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            "When I suddenly realised that the so-called Devil was simply a disguised man I was startled, almost alarmed, by the way the recorded facts fell into place, and showed that the witches were members of an old and primitive form of religion, and the records had been made by members of a new and persecuting form."
— Margaret Murray, My First Hundred Years (1963)

      

    


AUTHOR'S NOTE

The hills will lie to you before they tell you the truth. That is the first thing any outsider learns who comes to the Ozarks asking questions about the old ways. Vance Randolph, the great folklorist of the region, titled one of his collected volumes We Always Lie to Strangers, and he meant it as both confession and compliment — the people who told him that weren't apologizing. They were explaining a survival strategy that had served them for two hundred years.

I have spent years in the hollows and on the ridgelines of Arkansas and Missouri, talking to people who didn't want to be talked to, sitting on porches until the silence got comfortable enough for words to come through it. I have read everything Randolph collected — the four volumes of Ozark Magic and Folklore, the separately published studies, the unpublished fieldwork notes housed at the University of Arkansas Libraries. I have read the academic literature on Western European witchcraft, from Norman Cohn's demolition of Margaret Murray's witch-cult thesis in Europe's Inner Demons to Keith Thomas's magisterial Religion and the Decline of Magic, from Emma Wilby's Cunning Folk and Familiar Spirits to the forensic scholarship of Lyndal Roper and Ronald Hutton. I have attended open pagan ceremonies in Eureka Springs on full-moon nights when the temperature was in the forties and the limestone smelled like cold iron. I have stood at the edge of the witch tree outside of Harrison, Arkansas, at an hour of the night when a reasonable person would be in bed, listening to the old nails groan in the wood.

What follows is not pure scholarship, though it contains real scholarship. It is not pure journalism, though it contains real reporting. It lives in the space between — the space where the Ozark tradition itself has always lived, between the explainable and the not-quite-explainable, between what can be proven and what is simply known.

Some names have been changed. Some locations are described without being precisely identified. Some sources have asked to remain anonymous, and their anonymity is absolute.

One final note: this book includes material that exists firmly outside the boundaries of mainstream scholarship — speculation about Atlantis, about ancient civilizations predating recorded history, about the possible role of non-human intelligence in the earliest seeding of human spiritual knowledge. These ideas are presented not as established fact but as part of the living intellectual culture of the modern occult community, where they circulate with genuine passion. They represent what practitioners believe and speculate, not historical truth. They are included because any honest account of contemporary American occultism that omits them is incomplete.

The hills have their own answer to the question of what is true. It changes depending on who is asking, and in what season, and at what hour of the night.
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There is a particular hour of the Ozark night that nobody warns you about.

It arrives around two in the morning in the deep hollows, in the places where the creek-cut valleys close down to fifty feet of width and the limestone walls rise straight up on both sides and the canopy of oak and hickory closes over everything until the sky is just a black seam overhead and the only light is whatever faint phosphorescence rises from the damp rock. At that hour, something changes. The insects stop. The creek keeps on — the creek always keeps on, that cold indifferent muttering over the limestone — but everything else goes silent in a way that is not the absence of sound so much as the presence of something else. Something that was there before the insects and will be there after, something that the darkness itself seems to exhale.

If you are from somewhere else, you will want to go inside.

If you were born here, you will recognize it. You will have a name for it, or your grandmother will have had a name for it, and you will know that the appropriate response is not fear but acknowledgment — a slight inclination of the head, the quiet repetition of a few words that your people have been using in exactly these circumstances for longer than memory reaches. You will know that the hills are not hostile. They are simply awake, and aware of you, and waiting to see whether you are the kind of person who deserves to be let in on what they know.

This book is about what the dark knows.

It is about the women who walked into that darkness on purpose — the granny women, the herb doctors, the cursers and healers and layers of ghosts who understood the Ozark landscape as a living entity with its own intelligence and its own agenda, and who built their practice on the foundation of that understanding. It is about where that practice came from: the British Isles and the Rhine Valley and the West African coast and the medicine lodges of the Osage Nation, all of it mixing in the limestone hollows over two centuries until something genuinely new emerged. It is about where that practice went — underground, into the family stories and the graveyard dirt under the widow's bed and the nails in the witch tree and the milk and cornbread left on the back porch every night for the little ones. And it is about where that practice is now: alive, argumentative, weirder than you expect, practiced by people ranging from elderly women in remote communities who learned from their grandmothers to young practitioners in Fayetteville who learned from YouTube and then came to the actual hills and discovered that the hills had something to teach them that YouTube never could.

Come in. Mind the threshold. Whatever you do — don't make promises you don't intend to keep. The hills have long memories and their patience is not infinite.
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You need to understand what you are getting into before you go any further.

The Ozarks are not what the official accounts say they are. The official account — the one maintained by the chambers of commerce and the tourism boards and the magazine articles that run every five years with titles like Rediscovering the Authentic Heartland — describes a region of exceptional natural beauty, strong family values, simple country cooking, and the kind of wholesome folksiness that urban Americans find comforting to believe still exists somewhere in the republic. That account is not exactly false. The natural beauty is real. The cooking is genuinely excellent.

But beneath that account, beneath the official story, there is another country. The country where the old women still know the names of the plants that stop bleeding and the plants that start it, where the wells have guardians and the crossroads have prices, where the dead are not always gone and the living are not always who they appear to be. The country where a widow in Berryville walked barefoot to the cemetery at midnight on every full moon for thirty years, digging up fresh graveyard dirt while the county slept, and three men who crossed her died within a year of her attention turning toward them. The country where a woman outside of Harrison kept a tree so heavily nailed with curses that you could hear the iron groaning in the bark at night. The country where a family in a deep Madison County hollow has left milk and cornbread on the back porch every night for four generations — for something they call the little ones — and where the year someone forgot to leave the offering, the livestock started dying within the week.

That country is the real Ozarks. It exists alongside the official version, in the same hills, breathing the same cold spring air, drinking the same limestone water. It is older than the official version by several thousand years and considerably less interested in what you think of it.

To understand how this country came to be, you need to understand three things: the land, the people, and the knowledge those people carried when they came.

The land first, because the land is primary. The Ozark Plateau is among the oldest exposed rock in North America — Ordovician limestone laid down nearly five hundred million years ago, pushed up and worn down and pushed up again until the result is a landscape of absolutely distinctive character. The karst topography — the limestone riddled with caves and underground rivers and springs that emerge from solid bluff faces with the force of a small river — creates a landscape that is literally porous between its surface and its depths, literally unstable at the boundary between the seen and the unseen. When the earth opens up without warning and swallows you into the underground, as it has swallowed cattle and fence posts and the occasional unwary human in Ozark sinkholes throughout recorded history, the metaphor of a thin place between worlds does not feel like a metaphor. It feels like an accurate description of the geological facts.

The Osage Nation knew this landscape before any European did. Their cosmology, documented in the monumental ethnological work of Francis La Flesche for the Smithsonian Institution in the early twentieth century, was organized around the specific features of the Ozark landscape — the springs, the bluffs, the caves, the cedar glades where Wakonda, the animating force of the universe, was most directly accessible. When the European settlers arrived and began learning the land, they were learning a landscape that had already been thoroughly mapped spiritually, already understood as a place where the visible and invisible worlds interpenetrated in specific and powerful ways.

The academic history of European witchcraft — and understanding it is essential to understanding where the Ozark tradition came from — is considerably more complicated than popular culture suggests and considerably more interesting. The great witch trials of the fifteenth through eighteenth centuries prosecuted a wide range of behaviors under the single legal category of witchcraft: the actual practice of maleficium, the use of magical means to cause harm; the separate practice of the cunning folk, the village healers and diviners who used magical means to heal and help; and the purely theoretical crime of diabolism, the worship of Satan and attendance at the sabbat, which historians like Norman Cohn have argued was largely a fantasy of the persecutors rather than a description of any actual practice.

Margaret Murray, the Egyptologist turned folklorist whose 1921 book The Witch-Cult in Western Europe proposed that the women executed during the witch trials were members of a surviving pre-Christian fertility religion, created one of the most influential and most thoroughly demolished theses in the history of folklore scholarship. Murray's argument was appealing to early-twentieth-century romanticism about folk culture, and it profoundly shaped the development of modern Wicca. But it was demolished on historical grounds by Norman Cohn, by Keith Thomas, by Ronald Hutton, and by virtually every serious scholar who examined the primary sources. What the historical evidence actually shows is something less dramatic and more interesting: the persistence, across centuries of Christian pressure, of a genuine tradition of practical folk magic practiced by specific individuals — the cunning folk — who maintained a body of practical knowledge about healing, divination, and the management of unseen forces. It is from these people that the Ozark tradition most directly descends. And it is in the Ozarks, away from the social pressures that gradually eroded the tradition in its European homelands, that something closest to the original practice survives.

That is the country this book is about. The country below the country. The one that is still awake at two in the morning when the insects go quiet.

Come in, if you're coming. But don't say you weren't warned about what's down here.


The Hidden Roots of Ozark Magic

"The hills remember everything. Every prayer, every curse, every drop of blood that ever touched this ground."

— Collected by Vance Randolph, Stone County, Arkansas, 1947

THE STONE IS HALF A BILLION YEARS OLD.

That is not a poetic statement. It is geology. Press your palm against the face of an Ozark bluff — one of those vertical limestone walls that rise from the river hollows like the exposed bones of the earth, stained with iron and moss and the long seepage of underground water — and you are touching Ordovician rock. The stone was laid down when the only life on this planet existed in shallow seas. When the first fish had not yet developed. When the land was lifeless and the sky was the color of nothing in particular. The stone remembers all of that. It has been remembering for four hundred and eighty million years, and your brief warm life pressed against its face is less than a breath, less than a heartbeat, less than the whisper of a prayer spoken in a language no one living understands anymore.

This is important. You cannot understand Ozark magic without understanding Ozark geology, because the magic grew in this specific stone, in this specific water, in these specific shapes of dark and light. It did not come from nowhere. Nothing comes from nowhere. It came from the land, and the land is half a billion years old, and the land has been paying attention to everything that has ever happened on its surface since long before there were human beings to pay attention back.

The Ozark Plateau spreads across southern Missouri and northern Arkansas, touching the corners of Oklahoma and Kansas, covering roughly fifty thousand square miles of the American interior. It is not the highest country — the Boston Mountains of Arkansas top out around two thousand five hundred feet, modest by any standard of mountain grandeur. What makes the Ozarks extraordinary is not height but age, not drama but depth. This is the oldest plateau in North America, geologically speaking. The rock is so old and has been so thoroughly worked by water over so many millions of years that the landscape it produced is one of the most ecologically and, practitioners would say, spiritually complex pieces of ground on the continent.

The Karst and the Cave: A Landscape of Hidden Depth

The karst topography is the key to understanding why this landscape produces the specific kind of magic it produces. Karst is what happens when slightly acidic rainwater dissolves limestone over geological time scales, creating a landscape riddled with invisible architecture: caves that extend for miles beneath ordinary-looking fields, underground rivers that flow through total darkness for ten or twenty miles before emerging in a spring, sinkholes that open without warning to reveal the hollow interior below, and those extraordinary springs — the most sacred sites in the entire Ozark tradition — that emerge from the base of bluffs with the force and volume and cold clarity of something that deserves a better word than miracle only because miracle has been so thoroughly cheapened by casual use.

Standing at the headwaters of Big Spring in Carter County, Missouri — the largest spring in the state, discharging two hundred and seventy-six million gallons of forty-eight-degree water every single day into the Current River — you understand in your body, not just in your mind, why every culture that has encountered this place has treated it as sacred. The word for what you feel is not awe in the tourist sense, not the mild pleasure of encountering something more beautiful than expected. It is something older and heavier than that. It is the feeling of being in the presence of something that has been here since before you had a word for here. The water comes out of the dark at a temperature that does not change with the seasons — cold in August, warm in February, constant as a heartbeat — and it smells of stone and mineral and the deep interior of the earth. It smells, faintly, of the world beneath this one.

The karst landscape creates a physical reality that directly mirrors what the tradition describes metaphysically: a world that is porous between its surface and its depths, that does not maintain a clean boundary between the visible and the hidden, that reveals its underground architecture without warning in the sudden opening of a sinkhole or the silent appearance of a spring from solid rock. In a landscape where the ground literally opens up and swallows you, the metaphorical porosity of the boundary between worlds feels less like metaphor and more like accurate description of the facts.

The caves that honeycomb the Ozark plateau are among the most spiritually significant features of the region, in the tradition's understanding and in the understanding of every culture that has inhabited this country. Cave paintings from the Paleolithic sites of Europe — Chauvet, dated to thirty-six thousand years ago; Lascaux, seventeen thousand — are located deep inside cave systems, far from the entrances, in chambers that required sustained effort to reach by firelight. David Lewis-Williams, in The Mind in the Cave (2002), argues persuasively that the cave environment itself was integral to the ritual function of those paintings: the darkness, the isolation, the specific acoustic properties of underground chambers, the sensory deprivation of complete blackness — these elements combined to create conditions for altered states of consciousness in which the images were both made and experienced. The Ozark tradition knows this without having read Lewis-Williams. The old practitioners who used specific caves for specific purposes — for initiation, for divination, for the working that required absolute darkness and absolute silence — were operating from the same understanding that produced the painted caves of southwestern France forty thousand years before them.

The Osage and the Sacred Geography They Left Behind

The Osage Nation called this country home for centuries before contact with Europeans. Their cosmological system — documented in the monumental fieldwork of the mixed-blood Osage ethnologist Francis La Flesche, published in a series of papers for the Smithsonian Institution between 1914 and 1930 — organized the universe around the interpenetration of the Above World, This World, and the Beneath World, and it was the Beneath World, the world below the surface of the land, that was understood as the source of the most powerful forms of Wakonda, the animating force that runs through
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