
CHARLES CHESNUTT AND THE DOCTRINE OF CONJURATION 

by 

Bettye Jo Crisler Carr, B.S. in H.E. 

A THESIS 

IN 

ENGLISH 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 
of Texas Tech University in 
Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

Approved 

August, 1973 



^06 

yv73 

L6f)^A ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I am greatly indebted to Dr. Warren W. 

Walker, director of this thesis, for his care

ful help and critical advice. I am grateful 

also to Dr. Richard Crider for his assistance in 

reading the thesis. 

11 



CONTENTS 

I. CHARLES CHESNUTT: STUDENT AND WRITER 1 

II. CHESNUTT'S ADHERENCE TO THE "GENERAL 

DOCTRINE OF CONJURATION" 12 

III. THE VALIDITY OF CHESNUTT'S FOLKLORE 

EXAMPLES 29 

IV. CONCLUSION 70 

V. BIBLIOGRAPHY 77 



CHAPTER I 

CHARLES CHESNUTT: STUDENT AND WRITER 

Charles Chesnutt holds a unique place in the history 

of nineteenth-century American literature. He was black 

at a time when other published writers were not. He was 

a polished, professional and successful writer at a time 

when other blacks were not. He spoke truths about 

slavery at a time when other writers dared not. He was 

skillfully self-educated in a way that few men ever are. 

And he handled folklore as a literary tool with an 

authenticity that permits pinpoint delineation. In 

addition to all this, he was, himself, a conjurer. 

Any writer of the 1^90's, or of a number of years 

before or since, who managed to get one of his stories 

printed in The Atlantic was worthy of some attention. 

Charles Chesnutt achieved this distinction repeatedly, 

beginning with the acceptance of "The Goophered Grape

vine" by Atlantic editor Thomas Bailey Aldrich in 1^^7. 

Three of the Atlantic stories, along with four others, 

were combined to form Chesnutt's first book. The Conjure 

Woman, which was published by Houghton Mifflin in March, 

— J 
Also appearing in The Atlantic were "Po* Sandy," May, 

IS^^; "Dave's Necklace," October, 1^^9; "The Wife of His 
Youth," July, 1^9^; "Hot-Foot Hannibal," January, 1^99; 
and "Baxter's Procustes," 1904. 



1^99. A few months later, Carolyn Shipman wrote a review 

of the book which she began with this comment: 

When a book is favorably reviewed from Maine 
to California, when the stories in it are said 
to be "fresh, vivid, dramatic sketches" in a 
"new and delightful vein," when the narrator of 
these stories. Uncle Julius, is called not only 
"a cousin once removed" but "own brother" to 
Uncle Remus, a new character in whose portrait 
"there is not a line out of place," we are nat
urally led to inquire who is the creator of this 
character, shrewd, and at the same time naif as 
a child.^ 

The creator of Uncle Julius, and the portrayer of the 

conjurers, was born in Cleveland, Ohio, in 1^5^. When he 

was eight, his family moved back to their old home in 

Fayetteville, North Carolina, however, and Charles spent 

the next seventeen years as a Southerner. These were the 

historic, chaotic, memorable years of reconstruction, dis

franchisement, change and strain. By the time he was 25, 

Charles had been a store-keeper, a teacher, school prin

cipal, stenographer—and, always, a student. He had by 

this time increased his stenographic skill to the point 

where he could write 200 words a minute, and he moved 

back to Cleveland, transplanting his young family so 

that they might have the fuller opportunities available 

to freemen in the golden North. Chesnutt lived in Cleve

land, working there as court reporter, writer and lawyer. 

— 2 
Caro lyn Shipman, "The Author of The Conjure Woman," 

The C r i t i c , 32 ( Ju ly-December , lS997T"632-33 . 



until his death in 1932. 

Charles Chesnutt was not a writer of the first rank, 

but he was a remarkably good writer, serious enough in 

his pursuit of the craft to fashion with care stories of 

artistic and literary merit. He was, as Sylvia Lyons 

Render has pointed out, both "the first American Negro 

novelist, and the first Negro writer to receive unqual-
3 

ifled critical acclaim."^ Nor did Chesnutt's acclaim 

come because he was black, or because it seemed fitting 

to honor a minority-group writer. Chesnutt "made it" on 

his own, competing as a writer with other writers. His 

first few Atlantic stories were published without any 

accompanying indication of his racial origin. 

Portrayer of conjurers, Chesnutt was himself some

thing of a sorcerer, able to perform a sort of magic with 

the charmed tales of plantation life as his "Uncle Julius" 

remembered it, and with stories of color-line city life 

as he himself had known it. His major works included two 

volumes of short stories, a biography of Frederick 

— _ 

Sylvia Lyons Render, "Eagle with Clipped Wings: Form 
and Feeling in the Fiction of Charles Waddell Chesnutt," 
Dissertation Abstracts, 2k (July, 1963-June, 196/f) , 1175 
(George Peabody College for Teachers). 

^he Conjure Woman (Houghton Mifflin, 1^99); The Wife 
of His Youth and Other Stories of the Color Line (Houghton 
Mifflin, 1899). 
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Douglass, and three novels. Of these, only the first 

book of short stories, The Conjure Woman, and the second 

novel. The Marrow of Tradition, contain references to 

conjuring. It is with these two volumes, therefore, that 
this study will deal. 

Chesnutt was a city man, and was in many ways rather 

sophisticated. He thought of himself as a Northerner. 

Light enough to have "passed," had he chosen to do so, he 

was able to be somewhat objective about the post-bellum 

race-relations problems that he saw. It was his aim— 

indeed his "high and holy purpose," as he wrote in his 

journal—to write "not so much for the elevation of the 

colored people as for the elevation of the whites,"' to 

persuade them into a new way of thinking. He felt this 

could not be done by force. A journal entry dated l̂ l̂ 

states his conviction: "The subtle, almost indefinable 

feeling of repulsion toward the Negro, which is common 

5 
^Frederick Douglass, Beacon Series of Biographies of 

Eminent Americans (Boston: Small, Maynard and Co., 1^99). 
/̂  

The House Behind the Cedars (Houghton Mifflin, 1900); 
The Marrow of Tradition (Houghton Mifflin, 1901) ; The 
Colonel's Dream (Doubleday, Page and Co., 1905). 

n 
Charles Chesnutt, journal entry. May 29, l^^O, cited 

by Helen Chesnutt in Charles Wadell Chesnutt, Pioneer of 
the Color Line (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1952), p. 21. 
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to most Americans, cannot be stormed and taken by 

assault." He felt it was his task as a writer "to lead 

people out, imperceptibly, unconsciously, step by step, 
Q 

to the desired state of feeling."'̂  

This took a bit of doing. While other writers, both 

black and white, were presenting the dreamy songs, gentle 

laughter and quaint stories that drifted up to the Big 

House from the slave quarters, Chesnutt dared speak of 

cruel masters and thoughtless ones, of families torn 

apart and lives repeatedly uprooted. It is quite a trib

ute to Chesnutt's skill as a storyteller that he was 

able to slip this message into his tales so subtly that 

his readers thought about it only afterwards. In The 

Conjure Woman, he worked with the difficult double 

structure of framework stories, related in the impeccable 

rhetoric of a Northerner-come-South gentleman farmer, 

with the inner tales of Uncle Julius told in the rhythmic 

dialect of the Carolinian Negro. This device permits the 

reader to identify with the sophisticated and rather 

stuffy white narrator, and "to chuckle at the naivete of 

. . . Uncle Julius." 

^Ibid. 

%bid. 

-^%onald M. Winkelman, "Three American Authors as Semi-
Folk Artists," Journal of American Folklore, 7^ (I965), 
132. 



Robert Farnsworth sums up what actually happens, 

however, in this statement: 

Uncle Julius by the end of the book emerges 
as a shrewd and wise old man. He understands 
the principles of husbandry and business, but 
more than that he knows something of the nooks 
and crannies of the human heart. He knows all 
about the world John, his employer, likes to 
pretend does not exist or which he consigns to 
his women. With this knowledge Julius gains 
power, not the economic and social power John 
can take for granted with his whiteness but a 
power over the more intimate and mysterious 
secrets of life itself. 

Thus, as John patronizes Julius, he testi
fies to his own limitations, and it suggests the 
white world's fumbling inability to appreciate 
the wisdom, humor and heart of the black man's 
experience rooted in the cruelties of the slave 
experience.-'--L 

This, indeed, is the magic that Charles Chesnutt has 

been able to employ in his—literally—charming conjure 

stories. 

Chesnutt had somewhat limited opportunities for for

mal schooling. He attended school in Fayetteville until 

he was fourteen, and then became a student-teacher in a 

Charlotte school, spending his summers teaching in remote 

country districts where the school term lasted only two 

Robert Farnsworth, "Testing the Color Line—Dunbar and 
Chesnutt," The Black American Writer, I, ed. C. W. E. 
Bigsby (Deland, Florida: Everett Edwards, I969), 119. 
This excerpt also appears, almost verbatim, in Farns
worth 's introduction to The Conjure Woman, Ann Arbor 
Paperbacks (University of Michigan Press, I969), p. xvi. 



or three months per year. It was during his sixteenth 

year that he began keeping a journal, and during the 

half-dozen years that followed, it often included the 

record of his own self-education. His efforts must have 

been almost Herculean at times. He read avidly, every

thing from American history to the writings of Cowper, 

Byron, Dickens and Macaulay. He taught himself, 

systematically, algebra, accounting, stenography, organ, 

Latin, German, French and Greek, He continued to read 

voraciously, filling in what he regarded as the blanks in 

his education—the works of Shakespeare, Swift, Moliere— 

and various works in philosophy, logic and history. 

Occasionally he was able to find a tutor whose assistance 

he could afford for a few months. Far more often he 

struggled on his own. Like Hardy's Jude, he studied "with 

an expenditure of labor that would have made a tender-
12 

hearted pedagogue shed tears." Chesnutt wrote in his 
journal, 

I do not think I shall ever forget my Latin. 
The labor I spend in trying to understand it 
thoroughly, and the patience which I am compelled 
to exercise in clearing up the doubtful or dif
ficult points furnish, it seems to me, as severe 
a course in mental discipline as a college course 
would afford. . . . As I have no learned professor 
or obliging classmate to construe the hard 

Thomas Hardy, Jude the Obscure (New York: Modern 
Library, 1^95) , p."TIT 
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passages and work the difficult problems, I have 
persevered until I solved them myself.13 

Chesnutt's self-education was as orderly as it was 

thorough. He worked by his own "degree plan," holding to 

self-inflicted schedules and meeting his own deadlines. 

In the summer of 1^79 he wrote, 

I am at home again. I shall follow my in
clinations and devote myself entirely to study. 
I have formed a general plan—one hour daily to 
Latin, one to German, and one to French, and one 
to literary composition. I shall continue to ' 
practice shorthand. An hour's work in the gar
den, miscellaneous reading and tending.to the baby 
will occupy the remainder of my time.^^ 

In l^^O, at the age of 22, Chesnutt became the prin

cipal of the Normal School in Fayetteville. Married and 

the father of two little girls, he still found time for 

continuing intensively his own education. He wrote, 

I shall during the remainder of the session take 
a thorough course in history and poetry. I have 
already read Goldsmith's Rome, Macaulay's Life 
and Letters, and have begun Merivale's Rome, 
which I shall read with the greatest minuteness. 
I want to be a scholar, and a scholar should be 
accurate in all he knows.-'-̂  

This was one side of Charles Chesnutt—the scholar, 

•̂-̂  Journal entry, dated October l6, lB7^, quoted in Helen 
Chesnutt, p. l6. 

•'•̂ Journal entry, specific date not stated, quoted in 
Helen Chesnutt, p. 19. 

^Journal entry, dated January 15, l^^l, quoted in 
Helen Chesnutt, p. 27. 



the writer, the educated man. Even after he moved back 

to Ohio he continued to study. He read law for two years 

in the office of a Cleveland judge, and in 1̂ 7̂ passed 

the bar examination, "having made the highest per cent in 

one of the hardest [examinations] to which a class of 

students was ever subjected," 

But there was another side to Chesnutt, a side of 

which he himself was little aware. For the same boy who 

"could enjoy the society of the greatest wits and 

scholars[,] . . . revel in the genius of poets and 

statesmen, and by slight effort of the imagination, find 

. . . [himself] in the company of the greatest men of 

17 earth" was steeped also in the traditions of the black 

South. 

Those first few years in Fayetteville, when he was 

eight, nine, ten, and eleven, he helped his father in the 

store after school. Helen Chesnutt writes about it: 

[He] kept the books, waited on customers, swept 
out the place—and listened to and reflected upon 
everything he heard. The store was the natural 
meeting place for everyone in the neighborhood. 
Here the more intelligent met and discussed 

-̂ Ĉlipping from The Cleveland Leader, March 4, 1^^7, 
quoted in Helen Chesnutt, p. 4̂ T 

'̂ Journal entry, dated March 7, lS^2, quoted by Helen 
Chesnutt, p. 30. 
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freely the latest political developments. 
Here the more ignorant told each other stories 
of superstition and conjuration, and here the 
boy Charles took in everything with his wide-
open ears.-Lo 

Later he taught in rural schools, among those his 

daughter described as "country people, backward and 

19 ignorant." Chesnutt himself wrote in his journal about 

a family with whom he boarded, 

Welli uneducated people are the most 
bigoted, superstitious, hardest-headed people 
in the world! Those folks downstairs believe 
in ghosts, luck, horse shoes, cloud-signs, 
witches, and all other kinds of nonsense, and 
all the argument in the world couldn't get it 
out of them.^^ 

He lived among these people, listened to their talk at 

table, heard their yarns as he rode into town in the 

wagon with them, and read their folklore in the essays 

of his students. And because he, too, was a student, 

he filed all this away, though perhaps behind Moliere 

and Macaulay, in the cubbyholes of his mind. 

Later, as a writer, he had need of folklore material, 

and so he "composed" it to suit his literary require

ments. Chesnutt thought that he had made it up, out of 

Helen Chesnutt, p. 5» 

-^%bid. , p. 9. 

^^Journal entry, dated August 13, 1^75, quoted by Helen 
Chesnutt, pp. 14-15. 
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whole cloth, drawing only on his own imagination to 

supply such elements of conjuration as seemed to him 

appropriate to his story line. 

It is the purpose of this study, however, to demon

strate that Chesnutt's folk-fiction is remarkably close, 

both in general precept and in minor detail, to actual 

beliefs and practices recorded in post-bellum North 

Carolina—that his folklore is not so much "made up" as 

it is remembered. 



CHAPTER II 

CHESNUTT'S ADHERENCE TO THE "GENERAL DOCTRINE" 

OF CONJURATION 

Charles Chesnutt did not claim to be an authority on 

the folklore of the Southern Negro. It was not his 

purpose to record for posterity the folk beliefs that he 

might have encountered. It was his purpose, though, to 

include a good bit of folklore in his "Uncle Julius" 

stories, not only to lend them authenticity and to pro

vide local color, but also to further the plots of the 

stories themselves. To this end he invented folklore as 

he needed it, devising such "beliefs" and "practices" as 

would best fit his authorial needs, or, at least, this 

is what he thought he had done. In a cover letter to 

The Atlantic's editor Walter Hines Page, Chesnutt wrote, 
• •• i w » ^ ^ w i p M — 1 1 1 . •• I •! iwi m 

1 hope you find time to read my "conjuh" 
stories, and that you like them. They are 
made out of whole cloth, but are true, I think, 
to the general "doctrine" of conjuration, and 
do not stray very far beyond the borders of 
what an old Southern Negro might talk about.'̂ -'-

Though it might not be possible to find a formulated 

statement of what Chesnutt refers to as the "doctrine" 

of conjuration, there seems to be general agreement among 

_ 

Letter cited by Helen Chesnutt, p. 93. 

12 
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collectors of Southern oral tradition on the several 

tenets of such a doctrine. 

The conjure doctor is traditionally black, almost 

invariably old, and may be either male or female. He 

appears to be "as other men," having neither cloven feet 

nor forked tail, and bearing no positive visible "sign" 

of his trade. It is often assumed, however, that his 

doings are either in direct league with the devil or at 

least beyond the pale of Christian sanction. A conjurer 

has the power to cast spells or to remove them. He can 

make "goopher bags," "conjure bags," "tricks," or 

"hands," or charms by any other appellation, which can 

inflict illness or death or which can protect the bearer 

from the same. In addition to all this, his services 

can be purchased, or can be secured in exchange for a 

gift. Almost every community has its conjurer, and he 

or she is held in great respect and in considerable awe 

by other members of the community. 

In order to appreciate the degree to which Charles 

Chesnutt adheres to these traditional precepts, it seems 

expedient to present both the verification of the specific 

doctrines in other sources and the references to them 

in Chesnutt's own stories. 

It seems to be accepted that conjure doctors are 

usually black. In his book Folk Beliefs of the Southern 
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Negro, Dr. Newbell Niles Puckett presents among his 

informants a number, all black, who were themselves 

"hoodoo doctors" or conjurers. Perhaps they had the dual 

advantage of an inherited sensitivity to the spirit 

world—Dr. Puckett refers to the African prototype of the 

"witch doctor"—and a shared awareness of the problems 

and susceptibilities of their fellow blacks. Dr. Puckett 

goes on to state, however, that conjure doctors are not 

always Negroes. He himself posed as one for two years in 

order to gain entry into the "brotherhood," that he 

might better study some of the techniques and practices 

being employed. 

Dr. Wayland D. Hand remarks that "the practices 

of white conjurers do not differ in any essential regard 

from those of Negro witch doctors, but there appear 

always to have been a smaller number of white practi

tioners." 

There seems to have been an even smaller number of 

young practitioners. B. A. Botkin notes that "the respect 

for age is as notable as the respect for tradition. 'Ast 
23 

de ole folks; dey knows.'" A conjurer must, by nature 

wayland D. Hand, Introduction of Vol. VI of the Frank 
C. Brown Collection of North Carolina Folklore (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 19^1), p. xxxii. 

23 
B. A. Botkin, A Treasury of Southern Folklore (New 

York: Crown, 1949), p. 626. 
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of his profession, rely heavily upon applied psychology. 

If the conjurer is himself unlettered, as was usually the 

case, his knowledge of people has come from long years of 

studying them. Thaddeus Norris speaks of an old Negro 

servant who believed himself to have been conjured by 

"Aunt Sina, the cook, who was some years older than him-

self." ^ He quotes another informant as saying, "Once 

2S 
der was a ole man dat was a con jurer[ . ] . . . " L ouise 

Pendleton speaks of "the attempt of an old negress by the 

name of Jaycox to bewitch one Willis Mitchell." Dr. 

Puckett quotes an informant as stating that old folks, 

with their peculiar ways, are particularly likely to be 
27 hoodoos. ' Thaddeus Norris, whose article on Negro 

superstition was written in 1^70, states that "Negroes 

are naturally suspicious of each other—that is, of some 

—271 
Thaddeus Norris, "Negro Superstitions," Lippincott's 

Magazine, VI (July 1^70), 90-95, as cited by Bruce Jack-
son in The Negro and His Folklore in Nineteenth-Century 
Periodicals, published for the American Folklore Society 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, I967), p. 139. 
2^ •̂ Ibid. , p. 143. Italics mine. 

Louise Pendleton, "Notes on Negro Folklore and Witch
craft in the South," Journal of American Folklore, III 
(1^90), 205. Italics mine. 

'̂̂ Newbell Niles Puckett, Folk Beliefs of tlie Southern 
Negro (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1926), p. 202. 
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secret power or influence those of greater age have over 

them." Perhaps a fictitious conjurer can be admitted 

as a witness in this instance in that he supports the 

general acceptance of advanced age as one of the attri

butes of a hoodoo doctor. Julia Peterkin says of the 

conjure man in Scarlet Sister Mary that "only Daddy 

Cudjoe, of all the old people left, knew any of the old 
29 

secret ways." ^ And she describes him as "a shriveled, 

30 old, crooked-legged, white-bearded man."^ Man he seems 

generally to have been, though "Aunt Sina" and "the old 

negress" just mentioned are only two of a number of 

references verifying acceptance of female conjurers. 

Charles Chesnutt employs five goopher doctors in The 

Conjure Woman and The Marrow of Tradition. All of them 

are black; three are women and two are men; and perhaps 

all five qualify as old. In the story "The Gray Wolf's 

Ha'nt," Aunt Peggy is pitted against Uncle Jube, a male 

conjurer, the latter hexing and the former protecting a 

young slave. Aunt Peggy expresses concern over the con

frontation, because "dat conjuh man is mo' d'n twice't ez 

— _ 

Thaddeus Norris, p. 139. 

^^Julia Peterkin, Scarlet Sister Mary (Indianapolis: 
Bobbs-Merrill, 192^), p. 115. 

^^Ibid., p. 120. 
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ole ez I is, en he kin make monst'us powe'ful goopher."^ 

Her implication is that the conjurer's power is in direct 

ratio to his age. Aunt Peggy is the conjure woman for 

whom the book of short stories is titled, and she is 

referred to repeatedly throughout the book as ole Aunt 

Peggy. Chesnutt does not mention specifically the antiq

uity of the conjure man who appears in "The Conjurer's 

Revenge," but he does cause him to remark, on his death

bed, "Ah done a power er wickedness endyoin' er my days" 

(p. 122). This, along with references to the various 

activities of his past, does indicate, though it may not 

prove, that the conjure man was elderly. In Chesnutt's 

novel The Marrow of Tradition, he mentions "a certain 

wise old black woman, who lived on the further edge of 

town, and was well known to be versed in witchcraft and 
32 

conjuration." 

Tenie, the sorceress in "Po' Sandy," appears to be 

the youngest of Chesnutt's hoodoos. She reveals that she 

-̂ Ĉharles W. Chesnutt, The Conjure Woman (1^99; rpt. Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1969), p. 173. Since 
this volume is the major primary source, subsequent refer
ences to it will be made, within parentheses, right in the 
text. 

-̂ Ĉharles Chesnutt, The Marrow of Tradition, p. 11. 
Italics mine. 
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has not practiced conjuring in fifteen years, though, and 

she must surely have been mature when she did practice it. 

Longevity statistics did not read the same for the 1^50's 

as they do for the 1970's. Even Tenie was not young. 

A number of collectors of folklore present quite 

clearly the "doctrine" of satanic influence. Item #5532 

of the Frank C. Brown Collection of North Carolina Folk

lore states, "That the witches' power is derived from the 

33 

devil is made quite clear." Richard Dorson corroborates 

with the statement "Where witches appear, their master, 

the Devil, usually lurks close by." In the introduction 

to the Frank C. Brown collection, Stith Thompson remarks 

that "no hard and fast lines can be drawn between witch

craft and conjury, since folk notions about both these 

branches of the black art seem to be expressed in pretty 
3 ^ much the same terms." (Chesnutt must have been quite 

aware of this, for he states in the first story about Aunt 

Peggy [p. 15] that "she wuz a witch, 'sides bein' a conjuh 

'oman.") Evidence of the devil's hand in conjury appears 

—j3 
Frank C. Brown Collection of North Carolina Folklore, 

VII (Durham: Duke University Press, 1961), 99. 

^^ichard Dorson, Negro Folktales in Michigan (Cambridge 
Harvard University Press, 19bb} , p. l;5t̂. 

3 S 
Frank C. Brown Collection, I, xxxi. 
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in Dr. Puckett's quotation from an informant who tells 

how one might become a conjurer by locating and using the 

"black cat bone." The trouble is, cautions the informant, 

that a man who does this automatically "signs up wid de 

debbil. He kin hoodoo an' do anything he wants in disyere 

world, but he sho' done tuk his part outer de Kingdom." 

Dorson records Mary Richardson's statement: 

And the devil then would come and teach him how 
to be a hoodoo. The devil would tell him any
thing he wanted to know, how to make poison and 
drive people crazy. And that's the way hoodoos 
come aboutf,] they tell me; they learn it from 
the Devil.37 

Louise Pendleton states that "the essence of the male

diction is in the will of the sorcerer, who is supposed 

to have at his command the evil powers which he has 

conciliated, and which he can so direct as to render his 

curse effective." Dr. Puckett gives contrary evidence 

as well, however, for he states that his own experience 

shows most conjurers to be exceptionally religious per

sons, mixing scriptural quotation with conjure prescrip

tion.^^ 

^^Puckett, pp. 257-25^. 

•̂ '̂Dorson, American Negro Folktales (Bloomington: Univer
sity of Indiana Press, 1956; rpt. Greenwich: Fawcett, 
1973), p. 205. 

^^Pendleton, pp. 201, 207. 

^^Puckett, p. 565. 
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Charles Chesnutt's stand could be described as one 

of modified "satanic influence." Teenie remarks that she 

quit conjuring when she got religion. "I made up my mine 

I wouldn' wuk no mo' goopher" (p. 45). The conjure man 

in "The Conjurer's Revenge" also "got 'ligion." "De good 

Lawd is wash' my sins erway," he says, "en I feels now 

dat I's boun' fer de kingdom" (pp. 122, 123). (It is 

just as well that this particular conjurer got his 

relationship with "de Lawd" worked out when he did, be

cause he "tuk sick wid a col' d'at he kitch kneelin' on 

de groun' so long at the mou'ner's bench" (p. 121), and 

died before he quite finished the restitution job on 

poor Primus.) When Mars' Dugal' is shown the goophered 

doll in "Hot-Foot Hannibal," he turns white as chalk and 

demands to know what "devil's work" it is (p. 21^). 

Chesnutt does not, however, present all his conjurers 

as bad people. Uncle Jube ±s_ despicably wicked, as 

satanic as the devil with whom he must surely have thought 

himself in league. But Teenie was a loving and faithful 

wife who resorted to conjuring only to help her Sandy. 

And Aunt Peggy seems generally to have been on the side 

of justice. She reunites a mother and child; causes a 

harsh master to see his slaves in a new light; takes the 

"goopher" off poor Henry, who ate the grapes in ignorance; 

and protects a young black as long as she can against the 
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powerful hoodoo of Uncle Jube. Even in "Hot-Foot Hanni

bal," Aunt Peggy is merely trying to help Chloe get the 

man she wants. The tragic outcome of the story was 

something neither of them could have foreseen. 

Chesnutt makes no reference to any of his conjurers' 

having cloven feet, or pointed ears, or indeed any 

peculiar physical characteristics. In fact, Teenie was 

so just like other folks that her own husband was not 

aware of her capabilities until she herself revealed them. 

The powers to cast spells, to remove them, or to 

protect a client from them are attested to repeatedly by 

collectors of Southern folklore. Julien Hall wrote in 

1̂ 97 that the Negroes he studied "firmly believe that 

certain ones amongst them are able to conjure or trick 

those they have a grudge against, and when one is supposed 

to possess this ability, he is called a 'conjure doc

tor. »"̂ ^ Dr. Puckett lists among the conjurer's powers 

"working various kinds of sickness and harm on people, and 

even death itself."̂ "'' Stith Thompson states that "they 

have the power of throwing a spell upon another person, 

'and the power of taking spells off people."^ Philip A. 

"̂̂ Julien Hall, "Negro Conjuring and Tricking," Journal 
of American Folklore, 10 (1897), 241. 

^ Puckett, p. xxxii. 

^ Stith Thompson, "Tales and Legends, Frank C. Brown 
Collection, I, 66^. 
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Bruce writes, prior to 1^93, of communities in rural 

Virginia which have a professional trick doctor who 

treats minor ailments. "But his distinctive avocation 

is the bringing to bear of counteracting influences 

against sorcery, or, on the other hand, the casting of 

fresh spells on fresh victims."^^ 

As a storyteller, Chesnutt capitalizes on these 

charm-making, spell-casting and curse-ridding precepts 

of the doctrine of conjuration. All five of his conjurers 

make charms and throw spells professionally. Aunt Peggy 

had "de mos' powerfulles' kin' er goopher—could make 

people hab fits, er rheumatiz, er make 'em des dwinel 

away en die" (p. 15). Conversely, Aunt Peggy took the 

goopher off Sis Becky, who thereafter got well (p. 157). 

Conjurers seem to be neither commonplace nor rare in 

Chesnutt's time/place in history. Louise Pendleton, 

writing in 1^90, just before Chesnutt's stories began to 

appear in The Atlantic, states that "the practice of or

dinary witchcraft, disconnected with any regular religious 

ceremonial life like that of the Voodoo, is evidently 

widespread throughout the South."^^ A. M. Bacon's article 

^^Cited in Pendleton, p. 204. 

^^Pendleton, p. 204. 
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on conjuring, published in 1^95, is even more specific: 

"There are few settlements of colored people in which 

the belief in conjuration is prevalent, in which there is 

not to be found some person distinguished for his skill 
45 as a conjure doctor." ^ This seems to be the pattern: 

there are conjurers, and one can be found not too far 

away if his services are needed. "It is often said that 

the best way to locate a root doctor is to go to a bus 

station in a strange town, and from there get a taxi and 

ask the driver to take you to a conjurer." Folklore 

collections contain numerous references such as these: 

"A popular hoodoo doctor who lived on Urquhart Street near 

St. Claude" ;̂ '̂  "A conjure man in Fayetteville";^^ "A 

voodoo doctor who plied her calling surreptitiously among 

the negroes [sic] of Charleston."^^ 

^^A. M. Bacon, "Folklore and Ethnology: Conjuring and 
Conjure Doctors," Southern Workman, 44 (December 1895), 
210. Cited in The Negro and His Folklore in Nineteenth-
Century Periodicals, p. 289. 

^ Norman E. Whitten, Jr., "Contemporary Patterns of 
Malign Occultism Among Negroes in North Carolina," 
Journal of American Folklore, 75 (1962), 410. 

Zora Hurston, "Hoodoo in America," Journal of American 
Folklore, 44 (1931), 407. 

^Thompson, "Tales and Legends," Frank C. Brown Collec
tion, I, 66^. 

^"Fanny Bergen, "On the Eastern Shore," Journal of 
American Folklore, 2 (lSB9), 282. 
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The pattern holds true in Chesnutt's stories as 

well. Aunt Peggy lived "down 'mongs' de free niggers 

on de Wim'l'ton Road" (p. 15). Tenie lived in the planta

tion "Quarters" (p. 43). Uncle Jube lived on the other 

side of the Lumberton Road (p. I69), and the other conjure 

man lived on a tract of land his master had given him 

(p. 121). Only once, in the story "Gray Wolf's Ha'nt," 

does Chesnutt place more than one conjurer in the same 

trade area. Uncle Jube had been "de only conjuh doctor 

in de naborhood for lo.' dese many yeahs, 'tel ole Aun' 

Peggy sot up in de bizness" (p. I69). The two lived on 

different roads, but even so they were not unaware of 

the "crowded" atmosphere. 

A number of folklore collections refer to the custom 

of paying the conjure doctor, or of bringing him a suit

able gift in return for, and usually in advance of, 

services rendered. Wayland Hand remarks that "the 

conjure man or witch doctor belonged to a more or less 

professional class, and . . . his services were for 

hire." The Frank C. Brown Collection verifies that 

fees were required of clients for casting spells and for 

^^Hand, Introduction to Frank C. Brown Collection, 
VI, xxxii. 
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SI 

counteracting them.-̂  Hand adds, "Often the remunera

tion to the conjurer was not in the form of a fee but 

rather of a free-will gift. In some cases the prestige 

of the office and the respect in which one was held as 

a worker of magic was its own reward."^ 

In his chapter on "Tales and Legends" in the Brown 

collection, Thompson states that "in town [conjure men] 

make a good living by their practice."^^ He tells of 

visiting a Negro woman in Fayetteville who had paid five 

dollars to a conjure man for casting a spell upon a man 

who was going with her daughter. 

Most of Chesnutt's fictional folk were slaves, and 

"cash-money" was not readily available to them. But they 

did pay the conjurer. Henry took her a ham (p. 21); 

Solomon "tuk a peck er co'n out'n de ba'n one night, and 

went ober to see ole Aun' Peggy" (p. 76). He was advised, 

however, that he should "fetch ernudder peck er co'n, en 

-̂̂ Frank C. Brown Collection, VII, 100, #5536; 105, 
#555'9: 

62 
^ Hand, Introduction to Frank C. Brown Collection, 

VI, xxxii. 
53 
'^Thompson, "Tales and Legends," Frank C. Brown Collec

tion, I, 668. 
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den she'd hab sump'n fer ter tell 'im" (p. 76). Aunt 

Nancy did not have much, so she took "a mess o* peas" 

when she went to consult the conjure woman about Sis 

Becky's baby. Aunt Peggy did not feel that the fee was 

adequate, however. "Dat's a monst'us small mess o' peas 

yo' is fetch me," she said, and she was not impressed by 

Aunt Nancy's remark that Mose was, after all, "a monst'us 

small pickaninny." "You'll hafter fetch me sump'n mo', 

fer you can't 'spec' me ter was'e my time diggin' roots 

en wukkin' con'j'ation fer nuffin" (p. I46). Aunt 

Nancy's ultimate fee was her "bes' Sunday head-hand-

kercher" (p. I50). Dan took Aunt Peggy a "peck er 

'taters," but since what he needed was a life-charm, he 

was required to bring also a pig to roast (p. 173). Jeff 

and Chloe appealed to the conjure woman for a charm 

against Hannibal, "en bein' ez Jeff did n' hab nuffin ter 

gib Aunt Peggy, Chloe gun 'im a silber dollah en a silk 

han'kercher fer ter pay her wid, fer Aun' Peggy never 

lack to wuk fer nobody fer nuffin" (p. 207). Even when 

Mars Dugal' asked Aunt Peggy to goopher the grapevines, 

he first presented her with gifts: "a basket er chick'n 

en poun' cake, en a bottle er scuppernon' wine" (p.1.5). 

In each of Chesnutt's stories, at least a portion of 

the payment is made in advance. That seems to be typical 

of the real-life conjurers as well. A contribution to 



27 

the "Folklore Scrapbook" in Southern Workman, dated 

1899, discusses a cure by a conjure doctor in which he 

"demanded part payment before entering in business, and, 

54 that part being settled, he went to work."^ And Bacon 

writes, in 1^95, that "as a rule before he does anything 

55 

for the patient he demands and receives a large fee." 

So, their professions being remunerative and their 

services in demand, the conjurers in fact and those in 

fiction remained in business over an extended period of 

time. They were neither the social nor the political 

nor yet the spiritual leaders of their communities, for 

they worked with individuals and perhaps never with 

groups. But they were extremely influential persons. 

Their activities often governed the very lives of people. 

Stith Thompson states, "Conjure men and women are looked 

upon as mysterious and sometimes dangerous people by the 
56 other Negroes."-̂  He speaks later of "the prestige of 

the office." Julien Hall concludes the case with the 

^^Journal of American Folklore, 12 (1^99), 289. 

^^Bacon, p. 289. 

^Thompson, Introduction to Frank C. Brown Collection, 
VI, xxxii. 

'̂̂ Ibid. 
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statement that the conjure doctor is "looked up to by 

58 the others with the profoundest awe and dread."•'̂  

Chesnutt says of Aunt Peggy that "all de darkies 

frum Rockfish ter Beaver Crick wuz afeared er her" 

(p. 15). They were afraid, in a sense, and awed— 

sufficiently impressed by the efficacy of her charms, 

anyway, so that they sought her aid when they really 

needed help. 

These, then, are the general tenets of the "doc

trine" of conjuration. Charles Chesnutt claimed merely 

that his stories were true to them, that they did not 

stray far from what an old Southern Negro might believe, 

^%all, p. 241. 



CHAPTER III 

THE VALIDITY OF CHESNUTT'S FOLKLORE EXAMPLES 

Charles Chesnutt's conjure stories are enlivened not 

only with the general precepts of folklore, but also with 

intriguing examples of the specific practices of hoodoo. 

The author seems to have been unaware of how closely the 

details of the conjurer's art which he composed followed 

the authenticated practices collected by folklorists. 

Some degree of correlation one would expect, for a careful 

author would try to make his stories smack of reality. 

But, apparently to Chesnutt's own surprise, even the wild

est flights of his imagination have produced "fictitious" 

practices that can be verified in the chronicles of 

folklore. 

One might have expected Chesnutt to refer to ghosts 

who haunt graves, to witches "riding" their hapless vic

tims by night, to conjurers tying bits of roots in tiny 

bags to ward off evil. But surely his reference to the 

efficacy of "de lef hin' foot er a graveya'd rabbit, 

killt by a cross-eyed nigger on a da'k night in de full 

er de moon"—surely that is something Chesnutt (or Uncle 

Julius, who seems equally real) has made out of whole 

cloth. 

An examination of folklore sources, however, 

29 
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justifies Chesnutt's requirements for the rabbit-foot 

good-luck charm. An informant from Atlanta states that 

the talisman must, indeed, be the "left hind foot of a 
59 graveyard rabbit."-̂ ^ Mary Owen, recording her collected 

tales prior to 1893, adds to the requirement that it must 

be "de lef hine-foot ob er grabe-yahd rabbit kilt in de 

dahk o' de moon." A Memphis informant states further 

that the graveyard rabbit must have been killed by a 

cross-eyed person. Louise Pendleton, also writing 

before the publication of Chesnutt's stories, comments 

that the use of the rabbit foot for good luck "may be 

traced to the fetishism, or worship of guardian spirits 

dwelling in inanimate objects, of their African ances-

tors." Perhaps we may be justified in assuming, then, 

that the cross-eyed person who killed the rabbit in the 

graveyard was of African ancestry. If so, we have all 

the requirements that Chesnutt included in his "wild 

—rq 
-̂ P̂uckett, p. 317. This also appears in the Frank C. 

Brown Collection, VII, 143, #5731. 
Mary Alicia Owen, Voodoo Tales As Told Among Negroes 

of the Southwest (Freeport, New York: Books for Libraries 
Press, 1971; rpt. of G. P. Putnam's Sons, New York: Knick
erbocker Press, 1893), p. 114. 

-̂•-Puckett, p. 475. 

^^Pendleton, p. 203. 
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imaginings," down to the last jot and tittle. 

Chesnutt felt that his use of red peppers in the 

conjure image Aunt Peggy made of Hannibal (p. 208) was 

also an unencumbered figment of his own imagination. 

"Those pepper feet I regarded as peculiarly my own, a 

purely original creation." But when Chesnutt visited 

the area where he had spent most of his own childhood, 

several years after the "Hot Foot Hannibal" story had 

been published, he learned of 

the consternation struck to the heart of a 
certain dark individual, upon finding upon his 
doorstep a rabbit's foot—a good omen in itself 
perhaps—to which a malign influence had been 
imparted by tying to one end of.,it, in the form 
of a cross, two small pods of red pepper."^ 

Puckett corroborates Chesnutt's own discovery, and gives 

some explanation for its origin: "Red pepper is another 

effective and widespread charm for making and breaking 

hoodoo, combining sharpness of taste with the fetish 

65 color." ^ There is even a reference to the achieving of 

the same "hot foot" result in the statement of informant 

Alex Johnson, from Georgia, who was conjured in May, I898: 

Charles Chesnutt, "Superstitions and Folklore of the 
South," Modem Culture, May, 1901, p. 232. 

^^Ibid. 

^Puckett, p. 289. Verified by informants on pp. 230, 
240. 
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66 

Zora Hurston records several of the rituals used by Marie 

Leveau III, "the greatest hoodoo queen of America," in 

which "the powder of the fruit of cayenne" appears. Per

haps this excerpt comes closest to what Aunt Peggy had 

in mind: 

You will take of the Hot Foot Powder and 
sprinkle of the powder at a place where your 
enemy will walk so that the fever to move will 
take hold of them and enter their body and they 
will become dissatisfied with their place of 
living and move away and not bother either you 
or your good neighbors any more.68 

This is what Chloe wanted to have happen to Hannibal. 

Chesnutt's use of the "baby doll" that Aunt Peggy 

prepared can be authenticated in a number of folklore 

collections. Puckett states, "Not infrequently the voodoos 

would make a rude image of the one on whom the voodoo was 

to be cast."^ The Brown collection refers to "little 

wax figures," but the editor adds that such images are 

regularly made of clay, dough, rags and other substances 

^^Ibid., p. 235. 

'Hurston, p. 334. 

Ibid. For references to use of peppers, see pp.* 334, 
347. Marie Leveau's ritual is quoted on pp. 356-357. 

^^Puckett, p. 244. 

'̂ F̂rank C. Brown Collection, VII, 103, #5549. 
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70 that can be molded into a human likeness.' Aunt Peggy 

followed the generally approved ritual when she was 

careful to name the doll: "Dis yer baby doll is Hannibal" 

(p. 208). 

Aunt Peggy gave Hannibal the quality of (and the 

problem of) light-headedness when she fashioned a head for 

the doll from pith (p. 207), that singularly weightless 

spongy tissue from inside the stalk of certain plants. 

The writer has not seen this particular item recorded 

elsewhere. Perhaps, in this instance, Chesnutt was 

"making it out of whole cloth." Even so, his use of the 

principle of similarity is properly traditional. 

Another element involved in the story of Hot Foot 

Hannibal was the hiding of the charm under the doorstep. 

"Hide it unner de house, on de sill unner de do'," Aunt 

Peggy instructed, "whar Hannibal'11 hafter walk over it 

eve'y day" (p. 208). Close proximity seems to be re

quired in getting a charm to work. Puckett states that 

"most often the charm is put in the path or on the ground 

where the person will come into contact with it or at 

least step over it."' He records several instances in 

'̂ •̂ Puckett, p. 222. 
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72 which charms were hidden beneath doorsteps. Bacon 

refers, in I895, to the practice thus: "You may, if you 

are skillful, succeed in carrying out your fell design by 

simply burying your charm under his doorstep or in his 

yard where he may never see it or come in contact with 

73 it."' The Brown collection includes a reference to the 
7ZL efficacy of putting something under a doorstep, and 

further affirms that "there is something people can put 

in your door or under your steps that will make you fall 

75 down in the door when you enter." 

Chesnutt uses in several stories the same technique 

of hiding the charm in the earth. In "The Goophered 

Grapevine" Aunt Peggy buries the charm under a red oak 

tree in the woods not far from the vineyard. She in

structs Dan to bury his life charm deep under the root of 

a live-oak tree in "The Gray Wolf's Ha'nt." In the novel 

The Marrow of Tradition, Chesnutt has Mammy Jane bury out 

"in the back yard the protective charm she has secured for 

the child. 

'̂ '̂ Ibid. , p. 237. 

Bacon, p. 287. 

^Vrank C. Brown Collection, VII, 105, #5560. 

'̂ Ĥenry Middleton Hyatt, Folklore from Adams County, 
Illinois (New York: Alma Eagan Hyatt Foundation, 1935), 
p. 465, #9127. 
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One of the traditionally held powers of witches and 

conjurers is the ability to "ride" their victims, as one 

might ride a horse, during the baleful hours of the night, 

Thaddeus Norris reports the phenomenon in I87O, using the 

words of his informant: 

Once der was a ole man dat was a conjerer, an' 
his wife was a witch; an' dey had a son, an' de 
larnt him to be a conjerer too; an' every night 
dey use to get out of deir skins an' go ride deir 
neighbors . . . and in the mornin' de [the vic
tims] feel very tired, an' know dat the witches 
been ridin' 'em^^but dey never find out what 
witches it was.' 

Chesnutt refers to "riding" in two of the short 

stories. The first reference, in "Po' Sandy," is merely 

to the fact that Aunt Peggy was thought to be a witch, 

and to "ride" folks at night (p. 15). The second, in 

"The Gray Wolf's Ha'nt," is an extended account of the 

conjure man who "rode" poor Dan every night and then led 

Dan to believe that a witch had done it. In Uncle 

Julius' (Chesnutt's) words, "dis conjuh man 'mence' 

by gwine up ter Dan's cabin eve'y night, en takin' Dan 

out in his sleep en ridin' 'im roun' de roads en fiel's 

ober de rough groun'. In de mawnin' Dan would be ez 

ti'ed ez er he had n' be'n ter sleep" (p. 177). 

' Norris, p. 143-
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Informants seem to agree about the tired feeling. 

Puckett's informant says, "You can always tell when such 

witches have been riding you; you feel 'down and out' the 
77 next morning."'' An item recorded in I889 states that 

the next morning one who had been witch-ridden "would be 

sick, or affected with a great lassitude."'̂  It is the 

sort of tiredness, another adds, "when you feel smothered 

and can not get up ('jes lak somebody holdin' you down'), 

right then and there the old witch is taking her midnight 

gallop. You try to call out, but it is no use; your 
79 tongue is mute."'^ T. P. Cross states that "the chief 

80 activity of witches is riding folks." Stith Thompson 

speaks of witches riding people, forcing them to use their 

hands as feet, so that they were badly bruised the next 
81 day. One informant tells, of a man who was ridden until 

82 
he "was in a very miserable condition." "The object of 

'̂ '̂ Puckett, p. 151. 

'John McNab Currier, "Contributions to the Folklore of 
New England," Journal of American Folklore, 2 (I889), 293. 

'̂ P̂uckett, p. 151. 

^^T. P. Cross, "Folklore of the Southern States,", 
Journal of American Folklore, 22 (1909), 251. 

Thompson, "Tales and Legends," Frank C. Brown Collec
tion, I, 649. 

^^Ibid. 
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the witch's wrath," Thompson explains, "is taken from his 

bed at night and forced to crawl through brier patches 

and over stones until he is quite exhausted, while the 

witch takes a ride upon his back."^^ "I knowed Old Lady 

Pringle was a witch," a Florida informant told Zora Hur

ston, "and I knowed she had a grudge against me over a 

pig. Every night, every night she used to ride me, until 

I was nothing but skin and bones."^ 

The belief in witch-riders is not entirely a thing 

of the long past. Vance Randolph writes in 1957 of a 

witch trial in Carroll County, Arkansas, in which the 

testimony was that the accu^d had come to the complain

ant's house at night, saddled and bridled the complain

ant and had then ridden her for miles over the hills and 

valleys of Carroll County.^ 

One might wonder if Chesnutt's comments on witch-

riders go a little far afield with his (the conjure man's) 

insisting to Dan that he could "see de marks er de bridle 

on yo' mouf. 'N I'll des bet yo' back is raw whar she's 

^ ^ I b i d . , p . 667. 

h u r s t o n , p . 394. 

85 
^Vance Randolph, "A Witch T r i a l in Ca r ro l l County," 

Arkansas H i s t o r i c a l Qua r t e r l y , I6 (1957), ^9 . 
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be'n beatin' you . . . En yo' thighs is des raw whar de 

spurrers has be'n driv' in you . . . You can't see de raw 

spots, but you kin feel em" (pp. 179-180). Dan could feel 

them, as surely as Thompson's informant could feel the 

bruises next day, and as surely as Puckett's informant 

could see the marks: "The bit these evil fiends put in 

86 your mouth leaves a mark in each corner." Brown's 

informant, whose testimony has added weight because he is, 

like Uncle Julius, a North Carolinian, corroborates this 

observation: "the sores in the corners of the mouth are 

signs that the victim has been bridled by a witch." ' 

The hoodoo doctors in l:̂ th fact and fiction seem to 

have remarkable powers. Chesnutt endows three of his con

jurers with the power to send small creatures to do their 

bidding. Twice Aunt Peggy called a hornet from his nest 

under her eaves, and sent him to sting the knees of a 

race horse, in order to persuade Mars Dugal' that he had 

made a bad bargain (pp. 151, 152). Then she sent a 

sparrow that nested in a tree near her cabin up to the 

big house to watch what was going on and to report back 

to her (p. 154). Later she sent the sparrow to deliver a 

^^Puckett, p. 151. 

Si Frank C. Brown Collection, VII, ll8, #5608. 
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conjure bag to Sis Becky's doorstep (pp. 154-155), 

Chesnutt's other conjure woman, Tenie, set a sparrow hawk 

to watch over the tree that was "Po' Sandy," to protect 

him from the disfiguring attacks of a woodpecker. Later 

she sent a hornet to protect him from the depredations of 

a turpentine collector (p. 50). 

Uncle Jube, whose magic was of a blacker sort, called 

upon the services both of a rattlesnake and a bluejay 

(p. 175). It is not difficult to imagine why a rattle

snake might be considered in league with the devil, but 

one wonders why Chesnutt included the jay in this malevo

lent company. He leaves nq_doubt as to the jay's basic 

nature: "Now dis yer jay-bird de conjuh man had wuz a 

monst's sma't creeter,—fac' de niggers 'lowed he wuz de 

old Debbil hisse'f, des sittin' roun' waitin' ter kyar dis 

ole man erv\ray w'en he retch' de een' er his rope" (176). 

There seems to be adequate support in folklore 

sources for Chesnutt's presentation of the diabolical 

nature of the jay. Stith Thompson speaks of jaybirds as 
SS the devil's servants. Fanny Bergen, writing in l899, 

states that "other Negroes, particularly in Maryland, hold 

that the Jaybird is a sort of sin-reporter, making a trip 

"SF Thompson, Frank C. Brown Collection, I, 633. 
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to hell every three days to report on people's sins." " 

Another nineteenth-century informant states, "I don't 

know how come he done dat, but I do know dat de jaybird is 

bleeged ter go down ter de devil ev'y Friday, des at one 
QO o'clock an carry a grit of dirt in his bill."^ Norris, 

writing in the l870's, says that "every jaybird carries 

a grain of sand to the infernal regions once a year, and 

when the last grain of sand is taken away from the earth, 

91 the world will end."'̂  

Zora Hurston makes two references to the power of 

the conjurer to call an animal to do his bidding: 

In Florida they work with all sorts of beasts. 
One man used to work with alligators. Somebody 
wanted a girl out of the way. One day a big 
'gator with a red handkerchief around his neck 
walked up to her house and called her name. She 
ran to the front door to see who it was, but she 
didn't see nobody but the 'gator. He called her 
again and turned around and went back in the lake. 
She was dead in three days.92 

Another of Miss Hurston's informants speaks of "Old Man 

^^Bergen, pp. 299-300. 

^^"Certain Beliefs and Superstitions of the Negro," 
The Atlantic, 68 (August, I89I), 286-288, as cited by 
Brxice Jackson in The Negro and His Folklore in Nineteenth-
Century Periodicals, p. 2bO. 

91 Norris, p. 138. 

Q2 
^ Hurston, p. 402. 
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Massey," a hoodoo doctor who commanded the allegiance of 
Q3 a vast horde of alligators.^ 

The plant world, to an even greater degree, is at 

the disposal of the conjurer. On several occasions Aunt 

Peggy uses roots as ingredients for charms. For Sis 

Becky, "she fix up a little bag wid some roots en one 

thing er ernudder in it" (p. 154), and she used "some 

roots en yarbs" in Dan's life charm (p. 174). She gave 

Solomon "some stuff w'at look' lack it be'n made by 

poundin' up some roots an yarbs wid a pestle in a 

mo'tar" (p. 76). The nameless conjure man "'mence' 

to wuk his roots en yarbs" to turn Primus-the-mule back 

into Primus-the-man, And^he "kep on wukkin' de roots, 

' t e l he got the goopher a l l tuk o f f ' n Brer Primus 'cep 'm' 

one foot" (p. 125). The conjure woman in The Marrow of 

Tradition also worked with roots, adding a bit of calamus 

94 root to the charm she made for little Dodie. In another 

charm, discovered some months later in Dodie's crib, Mrs. 

Cateret found "a few small roots or fibers and a pinch of 

95 dried and crumpled herbs." ̂  

^^Ibid., p. 403. 

^^Charles Chesnutt, The Marrow of Tradition, p. 11 

^^Ibid., p. 108. 
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Lest this appear to be an excessive preoccupation 

with roots on the part of Chesnutt's goopher doctors, 

consideration must be given to the importance of roots 

as mentioned by informants from over a widespread area, 

and from the earliest American collections. Bacon refers 

to "all kinds of roots. I have seen one of their roots 

which they call Devil's Shoestring. It is a long, wiry-

looking root resembling the smallest roots of the sweet 

96 potato vine." He speaks also of "a bottle filled with 

herbs, roots and leaves." Louise Pendleton, whose 

collection also antedates The Conjure Woman, speaks of "a 

small red flannel bundle in which were found a lot of 

97 roots and sewing needles^' 

In an effort to explain the reasoning behind the wide

spread use of roots as a conjure ingredient, an early and 

anonymous folklorist wrote as follows: "What is the sig

nificance of the particular roots and herbs used in negro 

[sic] charms does not appear; perhaps the chief force is 

in the expression of division into fragments and destruc

tion." Zora Hurston stresses the importance of roots 

^^Bacon, p. 288. 

^'^Pendleton, p. 205. 

^^Editorial footnote accompanying a collection of news
paper clippings, Journal of American Folklore, 3 (1890), 
287. 
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in this statement: "Roots is the Southern Negro's term 

for folk doctoring by herbs and prescriptions, and by 

extension, and because all hoodoo doctors cure by roots, 

99 it may be used as a synonym for hoodoo." Similarly, 

Whitten speaks of the term having "been rooted" as a 

synonym for having "been conjured." 

A number of informants mention specific roots by 

name. Miss Hurston quotes an Alabaman explaining two: 

Samson snake root is powerful because it has a 
root with four prongs and there are four comers 
to the world. Tap root grows straight down, and 
that points to the center of the world. Black 
snake root is powerful because it is like a 
bunch of threads. Therefore it will bind to
gether hearts and prosperity and will tangle up 
and hinder those you don't want to succeed.101 

Several informants mention a root called John de Con

quer,-̂ ^̂  or "the king root of the forest . . . called 

High John, the Conqueror." -̂  One speaks of a conjure 

doctor who "goes through the woods til he finds him a 

weed they calls a butterfly weed. So he pulls it up and 

"^Hurston, p. 317. 

^^^hitten, p. 405. 

-̂ -̂̂ Hurston, p. 396. 

^^^Ibid., p. 379. 

^^^Puckett, p. 299. 
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puts it in his sack." ^ Hurston speaks of "Kings root, 

he and she;" of violet root (which the writer has long 

acknowledged to be possessive and tenacious); of snake 

105 root and devil's shoe string. ^ Puckett compiled an 

extended list of specific roots frequently used in 

, . 106 goophering. 

Perhaps the consistent and extensive use of roots 

comes from the conjure doctor's recognition of the root 

as a sustaining, life-giving portion of the plant. Per

haps he sees the root as the essence of the plant itself, 

the basic factor, as does the orator who refers to the 

root of the matter. 

Charles Chesnutt makes one further reference to the 

use of ̂ oots. Uncle Jube, his one truly diabolical 

conjurer, 

put on his bigges' pot, en fill' it wid his 
stronges' roots, and b'iled it en b'iled it, 'tel 
bimeby de win' blowed en blowed, 'tel it blowed 
down de live-oak tree. Den he stirred some more 
roots in de pot, en it rained en rained, 'tel de 
water run down de ribber bank en wash' Dan's 
life-cha'm inter de ribber (p. I76). 

In support of Chesnutt's usage, Puckett lists a num

ber of ways in which both the West African and his American 

^^^orson, American Negro Folktales, p. 193. 

^^^Hurston, p. 379. 

106Puckett, p. 259. 
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descendants use witchcraft, including among them "[t]o 

107 cause or prevent rain." How he does it may vary; that 

he does it is made quite clear. Three of Puckett's 

informants tell how it is possible to make it rain: by 

crossing two matches and sprinkling salt on them; by 

sweeping down the cobwebs in the house; by building a fire 
108 in a stump on a cloudy day. Botkin adds two others: 

by bathing a cat in sulphur water, and by burning drift

wood along a creek. ^ If ordinary people can influence 

the weather in these five ways, one has no reason to 

doubt that a conjure man could do so even more effec

tively by boiling his strongest roots. 

When roots are used in making charms, according both 

to Chesnutt's fiction and to folklorists' collected 

reports, the roots are usually placed in small "conjure 

bags," frequently made of red flannel. Red, as Puckett 

has noted, is a fetish color. An early folklorist 

sees additional symbolism: "No doubt the meaning of . . . 

the red cloth, as employed in charms, is . . . 'as this 

^̂ ''̂ Puckett, p. 259. 

*̂̂ Îbid., p. 320. 

^^^Botkin, p. 629. 

^^"^Puckett, p. 289. 
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bright cloth is torn, so may your fair body be wrecked and 

divided.'" Puckett mentions the use of red flannel 

112 repeatedly. Hurston, too, speaks of a charm, or "hand" 

113 
all sewed up in red flannel. 

In one instance Chesnutt has Aunt Peggy use "a piece 

er red flannin'" not a^ a conjure bag but j ^ a conjure 

bag, which in this case was made of coon skin. Similarly, 

Louise Pendleton quotes an instance of a complicated charm 

found in I89O, consisting of a large live toad which had 

a strip of red flannel about twenty inches long attached 

to his left hind foot. Knots were tied at intervals along 

the flannel strip, and here and there were short pieces of 

sewing thread. In addition, a small bag of roots was also 

attached. ^ Miss Pendleton mentions bits of red flannel 
115 as "in ordinary use" in that region of North Georgia, 

and Ruth Bass agrees that "red flannel is almost always 

William Wells Newell, editorial footnote accompanying 
a collection of newspaper clippings. Journal of American 
Folklore, 3 (1^90), 286. 

^^^Puckett, pp. 287, 236, 55^. 

-̂ -̂ Ĥurston, p. 385. 

^^^Pendleton, p. 205. 

ll^lbid. 
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used for making tricks." 

Conjure bags varied in structure as in contents. 

Puckett records numerous references to such bags, ' but 

states 

It is difficult to generalize upon the matter of 
hoodooing, since the charms are seldom made 
twice in the same manner; the materials used and 
the way of putting them together depend almost 
entirely ypgn the momentary whim of the individual 
conjurer. ° 

It is worth noting that the "momentary whims" of Aunt 

Peggy (pp. 154, 174) and the unnamed conjure woman in The 
119 Marrow of Tradition ^ are validated by like whims of 

living conjure doctors. And "the well-known practice of 

placing the^conjure bag or other magical substances in 

places frequented by the victim, such as near the house, 

1 20 
or on or near paths," is one to which Chesnutt faith
fully adheres. 

Cats have long been famous, or infamous, as animals 

associated with witchcraft. Chesnutt refers to them 

^^^Ruth Bass, "Mojo," Scribner's Magazine. 87 (1930), as 
reprinted in Mother Wit from the Laughing Barrel, ed. Alan 
Dundes (Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, 1973), 
p. 382. 

^^'^Puckett, pp. 232, 235, 241, 437, 524. 

^^^Ibid., p. 245. 

-̂ •'-"̂ Charles Chesnutt, Marrow of Tradition, p. IO8. 

-̂ ^̂ Frank C. Brown Collection, VII, 100, #5539, and 
VII, TUTTW^WT. 
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through three different folklore traditions. In The 

Marrow of Tradition, he expresses an old folk belief 

through the fears of Mammy Jane. 

Upon one occasion, on entering the room 
where the baby had been left alone, asleep in 
his crib, she had met a strange cat hurrying 
from the nursery, and, upon examining the pillow 
where the child lay, had found a depression 
which had undoubtedly been due to the weight of 
the cat's body. The child was restless and un
easy, and Jane had ever since believed that the 
cat had been sucking little Dodie's breath, 
with what might have been fatal results had she 
not appeared just in the nick of time.^^l 

Informant Mary Robinson of Calhoun, Alabama, says this 

122 belief is widespread. One old slave tells of having 

seen children die because the cat had sucked their 

123 ^ breath. 

A second reference to cats is from the short story 

"The Goophered Grapevine." In this instance. Aunt Peggy 

uses a hair from a black cat's tail in a charm which 

consists primarily of parts of (or things related to) the 

grapevine. Perhaps the reason for the inclusion of 

this item was to assure the permanence of the charm. An 

early collector tells of the use of the hair from 

-̂ '̂ •'-Charles Chesnutt, Marrow of Tradition, pp. 46, 47 

^^^Puckett, p. 470. 

^^^Ibid. 
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the right hind leg of a cat, which the conjurer 
turned loose as soon as she secured what she 
wanted. The only cure for the "spell" is the 
capture of that cat, and as the particular cat 
is known only to the "conjurer" its capture 
seems almost impossible. The husband of the 
afflicted woman has offered the "conjurer" fifty 
dollars for the cat, or to have the spell re
moved, but with a peculiar persistency she avows 
she has had no hand in the affair. . . . In vain 
hopes of getting the right cat, about fifty 
members of the feline tribe have been butchered 
in that part of the city recently, but the death 
of none has removed the spell.l̂ '̂ -

Chesnutt's third reference to a cat, also in The 

Marrow of Tradition, mentions that the conjure woman added 

to the charm for Dodie "one of the cervical vertebrae from 
125 the skeleton of a black cat." ^ Perhaps this is simply 

a. black cat bone. Several folklore collectors present 

items discussing the black cat bone, a specific vertebra 

the possession of which can enable one to work various 

wonders in conjuration. Puckett states that though the 

belief is European in origin, it is commonly held among 

Negroes of the American South. He quotes informants from 

New Orleans, Louisiana; Calhoun, Alabama; and Piney Woods 

and Columbus, Mississippi, each with a different method of 

^Clipping from Atlanta Constitution, July, 1883, as 
cited in^"Concerning Negro Sorcery in the United States," 
Journal of American Folklore, 3 (1^90), 28l. 

"^^Charles Chesnutt, Marrow of Tradition, p. 11. 
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locating the black cat bone. All involve first boiling 

the cat until the meat has left the bones. (The New 

Orleans informant further specified that it had to be 

a "boar" cat.) Thereafter one may take any one of the 

following steps: 

1) Throw the bones in the water; the one that 
refuses to sink is the right bone. 

2) Pick up the bones, one by one; when you come 
to the right bone, the cat will holler. 

3) Hold the bones, one by one, in front of a 
mirror; the bone will now show a reflection. 

4) Stand between the forks of a crossroad with 
your back to the straight road, holding a 
mirror in front of you. Pass the bones, one 
by one, through your open mouth while you are 
looking in th'e mirror. When you get to the 
right bone, the mirror will darken.-̂ ^̂  

Brown's collection includes the first of these options, 

but specifies that the bones are to be dropped in a river, 

"No matter how swift the water is, one of the bones will 

rise and float upstream. This is the witch bone—and as 
127 

long as you keep it, you are a witch." Another item 

in the Brown collection states simply that "the power of 

a witch or wizard to vanish at will is obtained from some 

1 28 bone of a black cat." Davis records an item collected 

"^^uckett, pp. 257-258. 

-'-̂ '̂ Frank C. Brown Collection, VII, 113, #5591. 

^^^Ibid., VII, 112, #5590. 
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in South Carolina indicating that the black cat is to be 

cooked in the oven "until she bums up. The only bone 

left will be jumping about." ° Chesnutt's reference, 

merely that a vertebra from a black cat is efficacious, 

seems an understatement. 

In three different stories, Chesnutt makes literary 

use of what Stith Thompson refers to as the principle of 

contagion, by which "things once conjoined remain forever 

sympathetically attached, even though dissevered."^ 

Chesnutt has Aunt Peggy include some hair from Dan's 

own head in the "life charm" she is preparing for his 

protection (p. 173).- In a similar vein, Chesnutt has old 

Mammy Jane fill a small vial with "water in which the in-

131 fant had been washed," and which the conjure woman 

used in preparing a protective charm for the child. 

Thompson further explains the principle involved: "It is 

believed that these separated parts, containing, as they 

do, the essence of the whole, may be utilized with an 
132 

efficacy essentially unimpaired by the separation." 

%enry C. Davis, "Negro Folklore in South Carolina," 
Journal of American Folklore, 27 (1914), 247. 

1 30 
Frank C. Brown Collection, VI, xxvi. 

•'•̂ "''Charles Chesnutt, Marrow of Tradition, p. 11. 

"'"^Thompson, Introduction to Frank C. Brown Collection, 
VI, xxvi. 
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Aunt Peggy's use of the hair is supported further 

by the North Carolinian who stated, "If you cariy a lock 

of hair of a person, you will have control over that 
133 person." -̂̂  Aunt Peggy's aim was to bury a portion of 

Dan's hair, along with the other ingredients of the life 

charm, so securely that it could not be located; and as 

long as that portion of Dan was safe, all of him would be 

safe. The use of hair and nail parings seems more 

reasonable, and is more commonplace, than the use of the 

baby's bath water. The inquiring reader might wonder if 

Chesnutt is, indeed, inventing folklore with such a ref

erence. Puckett records several references that support 

him, however, including one to "the victim's hair, his 
"13 ZL nails, or water in which he has bathed." 

Chesnutt's third use of the principle of contagion 

is in a much more unusual context. Aunt Peggy has been 

hired to goopher Mars*Dugal's scuppernong grapevines, to 

prevent their being illicitly harvested by the numerous 

slaves and free blacks in the area. In order to prepare 

a charm to protect the vines from unauthorized picking. 

Aunt Peggy "tuk a leaf fum dis one, en a grapehull fum 

dat one, en a grape seed fum anudder one; en den a little 

^^^Frank C. Brown Collection, VII, 102, #5546. 

^^^Puckett, pp. 123-124, 176. 
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twig fum here, and a little pinch er dirt fum dere . . . 

and fill de bottle wif scuppenon' wine" (p. l6). One 

can see the "charm from the parts to protect the whole" 

as within the folklore tradition. The question here is 

whether or not charms were ever actually placed on fields. 

The bulk of conjuring literature concerns the preparation 

of charms for persons. 

Zora Hurston validates Chesnutt's usage in two 

separate items. She lists the lore of the Bahamian obeah 

as having considerable influence on Southern Negro 

beliefs, and among them she includes the following: "To 

protect your fields frpm thieves: Get a bottle of special 

water from the obeah and tie it up in a tree in the field, 

135 and anyone who steals from the field will die." This 

is very close to Aunt Peggy's warning that "a'er a nigger 

w'at eat dem grapes 'ud be sho ter die inside 'n twel' 

monts" (p. 16). Miss Hurston corroborates the existence 

of the belief in Florida with the following item: 

Bunkie Rolls, his mother-in-law was coming by and 
working in a family where they didn't had much to 
eat. She pass by her daughter's field and she see 
some fine melons, so she pick one and eat it right 
dere. She took sick right after she got home and 
she kep' suffering and they don't imagine what it 
is, till she told 'em she got de melon out her . 

-^^^Hurston, p. 403. 
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daughter's field. De field was set—fixed wid 
a bottle. The daughter run out to de field and 
pulled the stopper quick, and her mother died. 
She had cut her breath. If she had worked the 
stopper slow, she would have lived.-̂ ^̂  

One intriguing part of Chesnutt's story of the 

goophered grapevine lies in the complicated problems of 

poor Henry, who, like Bunkie's mother-in-law, ate from 

the conjured vines without knowing that they had been 

"fixed." Basing the story plot on the concept of simi

larity, Chesnutt has Henry wax and wane with the sea

sonal renewing and receding life in the vines. His bald 

head grows hair that,/by the middle of the summer, begins 

to "quirl up in little balls, des like dis yer reg'lar 

grapy ha'r, en by de time de grapes got ripe his head look 

des like a bunch er grapes" (p. 26). Then Henry's hair 

falls out, annually, with the dropping of the leaves in the 

fall. Ultimately an overzealous grape expert kills the 

vines, and Henry, too, is dead. 

Is this farfetched? Perhaps. Was it composed out 

of whole cloth? Not quite. Aunt Peggy's use of the 

traditional concept of similarity to treat Henry is 

authentic in basis. ("He mus' go en take 'n scrape off 

de sap whar it ooze out'n de cut eens er de vimes, en 

^^^Ibid., p. 403. 
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'n'int his ball head wid it") (p. 21). And what happened 

to Henry's hair is perhaps not too unlike an incident 

recorded by Puckett in which a man's flesh "ridged up 
137 lak cotton rows," -̂' and the other Negroes knew he had 

been tricked. 

Even Chesnutt's motif of waxing and waning with the 

seasons is not entirely without parallel. Human responses 

are often keyed to cyclical patterns in nature. Bacon 

speaks of a case, prior to 1895, in which the "doctor 

informed his patient that the charm was fixed to work with 

the moon and the tides. When the tide was coming in he 

would be worse, when ̂ oing out he would be better."^ 

Two of the minor charm ingredients in Chesnutt's 

stories appear only in "The Goophered Grapevine." Aunt 

Peggy puts into the charm not only the contagious magic 

ingredients but also a snake's tooth and a speckled hen's 

gall. Charles Jones includes the former in a list of 

common "trick" ingredients collected prior to 1888 along 
139 the Georgia coast. ^ The use of hen's gall is a bit 

more difficult to justify. Menthy, a conjure woman 

described by Ruth Bass, used the blood of a fat chicken 

•̂ '̂̂ Puckett, p. 2l6. 

-̂ ^̂ Bacon, p. 290. 

-'•-̂ Ĉharles C. Jones, Negro Myths from the Georgia Coast 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1898), p. 152, as cited in 
Pendleton, p. 206. 
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in locating an enemy, and a chicken gizzard in making 

a charm. Another conjurer "uses tea made from the 

burned lining of the gizzard of a frizzly chicken . . . 

to relieve a trick." ^ Another, Tully, "cures rheumatism 
1/1.2 with the gall from animals." ̂  Perhaps this indication 

that various inward parts of a chicken were used, and that 

gall from various sources was actually used, serves to 

verify Aunt Peggy's goopher ingredient. 

Chesnutt mentions only two specific food items which 

came to be conjured, both in the story "Mars Jeem's Night

mare." Aunt Peggy prepares a mixture of powdered roots 

and herbs which are to bring about Mars Jeem's transfor

mation. Her instructions are quite specific. "Take dis 

home en gin it ter de cook, ef you kin trus' her, en tell 

her fer ter put it in yo marster's soup de fus' cloudy 

day he hab okra soup fer dinnah" (p. 77). To undo the 

spell. Aunt Peggy doctored a sweet potato which was to 

be fed to Jeem's transformed self. 

The present writer's perusal of numerous volumes of 

recorded folklore turned up a surprising paucity of 

references to specific items of food. Only two were 

^^*^Bass, p. 381. 

^^^Ibid., p. 3^2. 

^^^Ibid. 
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located. There was no mention of corn, greens, beans, 

turnips or peas. But there was a reference to a sweet 

potato, used in I87O in a charm. ^-^ And Puckett makes 

two references to gumbo. Informant James B. Pelletier 

speaks of the ritual cooking of gumbo at a voodoo dance 

held in New Orleans in 1877 or 1878.^^^ And Helen Pitkin 

recalls the serving of gumbo with lizards cooked in it 
11 fi 

at a voodoo ceremony held to break a spell. It is 

remarkable that Chesnutt should be so singularly accurate 

in Aunt Peggy's choice of food items suitable for 

goophering. 

Richard Dorson comments that 

[h]oodoo necromancy forms but one channel be
tween the physical and the invisible worlds that 
Southern Negroes regard as equally real. Spirits 
and spooks, ghosts and hants, pass back and forth, 
sometimes visible, sometimes merely audible, per
haps lifelike- and again in shapeless or decep
tive guises.-*-̂ ' 

TU Bacon, p. 286. 

•'•̂ În some areas, "gumbo" is a term given to a vege
table soup containing okra, but Webster's Seventh New 
Collegiate Dictionery lists as the first definition of 
"gumbo" the single word OKRA. 

-^^^Puckett, p. 186. 

-^^^Puckett, p. 196. 

-̂ '̂̂ Dorson, Negro Folktales in Michigan, p. 120. 
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Such is the case in the stories of Uncle Julius. Four 

of the characters, each having met a tragic death, return 

in the stories as ghosts. In utilizing their contribu

tions to his plots, Chesnutt brings up several of the 

characteristics of "haunts," parallels for which may be 

found in folklore commentaries. 

Among the more interesting is the belief that animals 

can see ghosts more readily than people can. The mare 

balked at the sight of Chloe's ghost, though even Uncle 

Julius could not see it (pp. 202-203). The phenomenon 

is recorded in sejiBral folklore sources. One of Puckett's 

informants states that her horse shied at the sight of a 
148 ghost beside the road. ^ A North Carolinian states 

further that horses are more likely to see ghosts than 

human beings are, and that a horse who sees a ghost will 

balk. -̂  When a mule balks, comments one of Puckett's 
150 informants, a ghost is stopping him. '^ Another mentions 

that horses generally show a great sensitivity to spirits, 

151 and an awareness of their presence. ^ Botkin makes a 

-^^^Puckett, p. 127. 

^^^Frank C. Brown Collection, VII, 141, #5720 and #5721 

-^^^Puckett, p. 114. 

^^^Ibid., p. 127. 
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more general claim that "animals have 'second sight' and 

can see spirits, but only people born with cauls over 
152 

their faces have this keen vision." ^ Chesnutt's 

Uncle Julius limits their powers a bit when he explains 

to Mars John and Miss Annie that "a gray boss kin alluz 

see a ha'nt w'at walks on Friday" (p. 203). The folk

lorists are willing to grant the capability on a broader 

basis. 

Traditionally, Chloe haunts the place of her death 

(pp. 224-225), and Mahaly haunts the place of her burial 

(pp. I9I-I92) . Darl, transformed into a wolf, "didn' hab 

nowhar e'se ter go, so he des stayed 'roun Mahaly's 

grabe" (p. 191). When Dan died, presumably there, his 

wolf-ghost continued to haunt the same area. 

Uncle Julius, anxious to keep people from disturbing 

a certain bee tree, cautions that it would indeed be 

courting misfortune to hang around that piece of low 

ground; "eve'body w'at goes 'bout dere has some bad luck 

er 'nuther; fer ha'nts doan lack ter be 'sturb' on dey own 

stompin'-groun'" (p. 192). 

Chesnutt's northerner-come-South is sometimes 

skeptical of Uncle Julius' tales. He questions one element 

-̂ ^̂ Botkin, pp. 641-642. 
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of spirit lore in the story "Po' Sandy." Julius re

quested the use of the old schoolhouse as a meeting 

place for a dissenting splinter-group from his erstwhile 

church, after he had already established the fact that 

the schoolhouse was haunted. To the question "What are 

you going to do about the ghosts?" Julius had a ready 

answer. He maintained that ghosts never disturb 

religious services, and that if Sandy's spirit should 

happen to stray into meeting by mistake, no doubt the 

preaching would do it good (p. 63). Sandy's ghost would 

not be the first one to enter a church, in any case. One 

of Dorson's informants was sweeping out the church when 

the spirit of a man dead two weeks walked in, turned, and 

walked back out the front to the cemetery. The informant 

got the message, and "left off courting the dead man's 

153 wife." ^ Puckett notes that "[e]ven churches are often 

polluted by their [ghosts'] presence, which is made known 

by lights in the church, which, however, are extinguished 

154 upon the entry of a human." ^^ 

Sandy's ghost is never seen, but "de could hear 

sump'n moanin' en groanin', 'bout de kitchen in de night

time, en w'en de win' would blow dey could hear sump'n 

-̂ -̂̂ Dorson. American Negro Folktales, p. 213. 

-^^^Puckett, p. 116. 
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a-hollerin' en sweekin' lack it was in great pain en 

sufferin'" (p. 57). Ghosts, it seems, have always been 

easier to hear than to see. Pendleton writes, in I89O, 

that "the soft murmur in the forest trees, when the wind 

155 does not blow, is the whispering of spirits." '̂^ Often 

only "two-sighted" people have the power to see ghosts, 

but most folks can hear or sense them. 

When one feels a warm breath of air on his neck 
at night, that's a sign there's a spirit near, 
wanting to talk to him. Sometimes spirits were 
known to break a stick nearby, or throw down a 
handful of leaves to attract the attention.-̂ -̂  

But Sandy's message was not a gentle effort to com

municate. His was a repetition of the agonies of his 

death in the sawmill. This, too, is documented in folk

lore. Dorson, who classes it under Baughman's Motif 

E337.1.1, corroborates it with a story from his informant 

J. D. Suggs, who stayed in a hotel room where a murder had 

once been committed and was kept up all night by the 

hollering, "just like somebody was killing people down 

there. "•̂ '̂̂  

An element of conjuration basic to several of the 

stories is the power of the conjurer to transform a person 

^^^Pendleton, p. 206. 

^^^Bass, "Mojo," as c i t ed in Mother Wit, p . 386. 

^^'^Dorson, American Negro F o l k t a l e s , pp. 218-219. 
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into an animal. Aunt Peggy turned little Mose into a 

hummingbird so that he could go see his mammy. Later she 

turned him into a mockingbird so he could visit her again 

(pp. 146, 148). The conjure man turned Primus into a 

mule to punish him for stealing his shoat (p. 111). Uncle 

Jube turned Dan into a wolf and Mahaly into a black cat 

(pp. 183, 184). Tenie, sure of her ability to do so, 

offered to turn Sandy into a rabbit, or a wolf or even a 

mockingbird. The ultimate decision was that it would be 

safer for him if ghe turned him into a tree (pp. 46-47). 

Tenie would go down to the woods at night and turn him 

back for a few hours, "en dey'd slip up ter de cabin en 

set by de fire en talk" (p. 48). Worried that he might 

be seen and captured as a runaway, Tenie had made up her 

mind to fix a goopher mixture that would turn both of them 

into foxes, so that they might run away together. 

There are numerous folklore references to the ability 

of witches to turn themselves into animals, cats being 
158 most frequently selected. -̂  Elsie Clews Parsons, writ-

159 ing about folklore from Robeson County, North Carolina, 

•'-̂ Ône may be found in Elsie Clews Parsons' article "Tales 
from Guilford County, North Carolina," which appeared in 
the Journal of American Folklore, 30 (1917), 196. 

"^^^Parsons, "Folklore from Robeson County, North Caro
lina, Journal of American Folklore, 32 (1919), 190. 
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speaks of a witch's turning herself into a she-deer. 

Most of Chesnutt's conversions, however, are done hj^ the 

conjurer _on others. Perhaps Harnett Kane's account of the 

Loups-garous is most applicable here. 

Loups-garous are not so plentiful as they used 
to be, but old people still warn against them. 
Every once in a while a man or woman is missed. 
His friends look and look, and always there is a 
certain animal nearby—a hog that they had 
never seen before, an odd black bird, a big dog. 
Eventually they will realize the truth—that 
thing is poor Emilej Some spirit caught him in 
its spell, and now Emile is trying t̂o find a way 
to get back to'̂ himself. Or perhaps Emile has 
been a malevolent being all along, hopping back 
and forth into animal shapes and up to all kinds 
of devilment that his friends never realized.1°0 

The principle of similarity underlies the element 

of transformation that appears in Chesnutt's account of 

some of the things that happened to "Po' Sandy" while he 

was a tree. "One day a woodpecker come erlong en 'mence 

ter peck at de tree; en de nex time Sandy wuz turnt back 

he had a little roun' hole in his arm, des lack a sharp 

stick be'n stuck in it" (p. 49). Another time 

a man chop a box in dish yer tree, an hack' 
de bark up two or th'ee feet, fer ter let de 
tuppentime run. De nex' time Sandy wuz turnt 
back he had a big skyar on his lef leg, des 
lack it be'n skunt; en it tuk Tenie nigh 'bout 

-̂ ^̂ Harnett T. Kane, Deep Delta Country (New York: Duell, 
Sloan and Pearce, 1944T7p^'~^^l^ 
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all night fer ter fix a mixtry ter kyo it 
up (p. 49). 

Thus Chesnutt reveals that injuries incurred while one 

is in a transformed state are carried over into his re

turn to his original state. 

Dorson refers to this in the comment "Often the witch 

is exposed accidentally, after a mischievous cat's claw 

is severed, and some neighbor woman appears minus a 
1 f>i 

finger." Elsie Parsons reports the story of a 

traveler who agreed to stay in the mill to catch whatever 

was running the miller off every night. Nine cats came 

in. Finally one jumped him; he drew his sword and cut 

off its right front foot. The next morning the miller's 

wife's hand was severed at the wrist. One more 

account, from Deep Delta Country, tells of a curiously 

spotted tomcat who seemed to keep Madame A. under sur

veillance. This continued until she finally threw a 

kitchen knife at the cat, cutting it deeply in the left 

hind leg. It vanished at once. In an hour or so. Mon

sieur A. came from the marsh, limping, his left foot 

heavily bandaged. "'Dropped my ax,' he explained, 'Oui,' 

^^Dorson, Negro Folk Tales in Michigan, p. 137. * 

Parsons, "Folklore from Robeson County, North Caro
lina," p. 196. 
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said Madame A., and went on with her work.""̂  -̂  

Chesnutt points out directly what comes as an in

ference in folklore sources, that the transformed being 

retains the mind and something of the personality of its 

human self. "W'en de mule see Mars Jim," Uncle Julius 

relates, "he gun a whinny, des lack he knowed him befo'" 

(p. 111). The mule was a strange one, all right—he ate 

up several rows of tobacco leaves, which most mules will 

not touch; drank most of a barrel of wine; whinnied softly 

at Sally, and kicke^ the young black who was his rival 

for her affections (pp. 113-118). And when the conjure 

man tried to reason with him, "de mule seed de sense er 

dat." Uncle Julius spoke similarly of Dan's transforma

tion: "Dan foun' hisse'f tu'nt ter a gray wolf" (p. I85). 

The creature was still "hisse'f"—still thought with 

Dan's mind, still heard the conjure man's words, reasoned 

out his own actions, and still loved Mahaly with his 

whole being. Poor Sandy provides a third illustration, 

for he is certainly presented as suffering to the limits 

of human endurance. 

Perhaps Chesnutt carries the similarity between the 

transformed and the original selves a bit farther than 

folklorists would be willing to affirm when he presents 

^^^Kane, p. 221. 
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some of the transformed beings as almost recognized by 

those who knew them. "Mars Jim 'lowed dey 'peared to be 

sump'n fermilyus 'bout de mule's face, 'spesh'ly his eyes; 

but he hadn' los' naer mule, en didn' hab no recommeb'ance 

er habin' seed de mule befo'" (pp. 112-113). When Sis' 

Becky heard the hummingbird, she thought it sounded just 

like her little Mose, crooning. When Mose came the second 

time, as a mocker, she pretended he was her child, for he 

crowed and sang so like Little Mose used to do when Becky 

came in from the fields at night. It was, of course, the 

purpose of the charm to comfort both mother and child. 

The recognition did not always take place, however, for 

Dan did not know until he had killed her that the black 

cat was his beloved Mahaly, nor did Solomon or the over

seer or any of the others recognize the new fieldhand as 

Mars Jeem, 

This last case brings up an instance of Chesnutt's 

deviation from the accepted practices of conjuration. 

Two of Brown's informants and one of Puckett's, -̂  

all black, state emphatically that a Negro cannot conjure 

a white man. Julien Hall records a more intuitive 

-^^^rank C. Brown Collection, VII, 100. 

^^^Puckett, p. 301. 
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assessment of the principle in l897: "You don't know; dey 

can't trick you 'cause you is white folks and don't 

believe in it, but de old conjure doctor kin kill us poor 
1 f)ft 

niggers." The vulnerability lies in the credence 

rather than in the pigmentation. In view of this, Ches

nutt 's presentation seems quite valid. He has Uncle 

Julius say of Colonel Pendleton that "he wuz one er dese 

yer w'ite folks w'at purten' dey doan b'liebe in conj'in" 

(p. 155). Julius seemed to feel it was just a pretense. 

Mars Dugal' had believed enough to hire Aunt Peggy to 

goopher his grapevines. And he had refrained from having 

her whipped some time later, on an occasion when he really 

felt justified in doing so, because he "wuz 'feared she'd 

conjuh him" (p. 219). Julius could see quite plainly that 

while Mars Dugal' professed skepticism, he was careful to 

keep his actions on the safe side. Chesnutt arranges for 

Aunt Peggy to be particularly careful when she conjures a 

white man, careful to arrange a spell that will do him 

good, and careful to keep close check on the situation. 

Julius comments, "she'd 'u' got in trouble sho', ef it 'us 

knowed she'd be'n conj'in de w'ite folks" (p. 100). 

One final correlation between the fabricated folklore 

^^^Hall, p. 243. 
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of Charles Chesnutt and the accounts of authentic 

informants remains to be made. In both there is an 

occasional remarkable blending of Christianity and hoo

doo. Chesnutt's example concerns Mammy Jane, in The 

Marrow of Tradition. When she dug up Dodie's charm, and 

shook it in an effort to reactivate it, she buried it 

with this ritual: 

Refilling the hole, she made a cross over the 
top with the thumb of her left hand, and walked 
three times around it. 

What this strange symbolism meant, or whence 
it derived its ̂ origin. Aunt Jane did not know. 
The cross was there, and the Trinity, though 
Jane was scarcely conscious of these at the 
moment, as religious emblems. But she hoped, 
on general principles, that this performance 
would strengthen the charm and restore little 
Dodie's luck.167 

The Christian ritual is more obvious to the partic

ipant in this contemporary example: Norman Whitten 

writes of some root doctors "who put the cards together 

and pray over them, and then shuffle them, and repeat 

this several times"—and then use the cards to tell the 

client's fortune."̂  And Mary Owen speaks of Big Angle's 

carrying both "a rabbit foot and a rosary in the same 

pocket."-^^^ George McCall speaks of "the syncretistic 

-'-̂ '̂ Charles Chesnutt, Marrow of Tradition, p. 47. 

^^^Whitten, p. 411. 

169 Owen, p. 8. 
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blend of Christianity and African fetishism which still 

exerts a considerable influence on the Negro in Amer-
170 ica." In simpler terms, Dorson says of his informant 

J. D. Suggs, "Then, as so often in esoteric matters, he 

cited Scripture to illustrate and document the point."^ 

Mammy Jane may not have understood her actions, but she 

found comfort in them, perhaps in the same way that Mr. 

Suggs found comfort in supporting his beliefs with 

Scriptural texts. / 

Chesnutt's stories make up a whole tapestry of 

conjuration folklore. He has woven into them—or, more 

nearly, woven them out of—the colorful threads of his 

own imagination. But the threads are not synthetic. 

They must have been spun from the remembered natural 

fibers of his own past. 

-̂ '̂ '̂ George McCall, "Symbiosis: The Case of Hoodoo and the 
Numbers Racket," as cited in Mother Wit, p. 420, 

•̂ '̂ "̂ Dorson, American Negro Folktales, p. 212. 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

Writers of fiction deliberately employ folklore 

material for a variety of reasons. Some use it to pro

vide local color; others use it to achieve a down-to-

earth atmosphere, or a comfortable, familiar tone. Still 

others, like Chesnutt, employ elements of folk tradition 

as integral parts of the plot itself. 

Whatever his reason for including folklore, the 

writer (if he is worth his salt) will try to make it sound 

authentic, for if he fails in making it "sound right" 

then he has negated his purpose. In order to achieve this 

authenticity, a writer may move to the setting he plans 

to use, observing carefully the diction, mores and atti

tudes of the culture, and then recording in his fiction the 

lore and the life-style he has observed. Or, if that is 

not possible, a writer may turn to the library, hoping to 

achieve by diligent research a secondhand authenticity for 

what he writes. Or a writer may fall back on the folk 

traditions with which he, himself, has grown up, like 

Samuel Clemens, who revived the beliefs of his Hannibal 

boyhood in the stories of Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn. 

Chesnutt appears not to have been greatly concerned 

about the authenticity of the folklore he employed. It 

70 
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"sounded right," and that was all he required. Nor does 

he appear to have returned deliberately to the "scenes of 

his childhood" in search of folklore material. The plan

tation past and the traditions and superstitions of the 

Southern Negro were a part of his black heritage which he 

chose to disclaim, or at least to ignore. The conscious 

Chesnutt was a sophisticate, a writer for The Atlantic, 

and a member of a Cleveland literary club. His daughters 

attended Vassar; hTs son graduated from dental school. He 

himself was a scholar, a lawyer and a polished gentleman. 

He felt a responsibility for, but perhaps not really a 

kinship to, the conjure-conscious Negro of the rural South. 

And yet Chesnutt's folklore material ±s_ authentic, 

adhering with astonishing consistency to the specific de

tails of folk practice current in the area and at the 

time about which he wrote. His journal records no library 

research in pursuit of conjure lore. Indeed, a rather 

limited number of research sources would have been avail

able to him in the l890's. Nor does his journal speak of 

or his daughter-biographer record his return to Fayette

ville to interview those who might have been folk in

formants. 

It seems reasonable to assume, then, that Chesnutt's 

folklore sources were within himself. The material he 

needed must have come almost unbidden from the shadowy 
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recesses of his own mind. He needed an idea; one came. 

It fitted his needs, so he had no reason to question it. 

He simply employed it, and went on with his story, assum

ing that it was his own creative imagination that had 

supplied the material. 

Later, some years after the conjure stories were 

published, Chesnutt wrote of his surprise in discovering 

factual supports to his fictional flights of fancy. 

The discovery caused him to think through again the 

question of sources. 

In writing, a few years ago, the volume entitled 
"The Conjure Woman," I suspect that I was more 
influenced by the literary value of the material 
than by its sociological bearing, and therefore 
took, or thought I did, considerable liberty 
with my subject. Imagination, however, can only 
act upon data—one must have somewhere in his 
consciousness the ideas which he puts together 
to form a connected whole. Creative talent, of 
whatever grade, is, in the last analysis, only 
the power of rearrangement—there is nothing 
new under the sun. I was the more firmly 
impressed with this thought after I had inter
viewed half a dozen old women, and a genuine 
"conjure doctor;" for I discovered that the 
brilliant touches, due, Î had thought, to my own 
imagination, were, after all but dormant ideas, 
lodged in my childish mind by old Aunt This and old 
Uncle That, and awaiting only the spur of imagi
nation to bring them again to the surface.1' 

Chesnutt's power of recall of those "dormant ideas" 

•^'Charles Chesnutt,''Superstitions and Folk-Lore of 
the South," p. 232. 
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is remarkable—but certainly in keeping with the man's 

nature. He was, first of all, a scholar. Habitually, 

almost instinctively, he filed away in his mind the things 

he learned. It is not too surprising that he filed the 

folklore he heard along with the philosophy he studied, 

one as orderly and accessible as the other. The self-

taught mind that retained the vocabulary and syntax of 

four foreign languages, along with the immortal prose of 

the best English writers, would also be likely to retain 

the intriguing bits of conjure lore that came his way. 

Second, these bits of folklore were memorable (and 

therefore remembered) because they were unfamiliar. He 

was not reared on the precept that a horse can see a 

ghost, so he was all the more likely to prick up his ears 

when he heard it mentioned. 

In addition, the objectivity by which he viewed the 

Southern Negro folk tradition, almost as an outsider, 

enabled him to recognize as folklore what he might other

wise have discounted as being too familiar to be worth 

mentioning. A study of the elements of Catholic dogma 

contained in a particular work, for example, might better 

be undertaken by a Methodist, on the theory that he would 

recognize as Catholic certain items which a confirmed 

Catholic would overlook. Thus Chesnutt's very distance 
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from the unlettered Negro community might have enabled 

him to recognize folk beliefs he would not otherwise have 

noticed. 

A fourth element, related perhaps to the first, has 

to do with Chesnutt's good ear. He claimed no skill in 

portraying accurately the dialect he used in his stories. 

On the contrary, he complained of problems involved in 

trying to get down on paper the way he wanted Uncle Julius 

to talk. Yet his success in writing dialect was remark

able. A study made in I968 reveals not only that his 

presentation of dialect was accurate, but that it could 

be pinpointed to the single Carolina river bottom that 

Chesnutt had chosen as his story setting. 

Using for example dialectal pronunciations of 
hoof, took, hearth, yonder, crop, and melon, one 
finds that the area in which all of the pronuncia
tions occur as cited by Chesnutt in the speech of 
Uncle Julius is limited to a relatively small 
area around Fayetteville, North Carolina. 

The conclusion of this study, then, is that 
Chesnutt was remarkably accurate in his repre
sentation of the dialect of the area which corre
sponds roughly to that delineated in [The 
Linguistic] Atlas [of the South Atlantic States] 
studies as the Cape Fear-Peedee River Corridor.-L''̂  

Chesnutt did not achieve this "remarkably accurate . . . 

^^^Charles William Foster, "The Representation of Negro 
Dialect in Charles W. Chesnutt's The Conjure V/oman," 
Dissertation Abstracts (University of Alabama, 19o8) , 
p. 3597-A. 
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representation of the dialect" '^ by making tape recordings 

of "typical" speakers, or by studying the Linguistic Atlas. 

He simply had a good ear. He wrote it the way he remem

bered it, and as Sylvia Lyons Render has pointed out, 

his memory was excellent. ''̂  

The same remarkable accuracy is true in his presen

tation of locale. Without stating where the stories take 

place, he so clearly depicts the salient features of 

Fayetteville that a reader who went there for the first 

time spoke of the delightful but almost eerie feeling of 

having been there before. 

What has been presented by others as true for the 

dialect and the geography seems equally true for the con

juring material. Chesnutt was not a folklorist, but he 

had a good ear. The things that satisfied his keen artis

tic sense of "what an old Southern Negro might say" were 

precisely those things that many an old Southern Negro 

did say. Chesnutt's objective eye had noticed them, 

and his orderly mind had recorded them, holding them in 

abeyance until they should be needed. Then, when the 

174bid. 

-̂ '̂ Ŝylvia Lyons Render, "Tar Heelia in Chesnutt," College 
Language Association Journal, 9 (1965), p. 41. 

'̂̂ Îbid., p, 42. 
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literary need arose, Chesnutt unconsciously applied the 

excellent memory and the good ear to use the folklore 

accurately. The resulting stories have both the ring of 

authenticity and a haunting fascination that demonstrates 

how well Chesnutt himself can cast a charm. 
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