plantsand
herbssuchasyerbabuena,paz6te,andcoconutalongwith perfume,incenseandsprays
such as San Miguel, Siete Potencias Africanas, andSantaBarbara. Thesearespread
throughoutthehomewith thedoorusuallyleft opensothatthespiritsmaydepart. Also the
floor issometimescleansedwith specialfloor washessoldat botAnicasmade solely for this

purpose.

Azogue maybemixedwith thesefloor washesorblessedwaterandused to cleanse the

floor, but sprinkling this mixture in the corners of the home may be done as well. Another

methodis toputtheazogueinto acupofwaterandsetit neartheentranceto thehome,to
keepevil influencesfromentering. Thiscupmaybeleft indefinitelyorfor threedays,after
whichthemixtureissprinkledthroughoutthehome. Thefrequencyofperforming

despojosvariesandcanrangefromtwoor threetimesa weekto two orthreetimesa

month. Despojoscanalsobeperformedfor businessesestablishmentswhentheslowing
ofbusinessis thought to becausedby evil influences.

Otherformsofazogueuseincludeaddingit to thebathandrubbingit on thebodyfor a

personaldespojo,puttingit in candiesto “magnify” theirpower(e.g.,Love Candle), and
applyingit to anfman (lodestone)in orderto bringaboutgoodluck/fortune. One

espiritistaevenmentionedits useby drugaddictswhoinjectit intravenously,presumably



to enhance the effect of the drug. He added that it drives them “crazy”. Interviews by the

I{HC with substance abuse treatuient professionals and injection drug users did not

produce any confirmation of this practice, however.

In assessing azogueusc, it should be noted that since espiritistas/santeros maycome

from different ethnic backgrounds, it is difficult to determine how commoneach method of

azogue use is, especially in a preliminary study. However, at least for the ten individuals

interviewed, drinking azogue, using it for resguardos, and using it for despojos of the

homewerethemostfrequentlycitedmethodsofuse.
Possibly,becauseofsecrecyandfearofridicule by non-users,only two outof theten

individualsinterviewedclaimedto haveusedazogue.Onestatedthatheusedit mainly for
resguardosandoccasionallyfor despojosofthehomeaswell. However,it cannotbe
deniedthatazogueis beingusedandin waysthat maybe harmfulto humanhealth. It

should also be noted that azogue is mentioned to be frequently employed by those who
practicebrujeria (witchcraft). Sincenoneoftheindividualsinterviewedclaimedto
associatewith thisaspectofespiritismo/santerfa,wewereunableto recordanydetailsof
how azogueisusedin thiscontext.

B. PHASE II. SUMMARY

1.0 HOUSEHOLDSURVEY

1.1 Intormants Reaction to Azogue Questions

A notablenumberofindividualsinterviewedin thehousehold survey became nervous

or uncomfortable when asked about azogue use, but they responded negatively concerning
having knowledge on the topic. The most interesting case was a santero called El Padrino.

El Padrino denied use of asogue. However, during a visit to his homeit was noticed that

hehadawbitecandlesittingonalingroomcoffeetablealongwithpicturedofhis

diseasedmother.Thislargewhitecandlewasinaplain(noprinting)glassandthewax
containednwnerousdropsof azogue.However,whenaskedaboutit, El Padrino
respondedthatthecandlecamepreparada (alreadyprepared)with theazogue.Like other
spiritists andsanterosinterviewed,he indicatedthatazoguewasusedfor bothgood
(resguardos)andevil (trabajos).Whenusedaloneazoguewasusedfor good,and when
usedwith otheringredientswasusedfor malevolentpurposes.



VL QUICKSILVER USEAS A HEALTH RISK

ALTERNATIVE INTERVENTION APPROACHES

The following is descriptionof possibleactionsthatmaybe takenin orderto reducethe
healthrisk createdby theexposureto metallicmercury.We havealsoincludedsomeofthe
positive andnegativeeffectsof eachalternativeinterventionapproaches.

A. LEGAL INTERVENTION.

1.0Total prohibition of metallic mercury production, distribution and use.

Wearenot goingto discusstheprohibitionofindustrialuseofmetallicmercury,in spite of

thefactthat thisactivity possesa serioushealthhazard.Environmentalgroupshavebeenunable
to bantoxic mercuryusein industryspite thefactthatit isamajorwaterpollutant.Mercury is
foundin fish andseafood,but noneoftheseproductscomewith warningslabels.

Quicksilveris alsousedin householdproducts.Quicksilvercontainingthermometersarestill
beensoldin spiteofthefactthat thisproductisamajorcauseofmercurypoisoning(acrodynia).

2.0 Selectiveprohibitionof quicksilvercommercialdistribution.

Thecurrentapproachby publichealthauthoritiesin theU. S. (e.g.,California,PuertoRico)
to theuseofazogueis to prohibit its saleatthebotanicasandothersimilarestablishments.This

approachhavebeenjustifiedsupposedlybecausethespiritualuseofmercuryis a healthhazard.
Resultshavebeenmostlynegativein PuertoRico asthegovernmentlacksthehumanresources
(i.e., DACCOinspectors)to enforceregulationsandazoguecontinuesto be soldin at leastone
hundredbotanicasin PuertoRico. Thesaleofazogueisbecomingamoreprofitablebusinessas

theprohibitionhavecreatedanazoguecostinflation. Theresearcherevenboughtazogueata
higherpriceatabotanicain New Britain, Connecticut,becauseaccordingto theDominican
ownerazoguesalesareprohibitedin ConnecticutandNew York “becauseisusedto produce
explosives”.

How seriousa healthrisk is thefolk useof azoguehasnot beendeterminedby thehealth
authorities.Therehavenotbeenanyethnographicormedicalstudyon theritualisticuseof
azoguethatwouldjustify theresentlegalactiontakenby healthauthorities.Basically their

• actionshavebeenbasedon thefact thatazogueisbeingsoldatbotanicasandby thepublic
awarenesscreatedby afew “scholars”(i.e., medicaldoctor,psychologist,public healthofficial)



none of which has the special academic training to conduct anthropological research on the topic.
Thesedominantgroupauthoritiespurposeis basicallymedical,to find hardevidenceof how
unhealthyis thefolk useofazoguein orderto forcemedicalauthoritiesto act legally against this

menace.
Interviews conducted by the researcher with this group of azogue experts produced several

conclusions.First, noneof theinterviewedhaveconductedintensiveethnographicresearchon

azogueuse.
Second, none of the azogue researchers have even conducted serious bibliographic research

on theculturaluseof mercury.Thesescholarsdeclarednotevenreadsuchbasicmercury
scientific literature as Goldwater (1972) Mercury:A History ofQwcksilver.Thelackof

knowledgeofthebasicethnologicalliteratureon azoguewasequallyimpressive.Noneofthe
“researchers”knewoftheexistenceof such basic Puerto Rican folklore literature as Andino

Acevedo Gonz~.lez (1989) ,QueTiemposAquellos!and Teodoro Vidal (1989) Tradicionesen La

Brujeria Puertorriquefia. Not eventhePuertoRicanUniversityofPuertoRicopsychology
professorknewaboutthesepublicationthat includeadiscussionon thefolk useof azogueby the
peopleofPuertoRico.

Third, theazogueuseresearcherslackof knowledgeof Santeriaandits I~1~Q~
with azoguewasequallyabsent.The mainazogueresearcherandmostdevotedcrusaderagainst
thefolk useofazogueamongHispanics is aNew York City medicaldoctorwho isseriously
limited in his studiesby his lackoftheSpanishlanguage.Hehavebeenableto readsome
Santeriabookswritten in EnglishsuchasGonzalez-Wipplerpublications,butevenhis references
to her books are incorrect. In conclusionmedicallyorientedresearchersmaininterestis to find

scientificproof that theritualistic useofazogueisa healthrisk. However,nonehavebeenable

to find evidence(e.g. laboratoryurineorbloodtest,homemercuryvaportests)thatritualistic

use of azogue is a health hazard.

The ideal goal,accordingto healthauthoritiesin CaliforniaandPuertoRico, is thetotal
prohibitionofquicksilversalesthroughbotanicasandsimilar storesto thegeneralpublic, which
happensto beminority groups(e.g.Hispanics,WestIndians,African-Americans,Asians. This
simplistic,direct, hastycohesiveapproachis really ethnocentricandmayevenbeanti-
constitutionalwhenazogueisusedby minority religiousgroups.

Thejustification thatmercuryis ahealthrisk,particularlywheninhaledhavebeen
scientificallyproven,butsoaremanyother products sold on the legal market today. Tobacco is

ahealthhazard,particularlywheninhaled,suchdoesareall thepetroleumoil derivatives(e.g.,
gasoline,thinner).The list of householdproductssold at anysupermarket(Lynn 1992)which are
capableof producingtoxic fumes isquiteimpressive:gas,kerosene,spotremover,tobacco
smoke,ammoniacleaners,draincleaners,insecticides,ovencleaners,carpetshampoo,air



fresheners, glass cleaner, nail polish remover, dry cleaning products, mothballs, chlorine bleach.

Is ~uethatmanyof thesetoxic productshavewarninglevels, butpeoplecontinueto usethem
in a way that exposes them to their toxic effects.

The banningof azoguehasaverydistinct ethnocentricandracisttint. It follows thesame
logic of prohibition of animal sacrifices in Santeria and the banning of Santeria meetings in the

inner cities by police because is connected to the demonic cults. Occult practices are becoming

popular among White middle class suburbans, including demonic cults.

3.0 Public Awareness

What is recommended here follows the same logic as other educational programs targeted to

minority groups in the inner cities. Many of the activities practiced by the subordinate classes in

the U. S. are seen as a threat to the dominant establishment and are classified as “illegal”. Such is

the case of psychotropic substances sold by the informal sector and these services provided by

sexworkers.CurrentHIV/AIDS preventionprogramshaverejectedthemoralisticor judiciary
approaches.Thesepreventionprogramsdistributecondoms,bleachbottles,hypodermicneedles
amongtheinnerhighrisk population.Theapproachisnot to prohibit buthow to do it “safely”.
Thesesameprogramsdemonstratehow to washneedlesamong“shootinggalleries” heroin
users.Theprohibitionofcommercialdistributionof “illegal” or “controlled” substancesin theU.
S. havenot beenquitesuccessful.On theotherhandtheeducationalapproaches such as the use

ofcleanneedleshavereducedthecasesof HIV infection.
Multiple publicawarenessapproachesmaybeusedregardingthetoxic natureof metallic

mercuryandotherbotanicaproducts. Thiseducationalcampaignmustbetargetedtowardboth
thehealthservicespersonnelandthegeneralpublic.Thelist include:1) productwarninglabeling
throughlegislation;2)bilingual educationalliterature;3) massmediaannouncements;4) public

presentations;5) outreacheffortsamongazoguedistributorsandusers,includingspiritual
specialistsandbotanicaowners.

TheHartfordAzogueprojectincludesresearchon azogueuseandtheproductionof

educationalmaterialbasedon theresearchresults.
The productionof two basictypeofeducationalbrochuresarerequired.Thefirst typeof

bilingual educationalmaterial(seeannexedGuideto theSpiritual UseofAzogue)mustbe
targetedtowardthebotanicaclients,particularlypotentialorcurrentazogueusers.The objective
is to: 1) recommendhow to useazoguesafely;2) to discouragetheuseofazogueby providing
informationon mercurypoisoning;3) toprovidealternativemodesandingredientsthathavethe
samefunctionasazogue.The educationalmaterialhavebeenproducedbasedon the
ethnographicandbibliographicresearchon azogue.Greatcarehavebeentakento usethe
terminologyof SanteriaandSpiritismemployedby botanicaclients.
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