
�
�
�
�

�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�

��������	
�������

��������������������������������

�

���������
�����������
������������������
�������� �

�

�����!"#�$��

����%��������#�����������

�
$�����

&����&�������
'���� �!�����

��������� ���
#�����������

�
���(������������������������
)���������������( ���������

�*�(�(������)������'���������������
���������������������� ����&�������

+��������,�-.�����
�������� �

�--/�!��0-%�'
�#��+1��
��*+%�&!�+2�+%�+!�+��&!��
�+%�+�#�-!��-0��-�&��'
�#��+�
-�#�-!��
 

���������	���	��
�����
���	��	��������	��
����	�����������	����	����������	�� �



3                                 ����������	�
��
���������	��������	�������������	�� �
��������������
��
������
����  
�

�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
����������������������	����	���	��
�����
���	��	��� �����	������	�����������	����	����������	���
������������������
������������	���������	���	����� �����	���� 	��!�
�����
	��	����������� ����� ��������������	������"� ���
�#������$���������	��%����!�
"����
�#������$���������	��%�����
&����&'���#�������()�#���������
(�����*�	�)��+����,-�,�&&�
%�	��.����!/0'!&'���
1��.����!/��!-�-,�
2���� .�
�����3����!	�*�
(�
.� ���!����!	�* �



����������	�
��
���������	��������	�������������	�� �
��������������
��
������
����� 4 

#&*�+�-0��-!#+!#��
�
4�5�	� �
*������
2���������#�������

�
$! $��67�"+�$7��

�

&!&! 7����  �%�	8����7
8����������
�6���	�� ��
�

&!�! %�	8�������������	��
�

&!,! 7
8��������	�������6��	��.�%�������4�� �����	��1�� 
�6��������1��
��*��
�

&!/! 4���	���.�1�� 
�#��
������*����
�����	
	 	*��
�

$$! 62#246+9�1$��$�:#�
�

�!&! +	���;�����	���
�

�!�!  �����	�	*������	��<�������
�

�!,!  ����+���	�����<�������#������
�

������  ���
����
����������
���	 �
��
����!��"�������
������  �	��������������	�����	���#�������������
���	 �$��� �
��%�����
����
������  &��	�������#�
"�	�
 �����"�����
����'�  �
"�	����
���	 �#�
�	��
����(�  ����
�
�������������
��������
���	 �
��
����)������ ��	����
�*���
�

�!/!  =�
������%�������	�����
�+	������	���	��<�������
�

��'���  +�	�
��	��	������	����+	��
	�
����,�
"�����������
" ��-������
��'���  &�������	��	������	����+�������
��� �����	����
��
� ���
�

�!0!  %	�� ��� ������ ��
� +	���>������� 7�� #����� 6�*� ���	�� 	�� ���� +���	����� <�������
#�������
�

��(���  ��������	���
�����
"�
�!�

�	�
��(���  
�	�����
����������
�
�����
��(���  .�����%��"
��
��(�'�  /	����� ��	�����
��(�(�  %����
��(�0�  1��
 �2�	����$����
 �
�

�!-!  %�����*����4  ��	*�����.��=�
������?�;������	��<��� ����
�

$$$! %7=$+@�$�%=$+4�$7�#�
�
4�����



5                                 ����������	�
��
���������	��������	�������������	�� �
��������������
��
������
����  
�



����������	�
��
���������	��������	�������������	�� �
��������������
��
������
����� 6 

&�/!-��+��7+!#��
�
�
The following study is the result of a sizeable collaboration begun at the behest of the United 
States Institute of Peace. Conducted ����	� 
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11 Locally distilled liquor. 
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This is the way our people grew up over 500 years ago. They 
practice the use of Sassywood to bring criminal to justice. And if 
the criminal , witchcraft is guilty, he, she is given oath so as not to 
repeat such act. So my recommendation to the Government 

Sometimes when there is a land dispute between two parties, 
according to what I was told, they usually abstract some of the 
earth dirt and put it in the water and both parties will swear on it.  
Each parties will say if this portion of land we are talking

We believe to be oath is, the sharing of drink from the same cup 
and the breaking of kola nut that was a sign of unity and 
reconciliation. But we did not put herbs together and forced them 
to take in to get them reconcile. No, it wasn’t done that way

I personally don’t like Sassywood that hurts people. I am totally 
against those types of forceful confessions. We simple thing like 
rice or money for our oath here but if the government wants to 
stop it, it should show us something that we can use to get 

So we contacted one fellow to administer Sassywood. When he 
came and heard people accusing the little girl, so he concluded 
that it is the little girl who stole the money, which was not true. 
The fact came out when the individual who stole the money was p

Actually Sassywood has categories. There are some that are bad 
most especially the one that was administered with hot cutlass. 
There is some that is not bad. It was actually giving chiefs respect. 
When someone commits a crime and is in hidden, everyone is

This Sassywood thing here is hurting us here, off course I don’t 
know what really government see inside, you see these witchcraft 
and thieves, since they heard about it they are happy, so they get 
ground now so they don’t want to listen to anybody again. 

It is because of the abolition of the Sassywood that causing many 
people to die in our community. When these cases are reported to 
the court, the judges ask you to provide proof to clear all 
reasonable doubt. And when you explain, they let them go free. S

In fact we were practicing Trial by Ordeal even in recent time and 
it was transparent and fair and it was the own fastest medium use 
by our traditional people to psychological make perpetrator to 
admit to his or her wrong doing. But since the Government p

My son that Sassywood thing we can walk from here to Monrovia, 
the thing killing us left and right, the town that you passed the 
Konobo before you reach to Touboh, go there and ask and say 
how many people died in this place here? You see the land 
commissi

Interviewer: During the land dispute case, why didn’t you carry 
on Trial by Ordeal?    Respondent: I am too civilized for that.    

We don’t believed in Sassywood, when we see people playing 
with Sassywood we can laugh at them, we are Muslim, we hold 
one thing, we don’t hold two things.

Yes it is good to stop it because we don’t know what most of that 
traditional medicine that we swear on are made of. Take for 
example if the man who is administering the Sassywood is against 
you, he will harm you under the pretense of administering justic

We cannot blame the government because it doesn’t know if some 
of the Sassywoods are truthful and not because some people 
falsely administer Sassywood which leads to the death of people. 
In every society there are bad apples and government cannot base 
its

I think it is good for the government to put stop to the Sassywood 
because, sometimes the Sassywood may not catch the right person 
and this may cause confusion in the society

No, “Sassywood” is not transparent and fair. It is part of our 
earlier culture. It is actually like fake magic. Magic is used by the 
magician to satisfy certain people. It is like witchcraft. 

Before the abolishing of the Sassywood, these wicked guys were 
arrested and given oath to stop wickedness in the community. And 
by administering oath they are subjected to stop bewitching 
innocent lives. If they defile the oath, they definitely die. Also 

As for witchcraft case, the thing that we were depending on to 
give us fact is the oath (Sassywood) and has been abolished. So 
my recommendation to the Government is that let us be allowed to 
administered oath (Sassywood) because it is the only thing that

Nankpeah is a traditional oath and when suspects are brought 
before it, each one shows his/her hands over it.  A question is 
asked concerning the incident if guilty or not, if you are the doer 
you will immediately start to cough but if you are innocent and 
clear you will go free.

Actually, let no one lie to you, Sassywood can not kill. Many 
individuals who were involved into witchcraft activities were 
given Sassywood not to repeat their wickedness but they repeated 
it and nothing was done to them.

When the Sassywood is conducted, it clarifies every doubt. If you 
are involved in the act, it shows you out. And if you are not, it 
does not harms you. So abolishing the Sassywood, for me I don 
not agree. 

The period when Sassywood was administered was safer than 
these days. 

Selected Quotes on Sassywood
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Sassywood Method Description Sassywood Method Description

"Cutting Sand" Consulting an Oracle or Soothsayer to divine the truth. Swearing or Oath Suspect either ingests innocuous substance, or touches 
an object, and swears that they are innocent or will 
repent from their actions.  If they are speaking falsely, 
or dishonor their vow, they may be subject to spiritual 
forces that will bring about their death.  No actual 
physical harm is inflicted or poison ingested, 
apparently.  Only if the person is guilty will medicine 
activate.   Witnesses may also have to place a small 
monetary donation as collateral to avouch for their 
veracity.  If they are caught lying, they forfeit their 
money.

"Striking Lightening" A ritual specialist is used, often from neighboring 
Guinea, who will cause lightening to strike the guilty 
if they do not atone for their crime.

Bible Swearing, Bible 
Oath

"My case was carried to him and he allowed the 
people to bribe him and he went against me and even 
put me in jail. These judges were told to administer 
Sassywood in Court  to the witnesses but still we find 
no transparency. The court allows the both parties to 
take in Oath by kissing the Holy Bible. Some people 
called it that way because you swear upon your life."

Standing on a Calabash Everyone in the community stands on a calabash as 
directed by soothsayer.  Whoever is on the calabash 
when it breaks is the thief.

Eating or Ingestion 
Ceremony

All suspects are forced to imbibe a substance, which 
may be poisonous or innocuous, and told to tell the 
truth.  If they lie or are the true criminal they will be 
taken ill, vomit, or die.

"Switch" Method (or 
Crossing Brooms)

"He came and brought 2 brooms as tools to administer 
the Sassywood. The brooms were intercrossed in each 
other and during the process, if anyone holds it and 
move it from apart then you are innocent; if not, then 
you are guilty of the crime." 

Cowfur, Cawful "Cowfur, it is prepared in food and all of the 
community, innocent victims, as well as perpetrators, 
partake of it." Those who are guilty will die within 2 
years.  Emphasis placed on the entire community 
ingesting the Cowfur, not just suspect(s).

Hot Cutlass A cutlass is heated until red hot and then placed 
against the skin of all those under suspicion. 
Typically, placed against the bare feet of the suspect.  
It is believed that only those who are guilty will feel 
the heat of the cutlass and be burned by it.

Curful "If something gets missing and everyone denies the 
allegation, another form of the Sassywood is Curful, is 
prepared in food and everyone eats it together and 
give a grace period for the suspects to confess and if 
not he, she dies after that time."

Hot Oil Similar to hot cutlass, only the guilty will be burned or 
feel the pain of heated oil.  "Firstly, you have to say 
that if it were you who stole the item, the hot oil 
placed on me must burn my hand; but if my name was 
falsely used against the stolen item, that hot oil is not 
going to burn me. But if I were the one who stole the 
item, I would be caught."

Glee "It is form of hemlock or concussion that normally 
played psychologically on the suspect to at time 
confess under duress. It is administered in two forms. 
By heating a cutlass and pressing it against the 
suspect’s body part."

Hot Stones in Oil "When the Sassywood man came, he came with some 
little rocks in a pot with oil. This was placed on a hot 
fire and it boil. Afterwards, the Sassywood man put 
his hand in the hot oil and took out the stones. He said 
gentlemen do you see it; we said yes. At the trial there 
two white men. One of them was the general manager 
and the other white man said he had been in Kenya 
where similar thing happened and they found out and 
it worked so he tried encouraging his colleague to do 
it but he said no. After the ordeal was performed, the 
lot never fell on any of those employees present except 
two other employees that were absent. So the 
Sassywood man concluded that the absentee were 
responsible for the missing item.

"Take a Stone from the 
Spot"

A method of Trial by Ordeal used in land disputes in 
which disputing parties are forced to ingest earth from 
the disputed land to see which person is the rightful 
owner. "Then we could have put the stones from the 
same ground in water where the parties would have 
taken an oath on the land. If anyone lies, then the oath 
makes you useless."

7 Pieces of Red Pepper "When they say a black bag is missing and you say 
you don’t know anything about it, they will take the 
pepper and put it in the water, but you will not wash 
your face with the water, it will be placed under the 
white cloth. They will bring it around and ask if 
anyone knows something about the missing bag and if 
you say you don’t know anything about, they will ask 
you to swear or make an oath to the seven peppers. In 
the process you will say, 'If I know anything about the 
missing item these are my eyes.' Truly, I saw seven 
persons taking this Sassywood, and one person was 
caught in the process. Tears came from the boy who 
was guilty eyes. He was caught and he confessed that 
he took his sister money."

Kafue Essentially an oath that one swears when testifying in 
a traditional forum.  Witnesses actually ingest food as 
a sign of honesty." As for us, we don’t ask anybody to 
swear on traditional medicine. When we start a case, 
we request each party to bring 5.00 each and buy 
something to eat which serves as Kafue for us to say 
the truth."

Country Cuffs, or 
Handcuffs

Means of binding ones hands in a painful position in 
order to elicit a confession, or detain a suspected 
criminal.

Trolou "A country pot fill with herbs and kola nuts. If a 
suspect is in hidden and we split the kola nuts and 
swear over it and place it over the pot. Every body will 
be asked to eat portion of the kola nut. The person 
who is guilty will definitely be cursed by the 
agreement."

Kola Nut in Hands No Description Available

Glossary of Sassywood 
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