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    To Justin Reed,
Thank you for keeping the spirit of the Ozarks alive in such a special way. Your Haunted Grounds Coffee has become more than just a café — it's a gathering place where stories are shared, history is honored, and the magic of Eureka Springs feels truly present.
This book is dedicated to you with deep appreciation for your passion, your warmth, and the way you've created a space that welcomes both locals and wanderers into the heart of these hills.
— The Author

      

    



  	
        
            
            "In these ancient Ozark hills, the water remembers, the roots whisper, and the old ways still work."
— Ozark Mountain Wisdom, Eureka Springs, Arkansas

      

    


Author’s Note

The folk magic of the Ozarks did not come from one people. It is a braid of at least three great strands — the European traditions carried into these hills by Scots-Irish, English, and German settlers; the plant knowledge and spirit traditions of the Native peoples who knew this land first; and the conjure and rootwork that came up the rivers from the Deep South in the memory of African American people. These strands did not come together as equals, nor by free choice. They were woven in the same watershed by a history of settlement, removal, and slavery that was often violent and unjust, and I have tried throughout this book to tell that history honestly rather than to smooth it over.

A word, then, about what is open and what is not. The broadly shared folk tradition of the European-descended hill people — the granny charms, the household rituals, the weather-signs and the moon-lore — was never anyone’s secret, and a reader who wishes to take it up and adapt it within their own practice may do so with my blessing. The deeper traditions of Native American and African American peoples are another matter. They are described in these pages so that we may honor and understand them, not so that they may be lifted out of their contexts and worn by outsiders. Those practices, ceremonies, and sacred knowings remain the living inheritance of communities that are still here. I ask the reader to approach them as I have tried to: with respect, and with the understanding that to learn about a thing is not the same as to own it.

Finally, a practical caution. The herbal and healing lore in this book is set down for its historical and cultural interest, not as medical advice. Many of the old plants are powerful and some are genuinely dangerous. Nothing here should be taken as a substitute for the care of a qualified physician.
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Preface
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I came to the Ozarks looking for giants.

For the better part of thirty years I have made these hills my study and my home, tracking the things the region would rather keep to itself — the lost races and the strange stones, the buried histories and the stories that do not appear in any official account. I came for the mysteries of deep antiquity, and I stayed because I came to understand something I had not expected: that the whole of this region is a kind of doorway, a thin place where the membrane between the seen and the unseen has worn soft, and that nowhere is that thinness more concentrated than in one peculiar town built into a ravine in the northwest corner of Arkansas.

Eureka Springs was founded on the belief that the ground itself could heal. That belief is older than the town, older than the state, older than the names we use for any of it. The Osage knew the springs were sacred, and the peoples before them knew, and when the sick came by the thousands in the 1870s to drink the water and bathe in it, they were arriving late to something the land had been doing all along. A town founded on faith in the unseen will always draw those who work with the unseen, and Eureka Springs drew them all — the healers and herb sellers, the granny-women and power doctors, the spiritualists and fortune tellers and conjure workers — and it has gone on drawing them, without interruption, for a century and a half.

This book is my attempt to set down what they brought with them. It is part history and part field guide: a record of the folk magic that took root in these hills, the charms and the herb lore and the old turning calendar of the year, and an honest accounting of the three great traditions that fed into it. I have tried to write it the way I have tried to live here — with my eyes open to wonder and my feet on the actual ground, respectful of where the knowledge came from and alive to the strange grace of the place.

The water still runs beneath the town. The old knowing is still in these hills. What follows is an invitation to step down into the hollow and see what waits there.

— F.K. Sterling, Eureka Springs, Arkansas


Introduction
Magic in the Healing Waters

Nestled deep in the Arkansas Ozarks, there is a town where water leaps, bright and pure, from the ancient stone’s embrace. For generations, hushed voices have whispered that these springs cradle a secret power to heal.

That belief is older than the town. It is older than the state. The Osage knew about the springs, and the peoples who came before them knew, and there is a story — one of those stories that has been told so many times and in so many versions that you can no longer find the bottom of it — that the hollow where the springs rise was sacred ground, neutral ground, a place where warring people set down their weapons because the healing water demanded peace. When the first white settlers came looking for a cure in the 1870s, they were not discovering anything. They were arriving late to something the land had been doing all along.

I have spent the better part of thirty years in these hills, tracking the things the Ozarks would rather keep to themselves. I came for the giants and the lost races and the strange stones, and I stayed because the longer you live here, the more you understand that the whole region is a kind of doorway, a thin place where the membrane between the seen and the unseen has worn soft. Eureka Springs sits at the heart of it. The town is built into a ravine, stacked up the sides of the hollow in tiers of Victorian houses and crooked staircases, with no two streets meeting at a right angle and no traffic light anywhere in it. The springs still run beneath the downtown. And the people who have always been drawn here — the seekers, the healers, the mystics, the ones looking for something they cannot quite name — are still coming.

This book is about what seekers find here—or, more truly, about what has been quietly waiting for them all along: the folk magic of the Ozark hills, rooted deep and threaded through every winding street and shadowed hollow of this singular, peculiar town.

Folk magic is not a grand or theatrical thing. It is not the magic of robes and circles and elaborate ceremony, though some of that exists here too now. The old folk magic of these hills was practical, domestic, and quiet. It was the granny-woman who caught the babies and knew which herbs brought down a fever. It was the power doctor who could stop blood and talk the fire out of a burn. It was the man who could find water with a forked stick, and the woman who knew you must plant your beans in the dark of the moon, and the charm muttered over a wart to make it fall away. It was carried across the ocean in the memories of Scots-Irish, English, and German settlers, and it mingled here with the plant knowledge of the people who had always lived in these hills, and with the conjure traditions that came up the rivers from the Deep South. The Ozarks were isolated enough, for long enough, that these old ways survived here after they had faded almost everywhere else.

Eureka Springs drew it all in. A healing town calls healers as surely as flame draws moths. The waters that summoned the sick by the thousands also beckoned herb sellers, fortune tellers, spiritualists, and bonesetters—those who lived just beyond the edge of respectability. The town has always worn two faces: a Victorian resort above, with grand hotels and bathhouses and polished gentility, and beneath, like the springs themselves, a ceaseless current. You can still feel both sides. Stroll down Spring Street past art galleries, fudge shops, and tourists, then slip into a shop to have your cards read, buy herbs and candles, or sit with someone who speaks of energies, crystals, and the hidden pulse some say thrums beneath the town. The polished surface and the ancient current flow side by side, just as they always have.

I want to be clear from the start about how I have approached writing this book, because the subject demands some care. The folk magic of the Ozarks did not come from one people. It is a braid of at least three great strands — European, Native American, and African American — and those strands did not come together as equals or by free choice. They came together through settlement and removal and slavery, through a history that was often violent and unjust. Some of these traditions belong to communities that are still here, still practicing, and still — rightly — protective of what is theirs. I have tried throughout to credit the sources of these practices, to tell that history honestly, and to treat the living traditions of Native and African American people as heritage to be respected rather than material to be mined. Where I describe practical magic that you might take up yourself, it is drawn from the open, broadly shared folk tradition of the European-descended hill people — the granny magic and the household charms that were never anybody’s secret. The deeper traditions of other peoples I have tried to honor as what they are: theirs.

What follows, then, is part history and part field guide. I will take you through the town's spiritual history and each of the great streams of folk magic that fed into it. I will share the charms and the spells and the herb lore as they were actually practiced, and I will show you, at the end, how a person living here now might gather these old threads into a practice of their own — one rooted in this particular ground, respectful of where the knowledge came from, and alive to the strange grace of these hills.

So step down into the hollow. The water still runs. Let me show you what else waits just beneath the surface, ready for you to discover.
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Chapter 1
The Spiritual History of Eureka Springs

[image: ]


The Water That Built a Town

Every town has an origin story, but few have one as strange as this one, and fewer still have one that begins with a cure.

The springs were always here. More than sixty of them, cold and clear, welling up out of the limestone in a steep ravine in the Ozark highlands of northwest Arkansas. Water moving through karst country — through soluble rock riddled with cracks, caves, and underground channels — has a particular quality: mineral-rich and strangely cold, and it surfaces in unexpected places. For as long as people have lived in these hills, they have noticed that this particular water seemed to do something. The Osage who hunted this country, and the older peoples before them, held the place as sacred. The story that has come down to us — and I tell it knowing that it has passed through many hands, most of them not Native — is that the basin was neutral ground, a place of healing where no blood was to be shed, where enemies could come to the water in peace.

The settler history begins, depending on which version you believe, in the 1850s, with a man named Dr. Alvah Jackson. The tale is that Jackson found the spring that would come to be called Basin Spring around 1856, and that he became convinced the water had cured an ailment of his son’s eyes. He began bottling it and selling it as “Dr. Jackson’s Eye Water,” and during the Civil
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