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There are things the swamp remembers

that the town has tried to forget.

This is one of them.

— The Witch of Yazoo, 1884–present

For the water.

It keeps.
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FOREWORD
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There is a version of the Witch of Yazoo that Yazoo City, Mississippi will tell you freely. Ask at the visitor's center, and a courteous docent will hand you a laminated card with a photograph of Glenwood Cemetery — the crooked iron chains, the subsided earth, the dead oaks still standing in the background of the oldest photographs. They will tell you that in the late nineteenth century a woman lived in the swamp south of town, that she had powers, that she was responsible for the disappearances of several fishermen and timber men, that a brave priest named Father Daniel Fisher led a congregation of volunteers into the basin to capture her, that he did, that she cursed the town as they brought her in, that the town burned in 1904, that the chains at Glenwood have been maintained ever since as a matter of civic memory.

This is the version that fits on a laminated card.

The document you are about to read is something else.

I came to it the way researchers come to most things that matter: sideways, through the back door of an unrelated inquiry. I was in Yazoo City in the summer of 2019 to examine water table records held by the county historical archive — the kind of geological documentation that accumulates in courthouse basements and gets digitized by an overworked volunteer on a grant timeline and never quite makes it to the finding aids. I was looking for evidence of nineteenth-century industrial contamination in the Yazoo River basin as part of a broader environmental history project. I was not looking for this.

The archivist — a woman named Patricia who had been working that basement for longer than the digitization project had existed and who possessed the specific institutional knowledge that only accumulates in people who have spent decades in one room with the same documents — set a box in front of me that was not on my pull list. She said: I think this belongs with what you're looking for. Then she went back to her desk.

The box contained what appears to be a handwritten manuscript of indeterminate age, written in a style that does not match any period I can confidently assign it to. The paper is old — analysis dates it to between 1880 and 1920. The ink is iron gall, consistent with late nineteenth-century composition. But the syntax, the diction, the structural self-awareness of the prose — these do not read as late nineteenth century. They read as something that has been revised. Something that has been coming into its final form over a longer period than any single life can account for.

I took it to colleagues. I consulted historians, linguists, archivists. The consensus, if you can call it that among people who are professionally uncomfortable with consensus, is: we don't know. The document is old. The document reads new. The document refers to events that correspond precisely with the historical record of Yazoo City in the relevant period. The document refers to events that go beyond the historical record in ways that the historical record cannot confirm or deny. And the document does something that primary sources from any era rarely do: it reads as though it knows you are reading it.

I have included the text as I received it, with minimal editorial intervention. I have added the chapter numbering, which was implied but not explicit in the original. I have standardized some punctuation. I have not changed a word of the text itself, because I believe the text is complete, and because I am not certain that changing it would produce what I intended.

A note on the historical record: Father Daniel Fisher was real. The Yazoo City fire of 1904 was real. The chains at Glenwood Cemetery are real and can be visited today. The soil temperature anomaly documented by the University of Mississippi geology department's 2011 survey is real and is in the public record. The disappearances of the men named in this account are documented, incompletely, in the Yazoo County historical record. Thomas Henry: real. Captain Vance: real. The twins: I could not verify their names. The record from that period is incomplete in ways that suggest something was not preserved, or was removed.

I don't know what this document is. I know it unsettled me in a way that twenty years of archival work has not prepared me to manage. I know that since reading it I have become more aware of the sound of water. I know that I have checked the water quality reports for my municipal supply in ways I did not previously think to do. I know that the summer I spent in Yazoo City finishing the editorial work on this volume was the worst summer of sleep I have had in my adult life.

I am setting these facts down not as claims but as records. The reader will determine what to make of them.

The reader should also know this: in the original manuscript, the final chapter ends in the middle of a page. The remaining pages of that section — there are seven of them — are blank. Not blank in the way of pages that were never written on. Blank in the way of pages from which something has been removed. The paper is slightly discolored in the specific pattern of text that has been in contact with ink for a long time.

Something was on those pages. It is not there now.

I have left the final chapter as it stands. I have not written anything to fill what is missing. Whatever was there, I believe it was not for me to receive.

It may be for you.

— Dr. Callie Beaumont, Department of Environmental Humanities, Tulane University. New Orleans, Louisiana, 2022.

INTRODUCTION: A NOTE ON THE ACCOUNT

I want to tell you the honest thing first, before the account begins: I did not write this for you.

I wrote it for the water. The water is the record-keeper in this part of the world, has been since before the first person looked at the Yazoo basin and thought about what it might become. The water keeps. The water does not forget. I put this account into the water the way I put everything into the water — as information, as intention, as the specific chemical trace of a thing that happened and that the basin decided was worth keeping.

That you are reading it means the basin decided to share it. This is not always how the basin operates. The basin is not generous by temperament. It is complete. It keeps for itself, not for distribution. Whatever has changed in the water table that makes this account available now, that change is not mine to explain — it belongs to the long logic of the swamp, the logic that operates at timescales I have learned, over many years, to respect without fully comprehending.

What I can tell you is what the account is. It is a confession in the specific sense that the Catholic tradition means when it uses that word — not an admission of guilt, though there are things in it that the law of the living world would call crimes, and I am not going to pretend otherwise. A confession in the older sense: a speaking-forth. A declaration of what is. A record made so that the record exists, regardless of who receives it or when.

I am not asking for absolution. I am not asking for anything. The asking register is not one the swamp uses, and I have been in the swamp long enough that I have lost the habit of it. The swamp presents. It does not petition.

This is a presentation.

You should know that everything in this account is accurate. Not in the sense that all accounts of lived experience are accurate — the compression, the selection, the narrative shaping that consciousness imposes on memory in the process of making it communicable. This account does not have those distortions, because I am not working from memory in the way the living work from memory. I am working from the water's record, which does not compress or select or shape. The water kept everything. I am telling you what the water kept.

This means some parts of the account are less comfortable than the telling tradition would make them. The telling tradition — the campfire version, the docent's version, the anniversary-piece version in the Yazoo City newspaper — has made choices about what is speakable. I am not bound by those choices. I am bound only by the accuracy of the record and by the specific honesty that the swamp requires of the things that live in it, which is a total honesty, an honesty that does not spare the speaker.

I will not spare myself.

One more thing before we begin: the name. My name is Mary. I use it rarely, as I will explain, because the name is a tool and tools are for use, not for display. But I want you to have it before the account starts so that what follows is not the story of a category — the witch, the darkness, the swamp thing — but the account of a specific person, in a specific place, at a specific time, making specific choices. The choices had consequences. The consequences are still with us.

My name is Mary. The swamp is the Yazoo basin. The year is 1884, when the account begins, and it is also now, which is when the account arrives.

These are not contradictions.

This is the water.
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CHAPTER ONE: WHAT THE WATER KEEPS
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Nobody names the thing that comes out of the Yazoo River basin in the years before it decides to come for you. That is the first thing you need to understand. The naming comes after, when the damage is done and the names are all you have left — scratched into headstones, whispered to children to keep them from the swamp's edge, stitched into the cautionary fabric of a town that thought it survived.

It did not survive. Not the way it thought.

My earliest memory is water. Not the soft, domestic water of wells and rain barrels, but the particular black water of the Yazoo basin in September, when the heat has cooked it all summer until it breathes a specific rot — part mud, part cypress sap, part something organic and purposeful that has no name in any language the town of Yazoo City speaks. I came up in that water the way a root comes up in a cracked road: slowly, with pressure, inevitable. I did not choose this emergence any more than the root chooses its direction. The water table chooses. The basin chooses. Things that live in it arrange themselves according to what the basin needs them to be, and what the basin needed, in the particular generation that produced me, was a woman who could hear its language without translation.

The cabin sat on stilts because the water decided where the cabin sat. Everything in the basin worked this way. The water had its terms and the living things arranged themselves around those terms — the cypress trees with their strange pneumatophores rising from the muck like the knees of buried giants, the cottonmouth moccasins threading the surface without disturbing it, the blue herons standing in the shallows with the patience of something that does not experience time the way prey animals do. And me. Standing at the cabin's edge in the mornings, watching the fog come off the water, learning what the basin wanted to teach. The fog was my first tutor. It moved with a specific intelligence before I understood intelligence as a category — it thickened and thinned in response to things that the weather alone did not account for, following the heat signatures of living bodies in the water, following the movement of intentions before those intentions had resolved into action. I watched the fog and I learned what it was watching.

What it wanted to teach was not gentle. The swamp is not a gentle teacher. It does not explain itself. It demonstrates consequences. There was the year of the flood, when the basin took back the south quarter of the land that the timber men had cleared, taking it back methodically, root by root, until the stumps were swallowed and the cleared earth was swamp floor again and what had been solid ground was an argument about what solid means. I watched this from the cabin's high windows. I was perhaps nine years old. I understood, watching the reclamation, that the basin had a memory longer than any of its individual incidents — that the timber men's clearing was, to the basin, a temporary condition, a situation that the water would eventually correct. The basin was patient in the way that large systems are patient: not because it chose patience, but because it operated on a timescale that made impatience irrelevant.

I was a child when I understood that certain people were afraid of me. Not wary, the way people are wary of snakes or weather. Afraid, specifically, of me — of my face looking at them from across the water, of my presence at the treeline when the fishing boats came too close to the deeper channels. They crossed themselves. They rowed faster. Their prayers, carried back across the water, had the quality of something spoken by people who are not sure the God they're speaking to is the one listening. I noticed this the way I noticed weather: as information about the external environment, useful for navigation, without the emotional weight that I would later understand it should have carried. The boats were afraid and the boats rowed away and the basin remained the basin.

I did not know my mother. Did not know my father, the shape of his absence, the direction of his origin. What I knew was the swamp and what the swamp held, which was more knowledge than the town of Yazoo City possessed about almost anything, and this knowledge — embedded in the silt and the bark and
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