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Introduction

The American Heritage Dictionary defines voodoo as “a religious cult of African origin characterized by a belief in sorcery and fetishes and rituals in which participants communicate by trance with ancestors, saints, or animistic deities.”

This is an overly broad definition that begs further explanation. Voodoo came to America with the slaves who were brought from West Africa to the South to work the plantations. Brought into the country through the ports of Savannah and Charleston, many ended up in the Lowcountry on one of the three dozen biggest sea islands around South Carolina and Georgia, or in one of the surrounding communities. Many were Gullahs, who came from what are now known as Angola, Gambia, Liberia, Nigeria, and Senegal. The Gullahs brought their folklore, traditions, and beliefs with them.

Gullahs practice a unique blend of Christianity, herbalism (herbal medicine), and folk magic (which many consider to be the same as black magic). They believe, for instance, in both conjuration and Christianity. Black magic is often considered to be another word for voodoo, but not all voodoo is the same. What the Gullahs practice—called “vodoun” in western Africa, where the Gullah are originally from—is not the same as the hard-core voodoo or “vodou” performed in the Caribbean (particularly Haiti) and New Orleans, or the “Santería” practiced in Cuba. I grew up in the Lowcountry, where most everyone calls what the Gullah practice “Lowcountry voodoo,” though it is officially known as “hoodoo.”

Most of us are familiar with John Berendt’s best-selling book Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil. One of his most intriguing characters is a voodoo priestess known as Minerva. In truth, she was based on real-life hoodoo practitioner (also called a conjurer or root doctor) Valerie Fennel Aiken Boles. As this example illustrates, there is widespread confusion on the subject of voodoo.


About the Gullah

Where does the word “Gullah” come from? That is widely disputed. Some believe “Gullah” was shortened from “Angola,” a region on the West African Coast. Some believe that the term derives from a Liberian group, the “Golas,” who also come from the West African Coast. Still others believe Gullah was the language spoken by slaves and that the term later came to encompass their culture and way of life, as well.



The most likely reason for this is that all of these practices (vodou, vodoun, hoodoo, and voodoo) are similar in many ways. Each uses conjuring, spells and charms, rituals, and herbs or roots to achieve results. And in each, a practitioner asks a deity, spirit, or ancestor for a specific result and expects results at the end of a performed ritual. (This is discussed further in the Special Spells chapter.) Despite what some say, if there is conjuring involved, black magic is being used, at least in my opinion. Some prefer to call this African-American “folk magic.”

The biggest difference between Lowcountry voodoo and voodoo practiced elsewhere is that, unlike the forms practiced in other parts of the world, Lowcountry voodoo is not a religion. Even in regard to those forms of voodoo considered religions, however, there are experts who argue that voodoo is more of a spiritual system that uses rituals to get results than it is a religion. It’s interesting to note that in Haiti the majority of the population is Catholic, yet just about everyone practices voodoo, despite the fact the Church denounces it. According to some experts, neither traditional voodoo nor Lowcountry voodoo are religions but just a series of steps for getting in touch with the spirit world using conjuring. Some suggest that Lowcountry voodoo is nothing more than a corruption of voodoo. Others say they are nothing alike. I’ll leave it to the experts to debate this matter.

The goal of any kind of voodoo is for supernatural forces to improve the lives of those who practice it by helping them gain power in whatever area of their life they need help. Rituals may be performed to improve health; bring love, luck, or money; or to help a person get revenge. Herbs, minerals, incense, anointing oils, sachet powders, bath crystals, candles, roots, a person’s possessions, and/or animal parts (such as a feather or claw) may be used to create a charm. Scripture from the Bible, such as psalms, may be recited during a hoodoo ritual.

While it is difficult for most of us to reconcile Christianity with sorcery, it is important to recognize that Gullahs are Christians who have blended their African heritage with their lives here in America.

The Gullahs believe that illness originates from spiritual evil, so medicine alone cannot cure those afflicted. This is why black or folk magic is used. Those who perform these rituals are called witch doctors, conjurers, or sorcerers. Since those terms carry negative connotations nowadays in law enforcement, the medical community, and mainstream religious sects, conjurers have begun calling themselves “root doctors.” There is no law prohibiting the casting or removing of spells; however, dispensing medicines such as potions, oils, and gris-gris bags is illegal.

Gullahs believe that it is not enough to say that you believe in the Lord—you must show your sincerity by going through a process known as “seeking” (in which you ask for or seek the salvation of your soul) before the church will accept you. A spiritual leader or teacher is assigned to a seeker for this process. The spiritual leader serves as a mentor, making sure that the seeker spends sufficient time praying, fasting, and meditating in isolation.

When the spiritual teacher is certain that the seeker is ready and has “come tru,” the leader will let the church elders know. The seeker is then baptized and the “presider” comes to the church to lead the service. The presider is the equivalent of a Catholic bishop. Singing is a big part of this service, as well as their religion. Old spirituals, hymns, and modern gospel tunes are sung in Gullah churches (also called praise houses). The “Ring Shout” is a popular ritual that involves dancing and shouting praises to God.

The Gullahs believe that the soul leaves the body when a person dies and returns to God. The spirit, however, remains on earth to intercede when necessary with the lives of the loved ones it has left behind. A spirit can be good or bad, protecting its family or tormenting those it chooses. The spirit that torments is the dreaded boo hag or haint. Elaborate funeral services are given to pay respect to the dead. Small children are passed over the coffin in the belief that the ritual protects them from the dead. Prized possessions are placed on the gravesite to show respect and appease the deceased. This is done to keep the dead from returning. Broken dishes are usually placed on the grave to signify the “chain” of death has been broken.

Today, there are about 150,000 Gullahs or Geechees in the Georgia–South Carolina area (although some sources inaccurately list the population as high as 500,000). They are called Gullahs in South Carolina and Geechees in Georgia.

As slaves, they rarely received medical care, so they depended on home remedies using medicinal plants and herbs. Even after slavery was abolished, they continued to treat themselves due to the scarcity of doctors and their isolation on these islands. These herbal remedies would be considered alternative medicine today. They were used for everything from injuries to illness. One such medicine was “Life Everlasting” (also called “Life Alasses”), an herbal cold medicine. The chest rub is made from whiskey, lemon, and turpentine. This effective remedy was extremely popular during a major flu outbreak. It could also be used to keep a person in good health, like taking a multi-vitamin. In these cases, the leaves, stem, and flowers of the plant are boiled and drunk like tea. Sea myrtle could be added. For those seeking relief from asthma, the dried plant could be smoked. Chewing the crumbled leaves could get rid of a toothache, and bathing in it could help with foot pain and dry skin. Another example is sassafras tea, which is boiled from the plant’s roots and used as a tonic and cold remedy. Many of these products were sold at the Charleston City Market up until the mid-1900s.


The Lowcountry

What exactly is the “Lowcountry”? This term describes the lowlying coastal areas (including the Sea Islands) of South Carolina, Georgia, and a little piece of extreme-northeast Florida. It is widely believed to begin at Charleston and extend to just below Savannah. However, if the definition is loosely applied, the Lowcountry can encompass all areas in South Carolina that are below the state’s fall line, where the Upcountry meets the coastal plain. This would include Clarendon, Georgetown, Horry, Lee, Orangeburg, Sumter, and Williamsburg counties.



Gullahs still believe in herbal or alternative medicines for many illnesses. When something cannot be cured by these methods, a visit to a root doctor may be necessary. Root doctors (or witch doctors or conjurers) make “roots” using herbs and all kinds of strange items to cast spells and conjure good or evil.

While this book is first and foremost about Lowcountry voodoo, an understanding of the Gullahs is essential, as there would be no Lowcountry voodoo without them. Furthermore, I want to provide a sufficient explanation of their beliefs so as not to do them an injustice. I have set about this task with a great deal of respect and reverence for these people and their beliefs. Having lived in the South Carolina Lowcountry for much of my life, I have a healthy fascination for sea island history and folklore, which is why I have written several books on these subjects. I have always wanted to write a book devoted exclusively to Lowcountry voodoo. However, this book is not meant to be an exhaustive study of this complex subject, but rather a fun foray into an intriguing topic.

I hope you will enjoy Lowcountry Voodoo: Beginner’s Guide to Tales, Spells and Boo Hags. You’ll learn all about the inscrutable Dr. Buzzard, the creepy Boo Hag Bride, the apothecary who got more than he bargained for with his magic show, how to use voodoo dolls to get what you want, what you need to make a love charm, and much more. But beware! Black magic is not something you should play around with unless you’re prepared to accept the consequences!
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Gullah Beliefs

Health, Money, Dreams, Love, Death & Curses, and Luck

The Gullah people have always believed strongly in signs and rituals, and they pass these beliefs and traditions on to their kin and to other superstitious folks, as well. An example of such beliefs being put to use is that doors and shutters have been painted bright blue by all those who believe it will ward off evil spirits. In earlier times, this particular shade was known as “Indigo Blue” because the paint was created using skimmings from indigo pots.


About Indigo

The leaves of plants belonging to the Indigofera genus (legume plants that look a lot like alfalfa) are commonly the source of natural indigo dye, which must be made using an exact process that lasts a month. After being harvested, the indigo plants are soaked in water and allowed to ferment in vats. This separates the dyestuff from the plant. The dyestuff or solution is beaten (to oxidize it) and the excess water is then poured off. The sludge is dried and packed into cakes or patties. The skimmings are used to make Indigo Blue paint.



Here are some additional examples of Gullah beliefs:

Health

•  Rheumatism can be cured by putting a potato in your pocket.

•  For general ailments, you should tie a dime with a hole in it around your ankle.

•  To get rid of a headache, you should tie a string around your head.

•  Tie a piece of cotton around your left ankle to prevent swimmer
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