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To my great-grandmother, Margaret “Booie” Lindsey Perkins, an amazing Candy Lady. I’m so grateful I got to witness a little of your magic early in my life.







The work of our time is maintaining that hard-won freedom, and to do that, we’re going to need the truth—the whole truth—about our past. We must teach it to our children and preserve it for theirs. Knowledge of the past is what enables us to mark our forward progress. If we’re going to continue to move forward as a nation, we can’t allow concern about discomfort to displace knowledge, truth, or history. Knowledge emboldens people. And it frees them.

Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson Birmingham, Alabama, 16th Street Baptist Church September 15, 2023

We can’t know how American we are until we know how Black we are.

Robert Farris Thompson, art historian







INTRODUCTION

How to Keep That Shit off You

IF YOU’RE ON SOCIAL MEDIA, YOU’VE PROBABLY COME ACROSS THE hashtag #blackgirlmagic. Maybe you’ve also seen it scrawled across a T-shirt, featured on a wine label, or referenced in popular television shows like Scandal and Queer Eye. As ubiquitous as the phrase “Black girl magic” is in American culture, its historical origins are less well known. The viral hashtag emerged in 2013 and quickly became a social movement. By 2014, the hashtag had become a fixture in our world, from apparel lines to a trademarked podcast and television show. But the scope of Black girl magic is much broader than the various merchandise sold under its name. And Black girl magic is much older than the social media feeds that turned the hashtag into a global vibe.

For as long as Black women have been in the United States of America, we have used our magic to battle the racism and sexism that plagues our lives. We have used our magic to identify and commune with one another and to build a world where we are valued and seen. The features of the world we made with our magic is the skeleton upon which American culture hangs. Black women’s magic laid the foundations for the American staples we still enjoy now: popular home remedies, like Vicks VapoRub salve; powerful female icons, like mermaids; blues, the bedrock of all contemporary American music; blue jeans, a major building block of American fashion; and soul food, America’s first fusion food, born of African, European, and Indigenous cultures.1 Our magic has informed all aspects of our lives, from the practices that bring babies into this world to those that help the dying pass in peace. And while “Black girl magic” is often used as a catch-all phrase to celebrate the staying power of Black women, our magic is more than our accomplishments or our resilience. Black girl magic also refers to a specific cultural tradition that is very real.

Our magic began long before America was founded. When she first coined the phrase “Black girl magic,” Joan Morgan, author of When Chickenheads Come Home to Roost, suggested that our magic stretches all the way back to West Africa.2 At a time when she, like so many of us, needed to be reminded of her self-worth, Morgan turned to the comfort of the sea so that she could “breathe again—unafraid of [her] tears or fragility.”3

By the sea, Morgan “heard Oshun’s laughter twinkling like bells, urging [her] to recapture the feminine and discover the fierceness of a black girl’s magic.” The sea gave her solace and strength and ultimately “saved [her] life.” Because, in the mirror of the sea, Morgan saw that she was connected to generations of powerful women who wielded their magic to make a way out of no way. With her reference to Oshun, Morgan hints at the historical basis of the phrase “Black girl magic” and the rich cultural heritage that is captured with it. Oshun belongs to the pantheon of gods called orishas in Yoruba religion, which has been practiced in West Africa, primarily Nigeria, for thousands of years.

Oshun: Nigerian goddess; the most beautiful woman in the world; the eye’s delight and the tongue’s savor; the sweetness of honey and the sharp bite of ginger; the innocence of first love and the wariness of imminent betrayal; the peacock that so desired to save the world it burned away its beauty and became an ugly vulture in an old Nigerian tale; ruler over the rivers that carve up continents and the tiny torrents of blood, streaming through our bodies; fierce warrior; protector of women; mother of abundance, called upon when love and money and wombs run dry; mirror that lets women see themselves as worthy of every good thing in life; symbol of Black girl magic.

There’s an old Yoruba tale about Oshun that explains how Black women and girls got their magic.4 It happened long before the advent of the transatlantic slave trade, and it begins with an important question: What would happen if all the women in the world vanished?

That’s what sixteen male orishas were left to find out when they colluded to leave the female orisha, Oshun, out of their decision-making. Late one night, these male orishas met with all the men of the Earth to make a secret pact of power. This secret pact was designed to give the men ultimate power over the women in their lives. Drunk from the power they gained from this pact, the men began to mistreat the women. Some husbands began to beat their wives. Some fathers began to enslave their daughters. Some brothers began to starve their sisters.

This was not the first time that Oshun’s brother orishas had left her out of the decision-making around the fate of the world. During the creation of the Earth, Oshun’s brother orishas had erroneously believed that her input was not needed because she was young and a woman (so what could she know about such serious matters as these?). She objected to her brothers’ exclusion. Their belief that she was not needed in the creation of the world was tantamount to disrespect of her status as a god.

But Oshun knew that she was fully equal to her brother orishas in power and strength. She understood that sometimes the only way to show someone how much you’re needed is to remove your presence, to let their world fall apart in your absence. So, Oshun decided to teach her brother orishas a very important lesson. She took her essence—all the fresh water, rivers and waterfalls and creeks—from the burgeoning Earth. Soon the land began to crack for want of moisture. The plants began to wither at their roots. The animals started to faint for thirst.

The brother orishas were dismayed by this outcome. As a result, Oshun’s brothers complained to Olodumare, the supreme god of the Yorubas faith. To their surprise, Olodumare informed the brothers that they must make peace with Oshun. Her sweet waters, Olodumare informed them, bring a necessary balance that the Earth needs to sustain living things. So, the brother orishas went to Oshun and apologized to her. They were forced to admit how much Oshun’s essence was needed for the survival of the world. Persuaded they had learned their lessons, Oshun returned the fresh water back to the Earth. The soil became dewy, the flowers began to bloom, and the animals grew plump.

As painful as Oshun’s lesson was, her brother orishas soon forgot it in their quest for power. When Oshun learned of the secret pact her brothers were now making with the men, she realized they were excluding her, yet again, from their plans. And worse, they were trying to oppress the women of the Earth, which would create a major imbalance and social discord. But Oshun knew exactly what to do. Last time, she’d taken the water from the Earth. This time, Oshun simply took the women. All of them.

The next morning, the men woke up to find the women missing from their beds and their homes. They began to check with their neighbors, but their neighbors were just as amazed. At first, the men rejoiced, thinking that there was now no one to stand in the way of their whims and plans. But very quickly, they learned their mistake.

For the things the men depended on the women to do were no longer getting done. The stench from houses left uncleaned and the hunger from meals no longer cooked drove the men mad. Worse, there was no new human life brought into the world. And with that loss of new life, the men could no longer envision a future. Without the women, the world was thrown into an even greater imbalance.

The male orishas returned to Olodumare to complain. And once again, Olodumare pointed out that their exclusion of Oshun had led to the destruction of the world. Olodumare told them they had to make peace with Oshun to return the world to its rightful balance.

By this time, Oshun had learned that no matter how many times she removed herself from the Earth, her brother orishas would suffer for a while, sure, but they would ultimately try to exclude her again. What was to stop the men of the Earth from following suit and attempting to oppress the women again? Oshun did not want the women to be powerless under the foot of men if another pact was made.

So, Oshun went to Olodumare and asked the supreme god to give the women of the Earth a portion of the god’s own power, the same power used to create the universe—a power called aje or magic. Olodumare obliged, and with aje, the women gained “power over men.”5 Oshun became the leader of these special women, called iyami aje, which translates roughly into “my mysterious mother.”

In Yoruba culture, these women were called witches, at worst, and “our mothers,” at best. They were believed to be a “secret society of powerful old women” who had the power to “transform into birds at night” (like Oshun) during secret meetings in the forest, where medicinal herbs and roots and flowers are found.6 (Elderly women were thought to belong to the iyami aje because the Yoruba considered it “a sign of women’s power that they live to be very old, often outliving men.”7)

The iyami aje played a vital role in the community. They were believed to be powerful women who held the health of the community in their very hands. Through their vast knowledge of herbs, they corrected the imbalances that brought about illness in the sick. And they used their power to balance their social world against oppression, as their origin tale describes.8 They observed three simple rules: Respect the herbs, don’t show off wealth, and share everything you have with the community.9 In Yoruba thought, the iyami aje were humans who held a power similar to the gods.10

When the Yoruba were kidnapped and forced to take the journey across the Atlantic to enslavement, they carried stories and rituals of Oshun. These stories were soon enmeshed with the other religious traditions that West and Central Africans brought with them to the Americas. In fifteenth-century West Africa, Islam was widely observed alongside local practices, such as the worship of vodun (deities) by the people of Dahomey. At the same time, in Central Africa, Christianity fused with the indigenous worship of minkisi (objects possessed by spirits) by those from the Congo.

These religious traditions carried blueprints for solving problems. They contained herbal knowledge for healing physical ailments. They offered spiritual wisdom to navigate social conflicts. They provided guidelines for the prosperity of their respective communities. So when newly enslaved Africans faced problems in the New World, from heartaches caused by lovers to the torture meted out by their slave masters and the illnesses they suffered as a result, they did what their relatives and ancestors had done for centuries. They turned to the divine for help to meet these challenges.

But remembering and passing on the religious traditions of their loved ones from Africa was not an easy feat for the enslaved in the New World. Some slaveholders violently prohibited enslaved Africans from worshipping their gods. And at times, slave owners forced the enslaved to worship in their churches, where pastors preached that God wanted slaves to “obey their masters.” By the nineteenth century, many enslaved Africans in the New World had forgotten the names of the gods with which their ancestors had traveled over, like Oshun.

But enslaved Africans did not forget their ancestors’ ritualistic use of herbs for medicine or their overall relationship to the divine, where all manners of spirits could be called upon for help. Over generations, enslaved Africans passed down these aspects of West and Central African beliefs, adapting them to their new environment. So by the nineteenth century, enslaved Africans had incorporated new flora from the Americas into their West and Central African herbal remedies and cooking styles. They had channeled the minkisi of their ancestors into the mojos their descendants would later sing about in the blues. They had incorporated the religious and folk beliefs of people they encountered in the Americas, like the Indigenous who lived near plantations and even the Europeans who enslaved them. They had fully meshed the African gods of their ancestors with those they met in the New World—their orishas became saints of Catholicism or the Holy Spirit of Protestantism.

In this process of religious innovation, enslaved Africans transformed the West and Central African religions of their ancestors, birthing new spiritual traditions in the New World that had very old African roots: Haitian Vodou, Jamaican Obeah, Brazilian Candomblé, and Cuban Santería. In the United States, enslaved Africans created conjure—a mix of spiritual beliefs, herbal rituals, and therapeutic practices. For four hundred years in this country, West and Central African spirituality has lived on in customs of conjure that run through the whole of African American culture like an aorta.11

Across America, there were many arteries that flow into conjure. Along the Gulf Coast, like southern Louisiana, there is Voodoo, a unique blend of Yoruba religion, Haitian Vodou, and Roman Catholicism. In the Deep South and lower East Coast, there is hoodoo or rootwork, which combines aspects of Yoruba religion (such as herbalism) with the minkisi of the Congolese and Protestantism. But no matter where you are in the United States, to lay hold of our conjure is to feel the pulse of Black women’s magic that has been thrumming in America since the country began. And to understand how Black women have shaped America, you must learn how to recognize this pulse, how to feel the rhythm of our conjure, reverberating across centuries.

Slavery is the most salient place to pick up the pulse of Black women’s magic in America. During slavery, the Black women who used conjure in their communities became powerful leaders. They were especially renowned on plantations for their ability to successfully treat cold and flu symptoms, a widespread problem since viruses had yet to be studied or understood by scientists. It was not until the 1890s, long after slavery’s official demise in 1865, that doctors grasped how viruses transmitted diseases and the importance of hygiene practices. So an enslaved woman who could heal you when you had a cold, or better yet, keep the cold off you all together, was powerful indeed. And this was not all she could do.

To the enslaved, conjure was a way to manage their “luck”—their overall spiritual condition, which they believed could influence all aspects of their existence: births and deaths, illnesses and health, love and heartbreaks, slavery and freedom.12 Conjure women were considered experts in luck management.

What did it mean to manage your luck successfully, according to the enslaved? Good luck did not mean gathering riches, for most of the enslaved could not legally hold property. Nor did it mean opportunities to advance in your career, for the enslaved were often forced to do work they would not have chosen for themselves. Rather, good luck meant preventing an already bad situation from becoming much worse. Conjure women were believed to be especially skilled in treating an abundance of mishaps that, left unmanaged, would greatly increase the misery of the enslaved.

So the common cold was just one of the many kinds of misfortune conjure women could treat with their skills: The grip of croup when you’re young or flu when you’re old. The swelling of wrists and ankles and hips. Measles and mumps. The evil eye of a neighbor. The straying eye of a slave master or his lingering hand on your bottom as you passed out plates for supper. The revenge of a past lover or the eager wishes of a new one. Snakes in the field where you harvested cotton, rice, or cane. The master’s cat-o’-nine-tails or the leather strap of his wife, when the tea was just a little too cold for her taste. The eyes of other nosy slaves who would betray your plans to run away. The dogs and pain and fear and confusion that would slow you down while you ran. Spirits that wrecked your dreams or vermin that wrecked the itty-bitty patch the master let you have right alongside your slave quarter. You know, the patch that yielded the cotton that you raised and sold in town on Sundays, the only day to yourself, in order to buy the freedom of your mother or brother or daughter or lover. In essence, conjure women knew how to keep that shit off you.

Conjure women had this incredible range because they saw the social suffering and physical ailments of those under their care as intimately linked. Within the healing traditions of conjure, illness was believed to be the result of more than merely physical causes. Illness suggested a profound imbalance in your life, an indication that something has also gone awry in your relationships, whether with the recent dead or your ancestors, your family, your lovers, your friends, your enemies, or even your relationship to yourself. Seen in this way, divination became much more than reading tea leaves; it became a special skill akin to lay psychology. So the conjure woman’s treatment of your illness included not only methods to remedy your physical pain but also an assessment of the social imbalance that made you susceptible to that illness in the first place.

Within enslaved communities, conjure women were deeply revered for their knowledge about health and illness, births and deaths, spirits and plants. They were skilled herbalists, healing the sick with teas, baths, and salves. They were spiritual advisors who counseled those troubled in spirit. They assisted women in their reproductive health by supporting births, providing abortions, and empowering them with social rituals to gain power over their male lovers. And conjure women were heavily engaged in the struggle for emancipation. It was often conjure women who motivated rebellion and inspired dreams of freedom in their communities.

Enslaved conjure women, like the iyami aje, were constantly involved in a struggle where those in power sought to reduce them to nothing. And like the iyami aje, enslaved conjure women drew upon magic to even the scales and regain a little power. And when conjure women, like the iyami aje, were denied respect by those in power, they used their magic to command it.

Throughout American history, conjure women have been a force that was greatly feared by slaveholders and their generational oppressors, even as they were begrudgingly admired. The expression of this fear has transformed over the centuries: whippings from masters during enslavement; the barbaric treatment of women by doctors in the emerging field of gynecology during the antebellum and Reconstruction eras; and the oppressive laws passed against conjure (especially the conjure practiced by midwives) during Jim Crow and the Civil Rights movement.

We find the conjure woman doing a delicate dance during intense racial conflicts that mark our national history, from slavery to Jim Crow. She rises to assert the power of Black women; she, in turn, gets pushback from those who would oppress Black women. Despite this pushback, in each era of our national history, she has managed to stamp her conjure onto American culture, in our medicine, our heroines, our music traditions, our midwifery practices, our clothes, and our food.

In these pages, I will tell the story of how these conjure women first emerged during slavery in the US South, how they were thrust into the heart of national conflicts, and how they have shaped our American culture in response. Black women in America have always had to live in a world that was hostile to them. Conjure is one way that our foremothers survived and at times, defied that world. Conjure reminds all of us that even when things are most dire, it’s possible to drum up power in unexpected places.

I’m drawn to this story and want to share it with you because there have been countless times, over the last few years, when I have felt powerless. Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, seeing such senseless deaths brought on by disease; witnessing murder after murder after murder of Black people at the hands of the police, most notably the case of George Floyd; the Supreme Court’s overturning of Roe v. Wade with Dobbs v. Jackson, reversing a decision that to many, including me, was a landmark of women’s empowerment; being subjected to laws introduced by state legislators that whitewash our history, like Florida’s revision of its curriculum in grades K–12 to include instruction on how “slaves developed skills which, in some instances, could be applied for their personal benefit”; and the moments when, as a Black woman, I am often underestimated, discounted, and, like Oshun, excluded from matters that directly impact me.

Sifting through such personal feelings of loss and disempowerment, I got to wondering how my ancestors got through, and even managed to flourish in, much tougher times than these. I wanted to know how my great-grandmother, Margaret “Booie” Lindsey Perkins (1921–2014), after whom I am named, managed to maintain a steadfast sense of self-worth, even as she lived through the bulk of Jim Crow, a time when Black women were publicly demeaned and belittled in America.

What came to me again and again were these conjure women. In their conjure, a sanctified blend of West African spirituality and Christianity, I saw an unshakeable faith that enabled them to grasp real possibilities when all else seemed hopeless. Their conjure built a platform of power that later generations of Black women could step upon to voice the woes of racism, sexism, and classism that have plagued us for centuries.

The Conjuring of America is the epic story of conjure women, spanning five historical periods: slavery, antebellum, Reconstruction, Jim Crow, and the Civil Rights movement. These five periods trace the transformations of the conjure woman, moving from the Negro Mammy of slavery to the Voodoo Queen of antebellum, from a mojo-wielding woman of Reconstruction to the Granny Midwife of the Jim Crow era. I end with the Candy Lady, who has been with us well before, during, and after the Civil Rights movement. In each period, we find Black women wielding a powerful weapon through conjure to address the problems of racism, sexism, and classism they faced.

The story of Black women’s empowerment through the evolution of the conjure woman—the national problems she faced and the resources she found in conjure to do so—urges us to reflect on the history of America in a new way. Conjure women have had a tremendous impact upon America, but Americans know so little about them. Without this knowledge, it’s hard for us to fully grasp not only the world we live in but also who we are. Because to learn the history of conjure women is to learn something vital about ourselves at a time when we need it most: that even when those in power rise to threaten our freedoms—even when we are killed with impunity by the police and denied control over our wombs—we are not powerless.
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PART ONE

The Herbal Cures of Negro Mammies






CHAPTER ONE

An Alternative History of Vicks VapoRub Salve

LET ME GUESS WHAT’S IN YOUR MEDICINE CABINET. THERE ARE PROBABLY painkillers like aspirin or Aleve (especially if you have menstrual cramps as debilitating as mine), rubbing alcohol or hydrogen peroxide and Band-Aids for minor scrapes and cuts, leftover masks and COVID-19 tests, probably Prozac (or any of its generic brands) if you’re a millennial, since we understand that there’s no shame in getting a little help sometimes, and honey-lemon drops for pesky coughs that linger long after colds. And I’m willing to bet at some point in your life that little blue bottle with the Vicks green triangle was in your cabinet too: Vicks VapoRub, or what my family still calls Vick’s Salve.

Can you remember the smell? The withering woody sweetness of eucalyptus under ever-burning menthol. The scent is as unforgettable as its texture, greasy like the BB Super Gro or Vaseline the women in my family applied lovingly to my scalp. For many of us, Vicks VapoRub was love made tactile, spread under our noses, down our throats, over our chests, and landing straight in our soul when we were ill and in need of comfort.

Vicks VapoRub had humble beginnings. It was originally sold as Richardson’s Magic Croup and Pneumonia Cure Salve, a popular cold and flu remedy in North Carolina. During the 1918 flu epidemic, Vick Chemical Company launched an aggressive marketing campaign, offering much-needed public health advice. Their efforts were hugely successful, sending what had now become Vicks VapoRub flying off shelves around the world. And now, over a hundred years later, it is not only an American staple but also beloved around the globe, especially in Latin and South America, as well as India. Proctor and Gamble, which now owns Vicks VapoRub, considers the salve to be one of its billion-dollar products.

Lunsford Richardson (1854–1919), a southern white man born in Selma, North Carolina, is credited with the development of Vicks VapoRub in 1894. His story seems quintessentially all American. He experienced certain hardships: His father died when he was but two years old, his mother died when he was a teenager, his family home was decimated during a war, and he was left with very little money after this war to start his own business. And then, with a stroke of luck, he went from rags to riches when his experimental drug salve saved the day during the 1918 flu epidemic. It is estimated that sales for Vicks VapoRub jumped from $600,000 in 1917 to almost $3 million (about $67 million today) during the 1918 flu epidemic, making him the instant millionaire so many Americans dream of becoming.1

But there is a dark underside to Richardson’s American success story. Slavery is part and parcel of his particular dream. His family home was a plantation. The war that ravaged his family home was the Civil War. And he grew up among enslaved Black women who had an extensive knowledge of the plants and herbs that formed the basis of and were indeed the key active ingredients found in his original “magic” salve.

Recently, the medical contributions that enslaved Africans made to this country have been in the national spotlight.2 You may have heard the story of Onesimus, the enslaved Yoruba man who, in the eighteenth century, helped the city of Boston stave off a widespread outbreak of smallpox with the vaccination method from his homeland. But there is also a lesser-known story to be told about the countless, anonymous enslaved African women who toiled on plantations and cured the sick, day in and day out, for centuries. They were women who wielded conjure, a mix of spiritual beliefs, herbal rituals, and therapeutic practices that emerged among enslaved Africans along the Gulf Coast and lower East Coast of the United States. During the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, enslaved conjure women were largely responsible for the day-to-day care of colds, flus, and other minor ailments on plantations.

Some important questions emerge from this history. What did Lunsford Richardson learn from these women who were also responsible for taking care of him? How did the healing traditions of these Black women shape the medicine—both preventative and curative—of the nation during slavery?

When you look up the history of Vicks VapoRub online, you will note very little mention (if any) of slavery in the discussion of the salve’s origins. I want to propose a story that puts slavery front and center in the development of this American staple. A story that centers enslaved Black women who’d been using very similar salves to treat colds and flus and congestion long before Richardson was born. A story about the conjure women who were essential in getting this American staple into your medicine cabinet.

One of Lunsford Richardson’s relatives describes the following scene from Richardson’s childhood.3 In a prominent cabin in the slave quarters on the Richardson family’s plantation, there was an old woman who minded enslaved children while their mothers were busy in the fields.i Every day, without fail, this woman would come to the cabin door at noon and call out “bread and licker.” The children would come running with little wooden bowls to hold their soup [while] each was given a pone of corn bread. Among those enslaved children was often a little white one. Richardson thought upon these times fondly, and he used to say often that he considered it a great privilege when he was allowed to run along with [the enslaved children] and get the same portion [of food] that always tasted much better than the lunch waiting for him up at the Big House.

This “old woman” was described as Richardson’s “Mammy.” Negro Mammies were enslaved Black women who did domestic work and who also knew about and drew upon the herbalism within conjure to treat illness. Richardson’s Mammy was a tall, middle-aged colored woman, who, at times administered a much-needed spanking when out of sight of the family. From his relatives, we find that Richardson spent quite a bit of time with the Negro Mammy on his family’s plantation during his childhood—enough time to be disciplined when needed!

In the slave quarters of this Negro Mammy, Richardson would have seen treatments that were far different from those administered by his doctor father (like bloodletting). He would have seen flowers and roots and bark and leaves used for teas to treat colds, coughs, and fevers. He would have seen salves and poultices administered for congestion. And he would have especially seen this Negro Mammy employ the various uses of one of the main active ingredients in his original recipe for Vick’s Salve, turpentine. Present in her teas, salves, and cough syrups, she likely gathered the turpentine herself from his family’s plantation, bordered by the large forests of pine trees his father owned. Along the edges of these forests, she would have found a variety of mint plants (like mountain mint and horsemint) that are native to North Carolina and have a natural supply of menthol, another key active ingredient in Vicks VapoRub.4

Down in Selma, North Carolina, there is a family that would give this anonymous Negro Mammy a name. Crystal Sanders, a historian at Emory University, told me that her great-great-grandmother, Wiley, was owned by Lunsford Richardson’s family. The healing traditions that Wiley passed down through generations in the Stancil-Shepherd family—knowledge of herbs and plants, recipes for teas and salves, and methods for curing colds, burns, and child illnesses like thrush—suggests that Wiley, in fact, had been a Negro Mammy on the Richardson plantation.5

In mainstream lore, the story of Vicks VapoRub is that the salve was developed out of desperation, with a bit of luck. In 1894, Richardson had a very sick son on his hands. His young child was suffering from a severe case of the croup, an illness that swells the airways, making it hard for children to breathe. So, with a degree in Latin, a budding interest in chemistry, and all the medical knowledge granted by having a doctor as a father, Richardson retreated into the office of the little drugstore he was running to experiment on something that would save his son’s life. What he came up with, just in the nick of time, was the aforementioned Richardson’s Magic Croup and Pneumonia Cure Salve, eventually renamed Vicks VapoRub.6

But for generations, the Stancil-Shepherd family have passed down a completely different story of the salve’s origins that goes something like this: Richardson spends much of his youth under the eye of Wiley, his Negro Mammy, who has an extensive repertoire of knowledge and skills for treating common ills and ailments. Richardson goes away to college while Wiley gives her daughter, Miley Stancil, just a few years younger than Richardson, another kind of education: how to gather herbs from the forest, the recipes for teas, the benefits of salves.

When Lunsford Richardson returns home from college and sets up a local apothecary, his son falls gravely ill. And there was one fateful night when a very worried Richardson took his young, sick son to Miley’s house. Miley was known in the county for treating sick children, both white and Black. Richardson’s son got well after Miley’s treatment, and he was so impressed that he returned to Miley for the remedy. Then, according to the family, he passed her salve off as his own.

During the nineteenth century, many enslaved Black women passed down their herbal recipes for cures the same way they would heirlooms, as Wiley did to her daughter, Miley Stancil. The Stancil-Shepherd family claims that the recipe for the magic salve that earned Richardson millions was stolen from Miley. The drama of these two American families, the Stancil-Shepherds and the Richardsons, is like so many others in the annals of our country’s history, where race plays a factor in determining not only the generational wealth a family is able to accrue but also how our lives and contributions are—or are not—remembered.

Footnotes

i Throughout the book, I have italicized quotes that are historical primary sources and folklore. I have used quotation marks for contemporary writers and academics.
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CHAPTER TWO

“An Old Woman, Who Doctored Among the Slaves”

LUNSFORD RICHARDSON’S LIFE MAY HAVE BEEN THE CLASSIC AMERICAN dream, but the reality of enslaved Black women who labored on his family’s plantation, just outside Raleigh, was an American nightmare. Thanks to Harriet Jacobs (1813–1897), we have a detailed depiction of what slavery in North Carolina was like in the nineteenth century.1 Jacobs, who wrote under the pen name Linda Brent, was an enslaved woman who made a harrowing escape from her slave owner, Dr. Flint: She hid for seven years in the dark, cramped, insect-infested attic of her grandmother, Martha. Her story tells us about the role Negro Mammies often played in facilitating escapes from slavery.

Conditions were often so bad during slavery that, to escape, the enslaved risked poisonous snakes and alligators that lay in wait in marshes, flesh-ripping bites of hunting dogs, and even death. Throughout her narrative, Jacobs recounts stories of slave masters who routinely whipped, sexually coerced and raped, and withheld adequate food and clothing from the enslaved. Jacobs tells us that these stories of cruelty are not exceptions to the general rule; rather, humane slaveholders are like angels’ visits—few and far between. When the enslaved showed even the slightest resistance to such mistreatment, slave masters responded with even more viciousness.

If an enslaved person who was sold on the auction block refused to go with their new master, Jacobs tells us that the enslaved person was whipped, or locked up in jail, until he consents to go, and promises not to run away during those years. If an enslaved person tried to run away and was caught, the whip is used till the blood flows at his feet; and his stiffened limbs are put in chains, to be dragged in the field for days and days! And if an enslaved woman dared to tell the truth about her light-skinned child’s parentage—such as a slave master who raped her—she was liable to be sold to another slave owner and separated from her children.

Sometimes slave owners even took simple acts of care among the enslaved as a challenge to their authority. Jacobs tells us that she was punished when her loving grandmother gave her shoes. Mrs. Flint, Dr. Flint’s wife, took exception to the horrid noise they made and told Jacobs to take them off, threatening that if she ever saw Jacobs put them on again, she would throw them in the fire.

These shoes were important. Many enslaved people complained about the lack of shoes, a seemingly small thing that had massive consequences for their overall health. Shoes could prevent insect stings and snake bites and various abrasions to the skin from leaves and sticks and pine needles and stones that could cause infections. The care of Jacobs’s grandmother, a free Black woman, got under the skin of Mrs. Flint, grat[ing] harshly on her refined nerves. Putting Jacobs in her place as a slave, Mrs. Flint made Jacobs remove her shoes, and then Mrs. Flint commanded her to walk a long distance in the snow. Jacobs, of course, got sick.

It is heartbreaking to read that Jacobs, then a fourteen-year-old girl, not only went to bed that night believing she would die but was also aggrieved to find out, upon waking the next morning, that she had not passed away.

In her narrative, Jacobs describes how rape, too, was one way that slave masters could attempt to break the will of their slaves. From age twelve, for seven years, Jacobs suffered insults, threats, and even beatings by Dr. Flint for refusing to sleep with him, a man forty years [her] senior. When Dr. Flint attempted to seduce her, he also reminded Jacobs that, according to the law, she was made for his use, made to obey his command in [every] thing, for she was nothing but a slave, whose will must and should surrender to his. Dr. Flint took seriously the power granted to him by the Constitution of the Carolinas in 1669: [e]very freeman of Carolina shall have absolute power and authority over his negro slaves, of what opinion or religion soever. For an enslaved girl like Jacobs, that absolute power and authority extended to sex.

Jacobs consistently refused Dr. Flint’s advances, but she also understood that there was no shadow of law to protect her from insult, from violence, or even from death and that, upon enslaved Black girls, these horrors were often inflicted by fiends who bear the shape of men. She also knew she could not trust Dr. Flint’s many promises that he would be kind to her if only she would give in to him. Throughout her teenage years, she had observed, time and time again, how slavery corrupted white slaveholders: it makes the white fathers cruel and sensual; the sons violent and licentious; it contaminates the daughters; and makes the wives wretched. And so, she found herself between a rock and a hard place concerning Dr. Flint’s demands. She was doomed if she said no, and she was doomed if she acquiesced. So she decided to escape.
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WHEN JACOBS FLED THE PLANTATION run by Dr. Flint’s son on a warm, still night, it was a conjure woman who kept Jacobs’s escape from ending when it had only just begun. Jacobs had fled to a sympathetic neighbor’s house to hide. But when dogs and men rounded the house in search of her, she got so spooked that she jumped out a window. She landed in some bushes, and soon she felt something cold and slimy grab hold of her leg. Without thinking, she struck at it blindly for release. She was bitten in return, rewarded with a painful swelling that weakened her ability to stand.

She waited in the bushes until the men and dogs looking for her had left. Even though she was in dire pain, Jacobs retained enough composure to instruct the friend who harbored her how to treat her leg. Jacobs told her friend to make a poultice of warm ashes and vinegar to reduce the pain and swelling. The poultice brought some relief but not nearly enough. So, her friend turned to an old woman, who doctored among the slaves for help. Jacobs’s friend was told by this old woman to steep a dozen coppers in vinegar, over night, and apply the cankered vinegar to the inflamed part. The old woman’s remedy worked. Jacobs was able to stay in hiding for a few more days.

Jacobs then hid for several nights in the Snaky Swamp, which lies on the border of the Great Dismal Swamp. Stretching across the coasts of Virginia and North Carolina, this network of trees and water and islets was home to many enslaved runaways—including those who fought alongside Nat Turner in his 1831 rebellion. (This was the deadliest slave revolt in American history, killing over fifty white people who lived along the shared border of Virginia and North Carolina.) The swamp was a haven for runaways due to its dense foliage, which provided cover. But it was also home to animals that presented significant threats, such as the poisonous snakes after which Snaky Swamp was named.

While Jacobs hid in the swamp, her uncle Philip built a shelter for her in the attic of her grandmother’s house. For seven years, Jacobs would live in that shelter: a nine-by-seven-foot-wide space with no airflow and no light (until she bore two small peepholes into the floor). At its tallest point, the shelter was only three feet high, which meant Jacobs could neither stand nor sit up straight. Her children were frequently permitted to visit Jacobs’s grandmother. So Jacobs often passed her days lying upon a makeshift bed on the floor, listening for the voices of her children below. At night, rats and mice ran over her limbs, disrupting her sleep. The only relief from the stifling air was her meals, which were passed through the trapdoor of the attic to her by her grandmother Martha, her uncle Phillip, and her aunt Nancy.

While she was in this dismal space, Jacobs tells us that she was tormented by hundreds of little red insects, fine as a needle’s point, that pierced through [her] skin and produced an intolerable burning. It sounds like, after all she had been through, the poor woman was also suffering from a bedbug infection. Jacobs tells us her grandmother helped her clear up the infection by giving her herb teas and cooling medicines.

In the creeping, crawling dark of that cramped attic, Aunt Nancy helped Jacobs maintain her sanity. As the current Negro Mammy of the Flints, Aunt Nancy was the [factotum] of the household. Since nothing went on well without her, Aunt Nancy was able to pass along crucial news to Jacobs. And it was Aunt Nancy who first emboldened Jacobs to escape. Jacobs tells us that [w]hen [her] friends tried to discourage [her] from running away; [Aunt Nancy] always encouraged [her]. And it was Aunt Nancy who told Jacobs never to yield when she thought there was no possibility to escape and considered returning to her master. A word from [Aunt Nancy] always strengthened [Jacobs], and it was many a time that Jacobs kne[lt] down [from the attic] to listen to her words of consolation.
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HARRIET JACOBS’S DESCRIPTION OF AN old woman, who doctored among the slaves joins a mighty chorus of others provided by the previously enslaved in interviews compiled by the Federal Writers’ Project in the 1930s:


In South Carolina: I don’ remember what kind of medicines dey use in slavery time, but I know my mamma used to look after de slaves when dey get sick.

In Georgia: dere was three old ’omans what Old Mist’ess kept to look atter sick slave ’omans. Dem old granny nurses knowed a heap about yarbs (herbs).

In Alabama: dere was always a nurse on de farm, and when a slave got sick dey was righ’ dere to give dem treatments. Back in dose days dey used all sorts of roots and yarbs (herbs) for medicine.

In Mississippi: when we was sick the old women, they made tea out of some kind of herbs that would cure any little ailment.

In Texas: when we gets sick, master he would first go get old negro mammy. She would get her gunny sack and go to the woods and go to getting several kinds of herbs, brings them in and boil them all together.2


These women who disappeared into the woods to make medicines—Jacobs’s grandmother, Jacobs’s Aunt Nancy, and the old woman, who doctored among the slaves—drew upon the herbalism within conjure to treat illness. Another ex-slave in North Carolina, Sarah Louise Augustus, explains that these women who treated the sick with their herbs were called Negro Mammies because one of their primary roles on the plantation was nursing all the children on the plantation—both enslaved and slaveholder. She was called black mammy, Augustus informs, because she wet nursed so many white children. In slavey time, she nursed all babies hatched on her master’s plantation.3

When they weren’t minding the children whose mothers were off working in the fields, Negro Mammies tended the sick, cooked for the enslaved or in the Big House (the house where the slaveholders lived), assisted births as midwives, or produced textiles such as clothes, quilts, or other household linens. Negro Mammies were often assigned these roles when they were too old to work in the fields any longer, usually in their forties.4 They learned their trade by apprenticeships that often began in their childhood. Harriet Jacobs herself was being trained as a wet nurse by her aunt Nancy and her grandmother, both of whom had served generations of the Flint family in this way.

As skilled herbalists, Negro Mammies served as the first line of defense in medical care on the plantation. Doctors were usually the last resort, called in if the illness was grave, if the methods Negro Mammies had already tried didn’t work, or if there was a bone problem, such as a broken limb. Although some men also knew how to heal with plants, in the nineteenth century this type of care was largely seen as the province of Black women, whose knowledge had been passed down through previous generations of women in their family line.

Enslaved people by and large preferred the medicine offered by Negro Mammies to the care provided by doctors.5 In their interviews, the previously enslaved also complained about how often slaveholding doctors used medicine to exert even more control over their bodies, like administering medicines to make them vomit to exact punishment for “stealing” food from the master.6 And Negro Mammies often had a better track record of healing illnesses—especially the chills and fever that came with the flu, the most dreaded ailment on plantations.7 The massive archive of the Federal Writers’ Project is full of stories of how Negro Mammies were able to successfully treat people at times when doctors couldn’t. There are stories of fevers that lasted so long doctors gave up, leaving the enslaved for dead.8 There are stories of births so complicated that doctors walked out on the mothers in despair.9

Negro Mammies held a unique position on the plantation in relation to the other enslaved. They were often considered valuable by their masters since they spared their masters an immense loss in “property”—the severe bodily impairment or death of an enslaved laborer. At times, that value spared them from some of the harshest experiences of enslavement, such as whippings.10

But Negro Mammies had to negotiate their position carefully. When their advice challenged that of nineteenth-century medical doctors—property-holding white men—they were placed in an impossible bind. If Negro Mammies chose to defy the medical doctors and do what they thought was best for their patient, they often faced punishment.

Even free Black women who practiced medicine were precarious at this time. Eliza Foote, a free Black woman who practiced medicine in Cockeysville, Maryland, was closely watched by the whites in the community. When some enslaved runaways were seen leaving her house, Foote was thrown into jail by these whites. She was ordered to leave Baltimore County or to be sold into slavery.11

For many white people in the nineteenth century, there was always the fear that Black women could use their knowledge of herbs and roots to harm them when they were most vulnerable, sick, and ailing. And worse, these Black women might use their knowledge to help the enslaved escape, just like the old woman, who doctored among the slaves, Jacobs’s grandmother, Martha, and Aunt Nancy all did.

But slave masters knew how skilled and effective Negro Mammies were, so they continued to rely upon their labor as healers. And as they worked, negotiating this tense and harrowing contradiction at the heart of American slavery, Negro Mammies managed to develop the recipes for many of the over-the-counter medicines for cold, flu, fever, and minor aches and pains that Americans would continue to rely on for generations.
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CHAPTER THREE

Negro Mammies, Botany, and American Home Remedies

TO HEAL, NEGRO MAMMIES LARGELY DEPENDED UPON WHAT THEY could find in the woods. They cultivated healing traditions from Texas all the way to Virginia, states that form the Coastal Plains of the United States. As part of the same region, the woods that Negro Mammies foraged had similar compositions. Along the edges of these forests, there was often mullein, a fuzzy-leafed weed with bright yellow flowers, and poke roots, a shrub with a cluster of purple berries on red stems that poke out from bright green leaves.

Within the forests, there were pine trees, red oak, and sassafras, which shaded weeds like horsemint (also known as bee balm) and bushes like black cohosh (also known as black snake root). Weaving through these trees and underbrush were freshwater sources, such as waterfalls, creeks, and streams. Sometimes this fresh water swelled and swelled until it produced swamps, like the Great Dismal Swamp in Virginia and North Carolina or the Atchafalaya Basin, a swamp in Louisiana. The similarities of landscape, which included plants, trees, and water ecosystems, helped to yield a consistent tradition of treatment that Negro Mammies employed across both the Gulf and Atlantic Coasts.

Of all the people on plantations, Negro Mammies were the most intimate with the land. From their childhood, they had worked in fields, drawing upon agricultural techniques from their homeland to grow difficult crops like rice.1 They had snatched bolls of cotton from their prickly ensconce of leaves, dripping blood into soil as they moved from plant to plant. They had cut down walls of sugarcane and shimmied shy ears of corn from their emerald wrappers.

Negro Mammies learned early in their lives that the woods offered a source of solace from the horrors of slavery. There, they could hunt and fish and forage to supplement the meager food rations their slave masters allotted. There, they could worship their god(s) away from the watchful eyes of their masters. Unlike their European counterparts whose folktales paint the woods as a wilderness of evil witches and wolves, big cats and bears that needed taming, Negro Mammies were at ease in the woods. And in this symbiosis of woods and spirituality, Negro Mammies developed medicines for healing.

Their relationship with the woods helped them gain a wide range of botanical knowledge that their slave owners did not possess.2 As one previously enslaved person put it, white folks during this time would jest’ go through the woods an’ [they] don’ know nuffin’. They couldn’t identify the plants used for common illnesses like fevers and chills or colds and coughs. White folks did not understand that these plants were good medicine when you be sick an’ dey bring you good luck an’ dey gwine git you outten trubble effen you smart ’nuff to use dem. These white folks—including nineteenth-century medical doctors—were cut off from the language of the forest, rendering the cures they offered subpar to those of Negro Mammies.
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HARRIET COLLINS, A NEGRO MAMMY in Houston, Texas, provides insights that help us grasp how conjure influenced enslaved women’s botanical knowledge. In an interview with the Federal Writers’ Project in the 1930s, Collins tells us that she learned about conjure, which she called doctoring, from her mother, an enslaved woman. As with many other Negro Mammies, the healing traditions in conjure were passed down from mother to daughter through generations in her family line. What Collins’s mother knew about doctoring, she had learned from de ole folks from Africa, an’ some de Injuns taught her.

Some of what the Indigenous had taught her mother, as well as Negro Mammies across the South, was knowledge of the local flora. It’s likely that the sassafras Harriet Collins uses in her cures was taught to her mother by the Choctaw people in the area.3 Her mother was able to learn from and expand upon what the Indigenous taught her because her ancestors’ West African traditions held similar views about healing, illness, and our relationships. And the Indigenous had comparable language about the land, which made Collins’s mother especially attuned to the forest.

Collins’s understanding of plants—how to harvest them, when to use them, which ones were toxic, and how much of them to use—was spun within a delicate web of practical experimentation and spiritual mysticism. Her West African ancestors, such as the Yoruba, might have described the threads of this web as the ashe that connects all living things. Ashe is the divine
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