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  The devastation 
of Carib tribes 
caused by the co-
lonial period has 
left only small 
isolated groups 
of Carib Indians 
throughout the 
region today.
   Aragorn’s de-
sire to just have 
a Carib canoe 

expanded instantly into a worthy pur-
pose, which could benefit the remaining 
indigenous Carib people. It was quickly 
decided in this new found friendship 
the task would be to build a Carib ca-
noe  large enough to make passages to 
other Caribbean islands visiting all the 
remaining Carib tribes. For Jacob his 
dream to unite Carib people, at least 
symbolically, would give what is left of 

How a unique voyage sparked 
new interest in the indigenous people 

of the Caribbean and their crafts 

After sailing 400 miles
in open seas, the voyage 
changed dramatically in 
the Orinoco Delta. Shallow
water, a strong out flowing
current and debris made
travelling slow. Biting
insects as well as bandits 
with guns made travel
a bit more uncomfotable.
  

Aragorn clearing the 
outboard’s prop, a task 
that was repeated several
times each day. 
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“ Bananas are finished 
                 Craft is Coming.”
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Words of inspiration 
printed on T-shirts were 
given to the Carib people 
during the voyage. Transla-
tion,

 

The Voyage of Gli Gli retraced the route of 
Dominica’s Carib ancestors back to their 
origin which was over 1,000 years earlier. 

Ports of Call:
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Photos of the Gli Gli  project courtesy of Aragorn Dick-Read and members of the expedition

The perceived history of the Caribbean 
implanted in the tourist mind has come 
from novels and Hollywood movies. For 
historians most of the popular media on 
this subject is seen as fictionalized en-
tertainment. Authors and script writers 
along with producers have learned how 
to spice up historical facts into a plot 
which is guaranteed to attract a large 
audience. Correctness is often ignored 
and replaced with swashbuckling tales 
of buccaneers and cannibal savages.

Aragorn Dick-Read, an artist  
born of English parentage in  
Tortola, developed  a curiosity  

of island history at an early age. He 
furthered his interest in University by 
studying anthropology. His artistic tal-
ents are influenced from the Caribbean 
environment where he grew up. Arago-

rn’s passion is studying the indigenous 
people of the Caribbean. His desire to 
build a Carib sailing canoe drew him to 
the Island of Dominica.  
   It was by a chance meeting in the sum-
mer of 1994, while riding a local bus in 
Dominica, that he met Jacob Frederick,  
a Carib indian. Jacob’s shared interest in  
art and the history of the Carib people 
created a mutual friendship. A synergy 
was created that would develop into a 
unique voyage of discovery.  
   Jacob Frederick is an activist for 
his  people. His dream was of one day 
traveling by a traditional Carib dug out 
canoe to reconnect with the few remain-
ing Caribs in the Caribbean. His vision 
was to retrace the journey of his ances-
tors, who 1,000 years earlier, sailed 
north from the Orinoco basin of South 
America to settle in the islands of the 
eastern Caribbean. 

his culture a chance of survival. 
   The project was born, named Gli Gli 
after the Sparrow Hawk, an ancient 
Carib totem for bravery.
   Etien Charles master canoe builder, 
known as “ Chalo”, was engaged to 
oversee the canoe’s construction. Their 
first task was to find two large Gommier 
trees high up and deep in Dominican 
Carib territory.

Gli Gli

Jacob Frederick
talks to his people
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In December 1995 the first of the  
   trees were felled deep in the  
      rainforest. A gang of craftsmen, 

with adzes and saws, transformed the 
Gommier tree (Dacryodes Hexandra) 
into the hull of a sleek canoe shape. 
Three weeks later, forty men gathered 
for the two day task of dragging the 
rough-cut vessel down the steep forest 
hillsides to the village of Salibia, still 
a thousand feet above the sea. Now on 
flatter ground the process of widening 
the narrow dugout log was to begin. 
Fires were built on each side of the 
canoe, rocks were heated in the fire 
then placed inside with water added. 
The process took several weeks.  Chalo,  
satisfied with the increased beam, then 
supervised the raising of the free board, 
adding frames for strength, cutting 
planking, building the rudder, mast and 
other bits and pieces of necessity to have 
a seaworthy canoe. 

The end result of the “opening out”  was 
a canoe 6 1/2 feet  wide, which when 
started was only 3 1/2 feet.  At 35 feet in 
length the canoe was the biggest made 
in living memory of the Dominican 
Carib (Kilinago) people. 
   Eleven months after the tree was 
felled, the finished canoe was trucked 
down to the port of Marigot to receive 
the traditional Carib blessings – to be 
encircled with gommier smoke and 
sprinkled with coconut milk - prior to 

Hollowing out the log took several weeks high up in Carib territory.  Spending the nights in make shift 
shelters and living off the land this crew experienced life in the bush as it was thousands of years ago.

It took 40 men to wrestled the 35 foot three ton canoe down the mountain to flatter land.

Fire, hot rocks and water are used to widen the canoe
Master canoe builder, ‘Chalo,’ supervises the operation.

The launch of Gli Gli for the Dominican’s was cause for a great celebration, for Aragorn Dick-Read and 
Jacob Frederick it was a relief that the philanthropist’s funds were released so the project could go ahead.
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  Now painted bright yellow with bold 
red Carib tribal design on both sides, all 
were excited about the coming voyage 
to reconnect with their people. Then 
hope was lost. For Aragorn there was 
a problem. Financing the project. The 
building, which took over 11 months, 
used up most of the funds. For the 
safety of the voyage and to carry sup-
plies, a large yacht or a small ship was 
necessary. The cost was far more than 
anticipated: Twenty thousand dollars 
was needed to continue. 
   All eyes looked to Aragorn, Carib 
people have suffered immensely for 
decades, no empathy for their kind. 
Their culture torn apart by colonialis-
ing land grabs. A free spirited people, 
not wanting to succumb to European 
slavery, they fought back and headed 
for the hills and dense jungles of the 
Caribbean to  survive. The small num-
ber of Carib people today have little in 
concessions from the developed world. 
So when Aragorn announced the prob-
lem they knew  nobody outside of their 
culture cared. 
   In a crash effort to find money fast, 
Aragorn called everyone in the world he 
knew and had heard of who might offer 
support. Response was dismal. Friends 
sympathetic to the cause informed 
Aragorn of a British man who had spent 
many months in Dominica and since 
died but left a Trust in his estate for the 
benefit of the Carib people. The sum 
of money was considerable. Aragorn’s  
initial contact with the Trustee, (a law-
yer) was “No!” With all other avenues 
for funding looking grim, Aragorn ap-
plied pressure through documentation 
of the project being worthy of the dead 

philanthropist’s money. After months 
of pressure, a miserly grant for 10,000 
British pounds from the C.T. Robinson 
Trust to partially fund the expedition 
and to aid research into the Carib culture 
was released. Far short of the amount 
needed, it was just enough to pay for the 
support vessel. The schooner Carmela 
quoted the cheapest rate for the expedi-
tion’s security ship.  The Carmela is an 
old 120 foot wooden trading schooner 
built in Dominica. 
  Jacob and Aragorn agreed this was 
enough money to make a go. They 
discussed selling Carib crafts along the 
way to make ends meet. Carib ingenu-
ity and resourcefulness are not money 

based. They know how to live off the 
land and the sea and that’s the way they 
would do it.
    The funds for the Camelia arrived in 
May,1997 putting the expedition dan-
gerously close to hurricane season.
   With renewed enthusiasm, Gli Gli was 
launched in the proper Carib tradition 
of burning Gommier wood to make 
smoke and pouring coconut water over 
the prow. Sea trials proved Gli Gli to be 
a superb sailing canoe. 
The final crew selection was made Salibia

Portsmouth
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racing machines carrying  9 crew mem-
bers for ballasting the power of a huge 
sail. Canoes are also built for fishing 
most powered by outboard motors.
  On the northern coast of St. Lucia  
approximately 2,000 Caribs live on the 
steep mountain side. They call them-
selves Callinago. Many are 
of mixed decent of African 
slaves known as “Black 
Caribs.” The most flourish-
ing Carib crafts are clay 
pots found in the Choiseul 
region in the south of the is-
land. Made in the same way 
as pre-Colombian ceramics, 
these simple pots are used 
for cooking and are also 
sold to tourists.
   On the island of Carriacou 
one family that is descended 
from a Carib woman who 
migrated from the Orinoco 
region of Venezuela was 
found. The grand child of 
this woman joined the Gli 
Gli expedition to trace her heritage. 
Both Carriacou and Grenada once had 
a large population of Amerindians evi-
denced by rich archaeological remains 
of which are still being discovered. 
Land developers discover Amerindian 

remains when excavating. Unfortunate-
ly important finds are often ignored due 
to ignorance of their historical value.
    Trinidad, being a melting pot of sev-
eral cultures, has a significant amount 
of Carib blood mixed into its 1.3 mil-
lion population. The Carib community 

of Santa Rosa in the urban 
town of Arima maintains sep-
arateness as a Carib people. In 
fact, this small group of only 
500 has done more for their 
identity, pride and cultural 
roots than all other Amerindian 
people. Since 1990, “Amerin-
dian Cultural Week”  is held. 
This annual event attracts 
representatives from four Ca-
ribbean countries. They have 
been a force to correct mis-
conceptions of their culture as 
being extinct and have applied 
pressure to Governments for 
recognition of their place in 
the larger societies where they 
live. They have connected with 

indigenous peoples organizations in the 
USA, Canada, Central America and 
South America.
   The arrival of Gli Gli was a major 
event for this small group who made 
sure a big noise about the expedition 

John Francis from Carib Territory, Dominica.

Aragorn’s Studio is much more than 
a crafts shop. Several artists from the 
region work in the studio. The art and 
crafts for sale are all made in the 
Caribbean. Baskets made by Carib 
people are crafted in the same way 
as their ancestors over 1,000 years 
ago. Contemporary work using local 
Caribbean materials are also created 
at the studio by visiting artists.

Arargorn’s Studio in Trellis Bay, BVI houses the regions largest collection of Caribbean crafts.

In March 2005
craft makers of 
several islands 
exhibited in 
Trellis Bay, BVI. 
The connection 
made through 
the voyage of 
Gli Gli with the 
Carib people has 
opened up a 
healthy market 
for their crafts.

Casiner Auguiste from Carib Territory, Dominica.

Algenon Frederick from Carib Territory, Dominica.

Aragorn discusses a project with George Barbou of St. Vincent. 

and Gli Gli sailed away from Marigot, 
Dominica to Scotts Head to rendezvous 
with Carmela and then headed south 
for Martinique then on to St. Lucia and 
St. Vincent. Stopping at several island 
ports of call, Government officials 
praised the mission of Gli Gli and Carib 
people came to meet the courageous 
crew of Gli Gli. Inspiration was given 
to Carib people for a better life if they 
connect with other Caribs  to build a 
unified voice. Carib crafts sold well 
in just about every port, proof of the 
worth of the skills of the Carib people. 
Sailing on down into the Grenadines, 
yachting tourists took a keen interest 
in the Gli Gli project and showed their 
appreciation by buying a considerable 
amount of crafts from the crew. This 
was more proof of the marketability 
of Caribbean crafts. Tourists learning 
something about the colorful history of 
the Caribs see their crafts as something 
to cherish and respect.  
   It was discovered in several islands of 
the eastern Caribbean, south of Domi-
nica, that small numbers of Amerindian 
descent were living. In Martinique no 
distinct group was found, yet traditional 
canoe building thrives in contemporary 
society. Gommier racing  canoes carved 
from a log are transformed into sleek 
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Lighting 
of the 

Fire balls
on the
night
of the

full 
Moon

It’s a full 
moon night. 
Suddenly 
fire balls 
& Jumbies 
appear.

Photo courtesy Nick De Costa

appeared in Trinidad’s media. A woman 
from Trinidad of Carib descent joined 
the crew for the onward journey into 
the Orinoco Region. With only 20 miles 
of open ocean from the southern tip of 
Trinidad to the Orinoco Delta, the pas-
sage was fast. Entering the river system 
of South America required another 
method of propulsion. An outboard 
motor was attached to Gli Gli’s stern 
for power to get up stream. 
   The final destination planned to be 
to the Pomeroon Carib community 
in the northern part of Guyana. But 
first the crew had to navigate through 
Venezuela’s complex river system. 
Due to restrictions and limited money, 
the expedition could not visit with the 
surviving Carib tribes known as the 
Karinia, located in the middle of Ven-
ezuela’s Orinoco region. The Karinia’s 
have a history of being fierce warriors 
and were never overcome by the Span-
ish colonists. They survived the colonial 
war years working for the Dutch and 
English to harass the Spanish colonies. 
Their numbers are now small because 
of new diseases, war and the disrup-
tive efforts of missionaries. Today the 
Karinias speak Spanish and their own 
Karinia/Carib language.
    Transiting through Venezuela was 

a dangerous journey. One night while 
sleeping on the banks of the river, po-
lice in search of money raided the Gli 
Gli camp. With their guns pointed at 
the crew, cooperation with the robbers 
bought their lives. For the crew of Gli 
Gli happiness was waiting in Guyana. 
Thanks to Captain Charles Thomas and 
Jennifer Wisheart of the Walter Roth 
Museum of Anthropology their pre-
planned assistance through the Ministry 
of Amerindian affairs provided the 
Guyanese Coast Guard to safely escort 
Gli Gli into their friendlier territory.
   The estimated Carib population in 
Guyana is 4,000. Most  are in the upper 
Barima river region. The expedition’s 
last visit was with the Upper Pomer-
oon Caribs. Numbering about 800, 
this group is similar to the Caribs of 
Dominica.  They produce crafts of straw 
and clay as well as beautiful wicker 
furniture made from forest vines. 
    For Jacob Frederick and Aragorn-
Dick-Read, the  expedition and its 
years of planning achieved its goal to 
reconnect the Carib people with their 
roots. . 
   As a result of the expedition, Ara-
rgorn’s Caribbean Artisan Network has 
grown considerably providing much 
needed income for the Carib com-

munities which were visited. A future 
expedition to Belize is being planned 
as well as the Carib canoe Gli Gli par-
ticipating in the 2006 Antigua Classic 
Yacht Regatta. 
   To see the BBC documentary made 
about the Gli Gli expedition and the 
largest collection of Carib crafts in the 
Caribbean you can visit  Aragorn’s stu-
dio 7 days a week in Trellis Bay right 
next to the BVI airport.

It’s the night of the full moon in Trel 
lis Bay, more people than nor 
mal are arriving just after sunset. 

Tables are set up outside the Trellis 
Bay Cyber Cafe for a buffet dinner. 
Later, a band arrives then a group of 
Jumbies waft in out of the darkness 
down the sandy path onto the beach. 
Children wait anxiously, sitting cross 
legged on the sand, they are staring out 
at huge sculptured balls sitting on top 

of the water. The fun is about to begin. 
The giant balls are the creation of artist 
Aragorn Dick-Read. His main medium 
is sculpting metal. (His decorative 
copper sculptures of Caribbean birds 
and mangroves have been exhibited in 
London and New York). The balls are 
now alight and a crowd of about a 150 
people line the beach seeing something 
they’ve never seen before. Great balls 
of fire and Jumbies towering above 


