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Introduction

The hot sun was beating down on my head and shoulders as I hurried up the paved road leading to the Morris Island Lighthouse overlook on Folly Island. The town of Folly Beach was my first stop of the day, and I wanted to get in a bit of photography before heading up to Middleton Place to tour America’s oldest landscaped gardens. I love lighthouses, and I had detoured from my original destination when I learned of the abandoned lighthouse at the north end of the island. Underneath my feet, the pavement suddenly disappeared, and I struck out across the dune, sand spilling into my sneakers with each step. Then I stopped with a gasp and pulled out my camera, for the lighthouse was suddenly before me, framed by tall blowing grass, blue sky, and white sand. Lovely.


My “ten minute maximum” stroll turned into two hours, wandering the beach and photographing the lighthouse from all angles. Dead trees standing and lying on the beach became frames for the lighthouse, and I photographed shells and starfish lying on the sand and dolphins gamboling joyfully in the shallow waters by the beach. In fact, I got splashed when a bottlenose dolphin shot past me at high speed in pursuit of a meal just a yard from the beach. It was a golden time, burned into my memory, full of joy and sunshine and the lovely, ever-blowing wind.


At length I sat on a wood piling, musing on the tale that originally brought me to Folly Beach. Long ago, two Union soldiers had searched for pirate treasure along these shores and were bested by a ghost and a plat-eye (The Treasure Chests). It was hard to imagine the eerie nighttime scene on this bright sunny day. And even harder to believe in plat-eyes—ghosts and spirits that can take the form of other animals or objects. According to the stories, plat-eyes are quite aggressive and haunt low-lying areas, such as swamps and old rice fields. The spirits of dead pirates were often rumored to become plat-eyes, though in Myrtle Beach it was a murdered wife turned plat-eye who lured her erring husband to his doom.
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South Carolina is full of spooky stories, such as the tale of the miner who avenged himself on two greedy sisters (The Miner) and the story of Dr. Buzzard, perhaps the most famous root doctor of all times. In Charleston, an apothecary tempts the wrath of the Sea King when he steals a mermaid from the bay. In Greenville a taxi driver is dispatched to pick up a vengeful ghost. In Georgetown a headless sentry frightens a golf-loving couple. And in Hilton Head another couple encounters a most unusual funeral procession.


Ghosts, boo hags, evil spirits, and other supernatural phenomenon haunt this collection of my favorite folktales from South Carolina. For some reason, I had nightmares after researching the story of the Black Chevy. And I cried as I recounted the tale of Tony and his bride, who had only one day together before tragedy parted them forever.
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My journey across South Carolina would not be complete without mentioning all the fabulous people who made my trip so special. Great food, warm welcomes, shared laughter, and wonderful tales were hallmarks of my time in the South. I spent a very moving day at Penn Center, which sits at the heart of Gullah culture. I hope you enjoy reading these South Carolina folktales as much as I enjoyed retelling them.


—Sandy Schlosser







1

The White Dog

SUMNER NATIONAL FOREST

The man always felt twitchy when he walked down the Old Buncombe Road at night. His neck itched, and his skin quivered with goose bumps. He felt as if invisible eyes were watching his back, menacing him from among the trees. Even the rustle of fallen leaves made him flinch.

Of course the stories about this road were complete hokum, he told himself comfortingly as the wind rattled the top of the trees and a stick snapped sharply off to his left. Folks claimed there was a ghost dog that roamed the roadway at night, searching for the men who had killed its master. And it was true that a man had been lynched in this place not so long ago, and his dog had guarded the body for weeks afterward, as it withered and rotted away. But dog and corpse had disappeared long ago, and there was no such thing as ghosts. Or so the man had always thought.

Above the trees, the moon sailed behind a cloud, and the world around him went dark. The man started whistling to himself, as the wind swirled around his long coat and set the bushes shaking in the woods surrounding the dark, rutted road. As the man walked, memories of that day—was it only a year ago?—rushed through his mind. A traveling salesman, a friendly man with a warm grin and a joke for everyone, came to Goshen Hill for a few days, selling his wares
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From Spooky South,
also available from GPP


I’m Coming Down

CAMDEN, SOUTH CAROLINA


Well, you’ve never heard a scary ghost story till you’ve heard my ghost story, no sir! I tell you, I’ve seen the creepiest ghost that ever walked this earth, or my name’s not Big Jo Jo Boll Weevil Jim.


A few years back I spent a couple of weeks down in Charleston visiting my old mother. When I left Charleston I had a pocket full of money, but by the time I reached Camden, I found myself out of money and without a ride. I was still quite a piece from home, and I knew that I was going to have to walk the rest of the way. This was ’round about the fall of the year, and it was starting to get cold. As I hurried down the road, I wondered if I should try to locate my wife’s second cousin Lulu, who lived near Camden. But I decided against it. First because I didn’t know exactly where Lulu lived, and second because Lulu and I don’t get along. I figured I could camp out that night and maybe catch me a fish or two to keep the hunger pangs away till I reached home. But then it started to rain, and I decided I needed to find a place to stay for the night.


So the first house I saw, I marched straight up to the door and knocked. A man came to the door and I explained to him what terrible straits I was in, and I asked him if he had a barn or a doghouse or something where I could stay the night. Well, the man took a good look at me, and I guess he decided I didn’t mean no harm, ’cause he said he had a house up the hill where no one was living, and he reckoned it would be all right for me to fix up a fire and sleep in the bed.


This was a stroke of good luck. A fire and a bed sounded better than a doghouse or a stack of hay. I thanked him right quick and wished him goodnight. Then I went straight up the hill and into the little gray house I found there.


Now make no mistake, this was a nice house. Seemed a bit odd that no one wanted to live there, but I wasn’t about to question my good fortune, no sir. I made me up a fire in the fireplace and set myself down to dry out. I was getting really warm and cozy when all at once I heard this voice a-coming from up the stairs. It was a deep voice, and it echoed around and around the house.


“I’m coming down!” the voice boomed.


Well sir, I jumped a mile. The man had said the house was deserted, and it sure had looked deserted when I got there. But now I was hearin’ a voice that made my hair stand on end and gave me goose bumps. The voice didn’t sound like anyone alive, if you know what I mean.


“I’m coming down!” the voice roared again.


It sounded closer this time, though it was hard to judge distance with the voice echoing all over the place. And then, sure enough, there was a man standing at the bottom of the stairs. He was dressed all in white and he glowed like someone had lit a candle inside his skin. There was something about the way his eyes looked at me that made me real sorry that he was standing between me and the door.


About then I reckoned a change of address would be good for my health, so I lit out the window and ran about seven miles down the road without stopping. I nearly knocked over the preacher on my way, and he yelled at me to halt. I glanced back but didn’t see the man in white chasing me, so I stopped.


“Young man,” said the preacher, “just where do you think you are going in such a hurry?”


“Preacher,” says I, “if you’d just seen what I’ve just seen, you’d be in a hurry too.”


Well the preacher insisted I tell him my story right then and there. So I did. And don’t you know, that preacher, he started to laugh and said, “Friend, there’s nothing to that.”


“What you mean, nothing to that?” I was indignant. After all, it was me and not the preacher who saw that scary ghost.


“Listen, friend, we’ve got the Lord on our side, and we don’t need to be scared of ghosts. I’ll prove you were wrong.”


“How?” I asked him.


“I’ll go with you to the house,” the preacher said.


“You and who else?” I asked him, ’cause I didn’t want to see that scary ghost again, nohow.


“Me and the Lord, of course,” said the preacher.


Well, I can’t say as I was convinced that this was enough, but it’s mighty hard to contradict a preacher. And my wife’s second cousin Lulu went to the preacher’s church, and I knew she would tell my wife if I insulted a man of God. So I went back to the house with the preacher. It was a long, long time before we got to the house. I’d run lickety-split when I saw that
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ghost, and I’d covered a lot of ground. But the light was still lit when we arrived, and the fire still burned cheerfully.


Well, the preacher walked right in, not scared a bit. I followed a bit slower, looking around for that man in white, but there was no sign of him. Just in case, I left the window open and made sure there was nothing blocking our way.


But the preacher, he just sat down by the fire. I took the other chair, mainly because it was closer to the window, and waited for the ghost to come.


Sure enough, a few minutes later the voice began booming from upstairs: “I’m coming down.” My hair stood on end, my arms came out in goose bumps. I just looked at the preacher, and he just looked at me. The voice came again: “I’m coming down!”


And the man in white appeared at the bottom of the stairs. He was glowing from the inside, and his eyes blazed at me and the preacher. I didn’t wait around to see the preacher take on that ghost, no sir. I lit out that window even faster than the first time. I reckoned the preacher and the Lord didn’t need my help dealing with that ghost.


After a few minutes of serious sprinting, I realized that the preacher was running at my side. And boy could he run! He nearly passed me, and I had some trouble keeping up with him. After about ten miles, I yelled for the preacher to stop. There was no sign of that ghost, so the preacher stopped.


When I got my breath back, I asked the preacher if he thought that the good Lord was still with us.


“Well if He is,” the preacher gasped, “then He must have been running real fast.”
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