"Junkanoo is deeply rooted in the cultural 

heritage of the Bahamian people and as 

such represents their past, their present and 

their aspirations for the future."

--Bahamian Clement Bethel

JAMMIN’ BEAR AND THE JUNKANOO FESTIVAL

Jammin' Bear was only five years old, but he already knew what he wanted to do. He wanted to be a Junkanoo dancer like his father and his uncles. In fact, Jammin' wanted to participate in Junkanoo right now. 


One night, he sneaked into the shed to watch as his father’s shack (dance group) talked about how to design new costumes of cardboard, bright colored feathers, beads and silver studs, paint and glitter. 


His father saw him and said, "Jammin', you must go in the house to bed. It is time."


"But I want to be in Junkanoo," Jammin' said.


His uncle JoJo laughed. "You are too little, Jammin'. You would get lost with so many feathers on your head. We would think you were a bird and put you back in your mamma's nest."

Jammin' frowned. He did not like to be told he belonged at his mother's side. He wanted to be part of the festival.


Sullen, he went to see his grandfather TuTu who was said to be the oldest and wisest of all the men on the island.


"Oh most wise grandfather, why does Father and Uncle laugh at me when I want to be in Junkanoo?"


Grandfather TuTu thought for a minute before he answered. "Junkanoo is a very special time. Do you remember the story I told you about it?"


Jammin' pursed his lips. "You have told me and I remember, but tell me again." He loved listening to island history.


So Grandfather told the story of Junkanoo, but because the name had been handed down from generation to generation, it had changed and on this day no one was even sure what tale was true and which one was not.

"Our ancestors came from West African; from a tribe called the Quojas. This tribe had two spirits who looked after the Quojas. Their names were—"

"Janani and Canno," Jammin' piped up. 

His grandfather nodded. "And what did they do?"

"Janani defended the tribe, and Canno was a super spirit who controlled the activities of the tribe." Jammin' proudly recited that part of the story he knew by heart.

"That's right, but over the years those names have turned and changed and become Junkanoo, the celebration by the slaves when they were given three days off at Christmas. Oh, they would sing and dance all day and all night. They used the drums from Africa, then added bells and whistles." Grandfather smiled. "I remember some call the sound Doongalik. My what a wonderful noise they made with their instruments."

"Don-galik, don-galik." Jammin' used the table as a pretend drum, tapping and then shaking his hand as though rattling a cowbell. "Don-galik." Jammin' sighed. He loved hearing the story of Junkanoo, especially when grandfather told it in his deep voice. But it only made him want to be in the festival parade even more than before.

"I have been practicing the drum. I can play," Jammin' said, jumping up. "And look, I can do the dance and the song." Jammin took two steps forward, one step back, and repeated them, moving in a small circle in front of grandfather in the traditional rush dance. As he danced, he sang the song he heard his father and uncle sing while they were building their costumes.

"A-rushin, a-rushin, 

A-rushin through de crowd. 

A-rushin, a-rushin 

A-rushin through de crowd."

Grandfather smiled but still he shook his head. "It is not enough. You must be old enough to make the mask and costume of the Junkanoo. That takes wisdom and vision and you must be what no other is for it to be unique."

Jammin knew he could do that, for he had already been collecting feathers and bits of glass when he walked home from school. He knew his father's costume would have very large feathers and beads of gold and silver, but Jammin' still thought he could make a costume with what he had. 
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One day he and his friends were down at the cove, collecting more shells and palm leaves for his mother to use in the baskets and purses she wove. Because it was hot and they worked hard, they soon decided to take a swim and cool off. Jammin' floated on his back in the water and stared at the clouds overhead. He tried to think of a costume that would be unique and like no other. 


"Hey, look at the elephant," Mambu said, pointing to a cloud.


"No, it's a snake eating a rat," replied his other friend, Gigio.


"You are loco, Gigio," retorted Mambu, splashing water in his direction. With a quick dive, Gigio grabbed his friend and pulled him under.

Jammin' heard the argument but did not get into the middle of the splashing contest. Instead, he watched the clouds more closely. In seconds, the clouds changed shapes and became something else – a different animal, a ship instead of a whale, or a dancing lady instead of a soldier. And as he watched, a plan formed. He suddenly knew how he would make the costumes. 

The months passed and he and his friends worked on their costumes. Jammin’ took the feathers from the birds of flight that watched over the island, the yellow of the sun that shone to brighten the day and warm the sand. He added green from the palms that gave the island coconuts and leaves to make the baskets and purses that were the livelihood of many people on the island. From the flowers that grew to give the island beauty to the fishes in the lagoons where he swam, he took all the colors of the rainbow – bright reds, oranges, blues and greens; purple, gold and silver. He mixed these colors with the sand from the shores to create a texture unique to the costumes he made for him and his friends.


It was only a day before the Junkanoo festival. Jammin' and Mambu and Gigio met in the grove to finish the costumes. They practiced the dance and song of the Junkanoo. Then they were ready.


They carefully carried the costumes to the house where his father and JoJo and his grandfather Tutu were. All the members of the shack were busy finishing their costumes and practicing their dances.


Jammin’ spoke to his father. "Grandfather said that I needed wisdom and perseverance and I must have a vision to create a costume that is unique to me and to Junkanoo."


"Jammin' I know you want to be in Junkanoo, but there is no time to make a costume."


"We have already made one. If you will let us show you, you will see that we are good enough to be in the festival."


JoJo and father laughed. "Oh, ho, you think so, do you?" JoJo laughed hardest. "I was almost eight before I was judged good enough to be in Junkanoo."


Jammin' looked at his grandfather. 


Grandfather nodded slightly. "If Jammin' has made a unique costume, then we should see what it is."


The three boys went out the door of the shed and carefully put on their masks and costumes. Jammin', who was the first in the line of three small boys, began to beat his small drum and the three began the dance -- two steps forward and one back. Mambu clanged the cowbell and Gigio blew on the whistle. In just a few minutes, his grandfather and all the men came out of the shed to watch them. They did not say a word as the boys danced and turned in front of them.


Jammin' had made the costumes to look as one so that each time one of the boys turned, a new picture formed across the face of the three costumes. They continued to dance in small steps in front of the adults, one boy turning at a time. Jammin' had used the vision of the clouds to create a most unique design. Each time one of the boys turned, the sun caught the feathers, shells and painted sand to form a different design.


When the dance finally finished and the boys stopped, breathless from dancing and excitement, all the men nodded solemnly but it was his father who spoke.


"You have indeed created a unique costume. In fact, it seems that you have used your imagination and created many visions of the world you know. Because you have shown such diligence, you will be allowed to dance tomorrow in Junkanoo. You and your friends will carry the drum and cowbell that makes the doongalik sound and you will be in the middle of the shack so that all we pass will know you belong with us."


And Jammin' went to bed that night knowing that with hard work, wisdom and vision, anything is possible. But it never hurts to take time to float in the water and make pictures of the clouds.

The people of the Bahamas celebrate the Junkanoo Festival every Boxing Day (December 26) and New Year’s Day. Although we weren’t there for the festival, we had a taste of Bahamian culture when Junkanoo dancers performed for us one night. For those who danced with them, or who played the drums and blew the flutes, you have become part of the Farm Bureau Shack. We hope that the coming year provides you many more reasons to celebrate.

