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My grandmother never called herself a witch. She would have slapped you sideways for suggesting such a thing. She was a good Christian woman who went to church every Sunday and Wednesday night, sang in the choir, and kept her Bible on the kitchen table where she could read it while she drank her morning coffee. But that same Bible had pressed flowers between its pages, flowers she picked on specific days of the month for specific purposes. And that same Christian woman knew how to stop blood with a whisper, could tell you if a baby in the womb was a boy or girl just by looking at how the mother carried, and kept a bag of graveyard dirt in her pantry next to the flour and sugar.

This is the magic of the Appalachian mountains. It does not come from books written by people who studied folklore in universities. It does not come from new age shops selling crystals and incense imported from countries my ancestors never heard of. This magic comes from necessity, from poverty, from isolation, and from the simple fact that when you live far enough up a mountain that the doctor cannot reach you in winter, you learn to take care of yourself with what grows around you and what your grandmother taught you in her kitchen.

The people who practiced this magic did not think of themselves as magical. They thought of themselves as practical. When your child has a fever of 104 and the nearest hospital is forty miles away on roads that wash out when it rains, you do not have time to debate whether folk medicine is real or superstition. You do what works. And if what works involves saying certain words while you tie knots in red thread, then that is what you do.

My people came to these mountains from Scotland, Ireland, Germany, and England. They brought their old ways with them, the things their grandmothers knew, the charms and cures that had kept their people alive for centuries. When they got here, they met the Cherokee who had their own knowledge, their own relationship with these plants and these mountains. Over time, things mixed together. A Scottish charm for protecting cattle got combined with a Cherokee tobacco offering. A German hex sign got painted on a barn next to symbols nobody could remember the origin of anymore. The African people who ended up in these mountains, some free and some escaped, they added their knowledge too. Root work and conjure blended into what the white grannies were already doing.

What came out of all that mixing is not pure anything. It is not purely Celtic or purely Cherokee or purely African. It is Appalachian. It belongs to these mountains and to the people who stayed here generation after generation, getting poorer and more isolated while the rest of the country moved on without them.

This book contains things my grandmother taught me before she died. It contains things I learned from other old women in these mountains, women who are mostly gone now. It contains practices that are dying out because young people move to cities where you can buy medicine at Walgreens and nobody needs to know how to stop blood with a Bible verse. I am writing this down because if I do not, these things will be lost. In another generation, there will be nobody left who knows them.

Some of what you read here will make you uncomfortable if you come from outside these mountains. We use things that modern witchcraft books tell you never to touch. We work with graveyard dirt, with blood, with animal bones, with whiskey that could blind you if it was made wrong. We do not ask permission from the universe or worry about the rule of three. We do what needs doing, and we deal with the consequences when they come.

This magic is not pretty. It is not safe. It is not approved by any certifying board or recommended by people with degrees. It is what poor people did to survive in a place where survival was not guaranteed. Sometimes it worked and sometimes it did not, but it was what we had.

If you are looking for light and love and positive energy, there are a thousand other books you can read. This is not that book. This is about the magic of people who had dirt floors and no running water, who watched children die of things that are curable now, who had to make hard choices about who got the last of the food when winter ran long. This is the magic born from hardship.

I am not telling you to do everything in this book. Some of these practices require a relationship with the land that you cannot get from reading words on a page. Some require teaching that can only happen in person, from someone who knows what they are doing. I am telling you what was done, how it was done, and why. What you do with that information is between you and whatever you believe is watching.

These mountains have a memory. The plants remember who tended them. The creeks remember who took water without asking permission. The land knows who belongs to it and who is just visiting. If you are going to work this magic, you need to understand that you are not in control. You are asking for help from things older and stronger than you are. Sometimes they help and sometimes they do not, and sometimes they help in ways you did not expect and do not like.

My grandmother used to say that the only difference between medicine and poison is how much you take. The same is true for this kind of magic. Used right, it can heal, protect, and provide. Used wrong, it can destroy you and everyone around you. Respect it or leave it alone.

This is not your heritage unless you come from these mountains. I am not gatekeeping; I am telling you the truth. You can learn these techniques. You can practice them. But they will not work for you the same way they work for someone whose great-great-grandmother is buried in the cemetery up on the ridge, whose family name is on the war memorial in front of the courthouse, who knows these mountains because their people have walked them for two hundred years. That does not mean you should not try. It means you should be honest about what you are doing and where it comes from.

This book is divided into twelve chapters, each covering a different aspect of Appalachian granny magic. Some chapters will speak to you and some will not. Take what is useful and leave the rest. This is not a religion with rules you have to follow. This is a collection of things that worked for mountain people. Whether they work for you depends on factors I cannot predict and do not control.

Before you start, understand this: people died learning some of what is in this book. They died from experimenting with plants that turned out to be poisonous. They died from infections when healing did not work. They died from situations where magic was their only option because they had no other choice. What you are reading is paid for in blood and suffering. Treat it accordingly.

The old ways are dying. Maybe that is how it should be. We have doctors now, hospitals, antibiotics, therapies that actually work. Maybe we do not need to know how to stop blood with a whisper or draw fire from a burn with a charm. But something is lost when this knowledge disappears, something about self-reliance and connection to the land and understanding that we are part of a web that includes the dead, the plants, the animals, and the spirits that live in wild places.

I cannot make you understand what it means to be from these mountains. I cannot give you the relationship with this land that comes from generations of your people living and dying here. But I can tell you what they did and how they did it. The rest is up to you.

Read this book with respect. Read it with understanding that you are looking into a world that is not your own, even if you live in these mountains now. Read it knowing that some things cannot be taught through words on paper. And if you decide to practice what you learn here, do it carefully, with full knowledge that actions have consequences and magic does not care about your intentions.

Welcome to the hidden world of Appalachian granny magic. I hope you find what you are looking for. I hope you use it wisely. And I hope you remember where it came from when you are done.
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​Chapter 1: Moonshine and Remedies: The Hidden Apothecary
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The old timers kept their medicine cabinet in mason jars lined up on cellar shelves, each one filled with clear or amber liquid that could cure what ailed you or knock you flat on your back, depending on how much you took. My grandmother never called it moonshine when she was doctoring. She called it "the extract" or "the tincture," and she made it the same way her mother taught her, using white lightning from my uncle's still up on Possum Ridge.

Making medicine this way is not about getting drunk. It is about pulling the healing out of plants and preserving it in a form that will keep through winter when the fresh plants are long dead and buried under snow. Alcohol extracts things that water cannot touch. It pulls out the resins, the oils, the deep medicine that lives in roots and barks and seeds. And it preserves that medicine so you can use it six months later when the croup comes around or someone cuts themselves bad with an axe.

My people did not have access to vodka or rum or the clean spirits you can buy at the liquor store now. What they had was corn whiskey, made in stills hidden up in the hollows where the law could not find them easily. This was not sipping whiskey. This was medicine alcohol, sometimes running as high as 150 or 160 proof, strong enough to burn your throat and make your eyes water. Strong enough to pull medicine out of just about anything you put in it.

The first thing you need to understand about making tinctures the old way is that the alcohol matters. You cannot use beer. You cannot use wine. You need something strong, something that burns, something with enough kick to break down plant matter and extract what is locked inside. The grannies used what they called "the good stuff," which meant white lightning that had been run through the still twice to get it clean and strong. They tested it by pouring a little on a spoon and lighting it on fire. If it burned with a blue flame, it was right. If the flame was yellow or orange, it needed another run through the still.

Now I am going to tell you something that will make the modern herbalists have fits. My grandmother did not measure anything. She did not weigh her herbs on a scale or calculate ratios or write down recipes. She filled a jar about halfway with whatever plant she was working with, poured the whiskey over it until the jar was full, put a lid on it, and stuck it in the cellar. She knew it was ready when it looked ready, when the liquid had taken on color from the plant and smelled right. Sometimes that was two weeks. Sometimes it was two months. She checked it when she thought about it, and when it seemed done, she strained out the plant matter and kept the liquid.

This drives modern herbalists crazy because they want exact measurements and specific timelines. But here is the truth: plants are not consistent. A root you dig in spring is different from the same root dug in fall. A plant growing in wet soil is different from one growing in dry soil. The medicine in the plant changes based on weather, location, and timing. So how can you have an exact recipe when the ingredients are never exactly the same?

The grannies worked by feel, by intuition, by looking at the plant and the liquid and knowing when it was right. This knowledge came from making hundreds of jars of medicine over decades. You cannot learn it from a book. You learn it by doing it wrong a few times, by making tinctures that are too weak or too strong, by figuring out what works through trial and error.

Let me tell you about some of the tinctures my grandmother kept on her shelf, and what she used them for.

Yellow root tincture was for infections and stomach troubles. Yellow root, also called goldenseal, grows in these mountains in places where the soil stays damp. You dig the roots in fall after the plant has died back. The roots are bright yellow inside, bitter as anything you ever tasted. My grandmother would fill a pint jar about one third full with chopped yellow root, cover it with white lightning, and let it sit for a month. When someone had a tooth infection or a cut that was looking angry and red, she would have them take a spoonful of that tincture three times a day. For stomach problems, she mixed it with a little honey to cut the bitterness, but for infections she gave it straight. Said the bitter was part of what made it work.

Wild cherry bark tincture was for coughs, especially the kind of deep cough that keeps you up all night and makes your ribs hurt. She would take bark from wild black cherry trees, scraping off the outer bark to get to the inner bark, which is where the medicine lives. That inner bark went into a jar with whiskey and sat until the liquid turned dark red. A spoonful of that before bed would calm the worst cough. Too much would make you sick, though. Wild cherry contains compounds that turn into cyanide in your body. A spoonful is medicine. Half a jar would kill you. This is why you need to know what you are doing.

Poke root tincture was dangerous medicine, the kind my grandmother kept on a separate shelf and only used when nothing else would work. Poke root can kill you dead if you take too much, but in tiny amounts it moves the lymph system and helps your body fight off sickness. She used it for swollen glands, for infections that were not responding to anything else, for people who were so sick they were probably going to die anyway. The dose was three drops. Not three dropperfuls. Three drops. Mixed in water. Once a day for no more than three days. I saw her use it maybe five times in my whole life. It worked, but it was not something you played around with.

Ginseng tincture was for energy and general health. My grandmother grew ginseng in the woods behind her house, in places where the shade was right and the soil had enough leaf mold. It takes seven years for ginseng to be worth digging, and even then you are only supposed to take the older plants and leave the young ones to keep growing. She would dig roots in fall, wash them carefully without scrubbing off all the little root hairs, and put them in a jar with the best whiskey she could get. That tincture sat for at least three months, sometimes six. She took a spoonful every morning during winter to keep from getting sick, and she gave it to people who were recovering from long illnesses to help them get their strength back.

Valerian root tincture smelled like dirty feet and tasted worse, but it would put you to sleep when nothing else could. People who could not sleep because of worry or pain or just being old and having sleep that would not come anymore, they would take a spoonful of valerian tincture and be asleep within an hour. My grandmother warned that you could not take it every night or your body would start needing it, but a few nights a week when sleep would not come was fine.

Black cohosh root tincture was women's medicine. My grandmother gave it to women whose monthly cycles were painful or irregular, to women going through the change of life and dealing with hot flashes and mood swings, to women having trouble getting pregnant. The dose was one teaspoon twice a day, and she said you had to take it for at least a month before you would notice a difference. This was not quick medicine. This was the kind that worked on your body slowly, bringing things back into balance over time.

Elderberry tincture was cold and flu prevention. When someone in the family started feeling run down or there was sickness going around, my grandmother would dose everyone with a spoonful of elderberry tincture every morning. We all hated it because it was sweet from the berries but sharp from the alcohol, a weird combination that made your mouth feel confused. But it worked. I cannot tell you how many times I watched everyone at school get sick with the flu while our family stayed healthy.

She made these tinctures in late summer and fall, when the plants were ready and before the first hard freeze. She would spend weeks gathering, chopping, filling jars, labeling them with what was inside and what date she made them. The cellar would fill up with jars of medicine, enough to get through winter and into the next year.

Now here is something important about the spiritual side of making these medicines. My grandmother did not just grab plants whenever she felt like it. She went out on specific days, usually during the waning moon when she was taking roots, during the waxing moon when she was taking leaves or flowers. She would stand in front of the plant and explain what she needed it for, who was sick, what was wrong. Then she would take what she needed, leaving some of the plant to keep growing. She always left tobacco or a coin as payment. Always. She said the plants had spirits and those spirits had to agree to help you, or the medicine would not work right.

When she made the tinctures, she worked alone in her kitchen with the curtains closed. She did not want people walking in and out, bringing their energy into the medicine. She would sometimes sing while she worked, old hymns mostly, or she would pray over the jars. She believed that her intention went into the medicine along with the plant and the alcohol, and that intention was part of what made it work.

Modern people want to separate the chemical compounds from the spiritual practice, like you can have one without the other. But the old grannies did not think that way. The medicine was both the physical plant and the prayer said over it. It was the chemical extraction and the relationship with the plant spirit. It was science and magic mixed together so thoroughly that you could not separate them.

Let me tell you about dosing, because this is where people get into trouble. A tincture made with high proof alcohol is concentrated medicine. The dose is measured in teaspoonfuls, not cupfuls. One teaspoon is a standard dose for most tinctures. Sometimes you take it three times a day. Sometimes just once. Depends on what you are treating and how strong you made the tincture.

You can dilute the dose in water or juice if the taste is too strong, but you still only take one teaspoon of the tincture itself. Taking more does not make it work better. It makes you sick, or in some cases, it kills you. The old saying that the dose makes the poison is absolutely true with this kind of medicine.

Children get smaller doses. My grandmother would give children about one quarter to one half a teaspoon, depending on their age and size. Babies got just a few drops in a little water or breast milk. You never gave straight tincture to a baby because the alcohol content was too high for their small bodies.

Pregnant women were careful about what tinctures they took. Some things, like ginger for morning sickness, were considered safe. Other things, like black cohosh or poke root, were absolutely forbidden because they could cause miscarriage or harm the baby. If you were pregnant, you asked the granny what was safe before you took anything. You did not experiment.

Storage matters with tinctures. They need to be kept in dark glass jars with tight lids, stored in a cool place away from sunlight. The cellar was perfect. A kitchen cabinet that does not get hot from the stove works too. Light and heat will break down the medicine over time. A properly made and stored tincture will last for years, sometimes decades, although the potency will slowly decrease after the first year or two.

How do you know if a tincture has gone bad? If it smells wrong, if there is mold growing in it, if the plant matter you strained out somehow got back in and started fermenting, throw it out and make a new batch. Trust your nose. If it smells off, it is off.

Now I need to talk about legality, because some of you are reading this and thinking about where you are going to get high proof alcohol to make these tinctures. In most places, you can buy Everclear or another high proof grain alcohol legally at the liquor store. That will work fine for making tinctures. It is not as romantic as using moonshine from a hidden still, but it is legal and it is consistent in its alcohol content, which actually makes it easier to work with.

If you are going to use actual moonshine, you need to know where it came from and trust that it was made correctly. Bad moonshine can contain methanol, which will make you go blind or kill you. The old timers knew how to make clean whiskey, but there are people out there selling rotgut that is not fit for human consumption. Be careful.

Some people ask me if they can make tinctures with wine or brandy since those are lower proof and legal everywhere. You can, but they will not be as strong. The medicine will not extract as completely, and the tincture will not keep as long. If that is all you have access to, it is better than nothing, but it is not the same as using high proof spirits.

Let me give you a basic recipe for making a tincture the way my grandmother did it, with the understanding that this is a starting place and you will need to adjust based on the plant you are using and what you are using it for.

Take a clean glass jar with a lid. A pint mason jar works well. Fill it about one third to one half full with your plant material. If you are using fresh plants, fill it closer to half. If you are using dried plants, one third is enough because dried material is more concentrated. Pour your alcohol over the plant until the jar is full and all the plant material is covered. Put the lid on tight. Shake it a little to make sure there are no air bubbles trapped under the plant material.

Write on the jar what plant it is and what
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