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What people are saying about

Folkloric American Witchcraft and the Multicultural Experience

Via Hedera has written the sort of deeply-thoughtful-yet-instantly-accessible book I wish I had written. I am thrilled, however, that it is her inimitable voice we get from the page as she unpacks the folklore of North America with a deft hand and shows how richly the veins of magic run here. She fearlessly invites us to make magic using the tools at hand, rather than seeking exotic and esoteric magics from elsewhere. Anyone who has felt the tug of an old story saying “there’s more here than you think” will find themselves scribbling in the margins page after page, inscribing READ MORE! and TRY THIS! This is a remarkable book from a remarkable talent, and an absolute must-have for folkloric witches everywhere.

Cory Thomas Hutcheson, New World Witchery, author of Fifty-Four Devils: The Art & Folklore of Fortune-Telling With Playing Cards

Via Hedera is one of the most important voices in American folk witchcraft today and this book is a must read for anyone interested in the subject. Combining carefully researched historic folk magic and contemporary issues and practice ‘A Crucible At A Crossroads’ speaks to what modern American folk witchcraft is and can be. Truly essential reading.

Morgan Daimler, author of Fairycraft and Travelling the Fairy Path

Via Hedera is a wealth of knowledge on American folklore traditions. I enjoy reading her blog and I was delighted to hear that she has written a book. This book is packed full of lore and history, and should have a home in your magickal library.

Loren Morris, Primitive Witchery

This is great, it is giving people a historical and cross cultural experience of American witchcraft and inspiration for their future in witchcraft.

Marcus McCoy, Verdant Gnosis Volume 1, House of Orpheus, Troll Cunning Forge

Via Hedera. The woman is a creative force of nature, harnessing the imbas only shared with poets and artists throughout time. Her curiosity has led to incredible insights for me. Her research is a very real contribution to American and New World Witchcraft. Her artistic vision is a wonderment, as Via Hedera brings to life devas and spirits from the verdant current to the forefront with genuine integrity and sensitivity. I have been honored to call her peer and friend, only to also become a patron of her work. If this book is anything like the sample I read, I have no doubt it will be added to my private collection.

Fawn Hexe, webmistress of Psychopompgroupie.com and Psychopomp Groupie Podcast
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Witchcraft was hung, in History,

But History and I

Find all the Witchcraft that we need

Around us, every Day —

- Emily Dickinson, Witchcraft was Hung, in History 







Preface

 The Approach of this Work

Being American means many things to many people. We don’t agree on what it means and neither did our ancestors. There’s a lot to unpack in the annals of American history and most of those narratives are seen by every American in their own particular way. One thing our early American ancestors agreed upon within their own cultures and within this newly emerging culture we call the United States was the existence of witches. Every country had its witches; they are part of the folk magical mind and cannot truly ever be forgotten in the fearful mythologies of man. This country was and still is full of magic, and witches too.

The New World was a bloodbath; war and uncertainty, disease, displacement, and enslavement, and the fires of those cross-cultural fears culminated in an explosion of folklore regarding magical forces and those who were in league with them. We developed an entire array of folk magical charms, rituals and superstitions that permeate even the most innocent aspects of our lives and more often than not, that folklore is shared across cultures and regions in America, and has become fundamentally unique, all our own.

Our vein of the Western Magical Traditions comes from one complex history, one that no single person can answer for. I approach this work from the point of view of those who are multiracial in America, our small voice remaining unaccounted for widely in the occult literary world - a true shame given that witchcraft in the Americas was an inherently multicultural experience. The folk magical religious traditions that developed here are something to behold, a fascinating array.

My American experience has been shaped by my ancestors, my community and my country as a whole; I am a woman of color whose ancestors have lived on this land so long the roots get lost in the changes of time. I speak as a witch who seeks to promote the magical traditions of my ancestors and the witchery they brought here; from Africa, from Europe, from Asia, from Turtle Island - because for some Americans, like me, this is who we are and all we know. My work here going forward is not to rile controversy by proclaiming what’s right and wrong, I seek to discuss the multicultural experience that built the folk magical traditions across the country.

This isn’t the space for gate-keeping and racial politicking. This isn’t a space for militancy, extremism, “racial-purity” or segregation. If you’ve come for definitive statements on race in America, look elsewhere. This is about that magic forged between people. This is a space for the self-identified witches of the New World whose ancestors came here from different countries, whose folklore shaped the foundations of American mythology.

The superstitions, folktales, and general folk magic practices of post-Colonial USA, and really, all of North America is a syncretic blend of cultural traditions primarily from Europe, Africa and the Americas themselves, and quite soon after, East Asia, and the whole of the world. Over time, what once began as separate legends, mythologies, and folk magical superstitions amalgamated into a general collection of folklore from all kinds of people from all over the world who had settled in the regions of the New World.

The folklore of America comes from Armenia and Germany, France and Senegal, China and Congo, Sioux and Salish - it comes from all over the world and has found its way into our general lore and has influenced our ideas of witchcraft. Do most people know where lucky pennies come from? Or why jack o-lanterns exist? Or even who brought the tricky rabbit as we know it into our story telling, fables, and media? Most Americans don’t ever wonder about why silver bullets kill werewolves or why witches love Halloween, they just know that it’s part of their culture, it’s what they heard growing up. We can’t always account for our superstitions about stepping on cracks or walking under ladders any more than we wonder why we keep little luck charms on our dashboards or hanging from our windows. We knock on wood and we don’t speak ill of the dead. There are many Americans who always open a window or cover a mirror when a loved one dies. Some things we do because we grew up doing it, and other things we do because some of us know that the world is one inhabited by seen and unseen spirits and powers beyond reckoning.

Magic is steeped into our lives and the traditions of our families, communities, households, and selves. This magic of the common folk that has traversed the country and found its way into our entire culture has developed a compendium of resources from which Western witches are building their own traditions, ones that speak to their American witchcraft experience. This is where folkloric witchcraft movements and traditions are born; from the migration of spiritual information across the world to the Americas where a new wave of Western Magical Traditions was forged at the crossroads of clashing cultures.

Authors like Aaron Oberon, Cory Hutcheson, Lee Morgan, and Jake Richards are changing the landscape of what it means for witches in the New World to establish occult traditions based on our own land, experiences and culture just as people in the Old World established their occult traditions based on the magic of the world as they knew it. Folkloric traditions are just one vein of the Western Magical Traditions; this country is a culture that loves tradition (even when we seek to change them). It makes sense that the occult zeitgeist of the Americas today is moving past ceremonial occult magical traditions and into the folkloric, the low magic; it’s accessible, it transcends racial boundaries and gives us a sense of authentic identity of our ancestors and our community.

I want to lend a voice to an overlooked and yet infinitely valuable demographic of the witchcraft revival of the 21st century; multiracial Americans and our multicultural world of magic. I’m not speaking to you from the perspective of a single culture. I can’t speak for the black experience, the white experience, the Latino or Native experience. I can speak to you from parts of all these worlds but only from where I’m sitting in-between them. I’m speaking to you as a racially ambiguous person who passes for many things and nothing at the same time… a very complicated yet common dimension to exist in.

America is one country, but we don’t all occupy the same America on a social level. Culture, sexuality, “race”, and religion create different worlds within America that are difficult to navigate. We are not all sharing the same cultural experience, we are not all experiencing the same struggles socially, racially or economically but we do share deep roots, and more importantly, we share a responsibility to be better than our ancestors. This means allowing each other the space to speak from our own American experience, to be fairly represented in this great patchwork of history.

I’m speaking to you as an American whose experience was shaped by the syncretic folk magic and spiritual systems of the people around me, and those people come from families who have long lived in North America, have long mixed, adopted and migrated and immigrated, and who represent the spectrum of colors, religions and racial identities across the land.

This work is for the in-betweeners, the people of this New World who were born from the synthesis of cultures and who live with an identity that embraces and reflects the merging of people, and their magical traditions. Some of us ‘pass for black’, some of us ‘pass for white’; some of us grew up with people like us, others grew up set apart from anyone with a similar identity. But all of us are living an American experience, which by its virtue and nature is a mosaic, a fruit bowl, a kaleidoscope, or, a melting pot of cultures of the world depending on who you ask. I approach this as a folkloric witch who loves the land and the bones of my ancestors who rest within it. I speak to you from Turtle Island, from the New World, from the heart, about the folk magic and witchcraft at the crossroads of the New World; a diverse magical experience.

Words Have Power

Canadian and Mexican folk magical history deserve a work all their own by people who can approach from their broader cultural perspective. I have no such experience with the magical heritage of the North and only a limited knowledge of the folk magic of Mexico, and only as it manifested in the American Southwest. I leave it to my brethren in the other countries of the New World to elaborate on their folkloric heart. The Americas is a vast territory, and what goes on outside of the mainland is a different story. Here, I will be focused on mainland America (United States) and other related territories within the Americas. I will also be conscious of the terms I use regarding culture in relation to magic:


Race is a social construct that is generally used to highlight the phenotypic differences between people of different continents; a concept which was promoted heavily in America in an effort to classify humanity on a scale, for the purposes of justifying colonization and human ownership. The result of the systematically ingrained classification of humans by “race” and thus, by superiority, manifests in America today, as our way of separating people based on their color and the general region of the world their ancestors developed their features. It is not a system I wish to promote and I will not be using that term to highlight our differences.

Multiracial identity is one of the many classifications of the self and one’s culture that denotes having parentage that is a mixture of what we consider to be “races” in America. It’s an imperfect term for an imperfect world but it means something to Americans - for white people who have no idea where in Europe their ancestors could have come from, for black people who have zero clue where in Africa their ancestors came from (and this is the case for many Americans) multiracial can simply define the existence of being of unknown European, Asian, Indigenous/Aboriginal, Pacific Islander or African descent in some mixture. The term “mixed-raced” is loaded and not everyone is fine with the term.

Multiracial Americans of all mixtures have a long history of stigmatization, fetishization and discrimination based on their “other” status. America, up until my own parent’s lifetime, had codified laws regarding “mixed-raced” people and who they were allowed to identify with. It was neither trendy nor socially acceptable to procreate outside of one’s “race” throughout all of American history, and it was especially discouraged between white and black Americans - so much so that we had State laws and “Black Codes” barring interracial marriages until relatively recently. Even after the Civil Rights era ended, interracial relationships and the offspring of these mingling’s continued to face social discrimination. It is because of the inherent social stigma against “race-mixing” and racial ambiguity that so few people are aware of how many of us there actually are, how much multiracial people have been part of American magical history, and how unique our experiences have been.

Multicultural and multiethnic are usually used interchangeably, but like with all semantics, plenty of people will disagree with that. For my purpose, I use multicultural to describe the American experience as it has long been described this way. We are a land where humans all converged in one place; under slavery and colonization, but also under trade and hope, in building an environment from the collective skills and passions of different kinds of people from every country; each country with its own culture, and within each culture, their ethnic groups and subcultures. This is what our country is, and preserving aspects of our ancestry while forging new traditions is what we do to preserve our unique heritage while also sharing in a singular culture as a nation, as a people.



From here on, I approach my study and celebration of the multicultural origins of American folk magic as a person of color and New World witch. This is a love letter to the magic of my homeland and the people who built it - and built me. Up and away and through the keyhole we go… 






Chapter 1

 This American Witch
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Mine is a land covered in green. It is shrouded in evergreens and dense canopies and lush undergrowth. Mine is a place where rivers meet and converge, it is a place of diverse beauty in every possible way. I work along the green current, among the invasive ivy. To me, the Land and the Bones that rest within it are sacred, and is reflected in my love for this country, my ancestors and the magic they brought to this brave New World. Underneath these undergrowth forests, buried in the muck of the estuaries, settled in the mounds and hills, there are the bones of the many who came before us, the spirit of who they were still haunting our minds. For a person who appreciates the unseen world such as myself, this is a truly magical place to live, because it is full of history, and full of life.

Washington State isn’t where I spent my early childhood - I’m a California girl to the bone, but I moved to the Pacific Northwest and bounced between different cultural worlds. I’m mixed, you see, a standard American combination of African, Indigenous, European and “other” thrown in. My household was a black-native household at some times, or an Anglo-black, or Mexican American depending on the year, the month. I grew up in a complicated family, the kind of family that symbolizes American culture at its finest; we’re a hodgepodge mix of ethnicities and religions and ancestries and it is our shared heritage of adoption, foster-care and displacement that links us.

There may have been some moments that made me ashamed to be mixed because I wasn’t, at that moment, the right color or shape for the people around me. Those moments of rejection did not outshine the moments of incredible multicultural exchange and intersectionality in which I was brought up. Growing up in East Los Angeles, most of my time was spent between four cultural groups that shaped my perception of being mixed. For me, America is by definition a multicultural experience and the folkloric “superstitions” and magical traditions we’ve developed here reflects that in every way, from sea to shining goddamn sea. It was everywhere in my upbringing, part of everything I knew.

I have no rose-colored glasses when it comes to the complexities of being mixed. Multiracial identity is a reality many people don’t want to exist in. Segregation of people based on coloring and “race” is still, sadly, promoted within many communities and cultures, and it isn’t any different in the USA. To be mixed here is to occupy a space that is both unwelcome and exotisized - you are both a mistake and a novelty. It comes with its own inherent privileges based on colorism and its own inherent rejection based on colorism. The hatred of mixing can be prevalent, powerful and inescapable in many places in the country and the world itself, but I’ve managed to be surrounded by people who know and are better than that.

Every one of my grandparents were a different ethnicity from the other; my siblings, their siblings, and I all have different fathers and thus have different genetic backgrounds. My mother was adopted so I spent a good deal of my life immersed in cultures that I am not ethnically related to but very familiar with. It’s an old story, an American one, a magical one; people fight, they war, and they fall in love, and those emotions cross racial barriers and always have. My mother is so mixed it’s taken several DNA tests and a life-long study of genealogy to even begin to unravel the incredible history - a history of violence and missing children; of tobacco plantations and moonshining; of forgotten fathers and forbidden interracial affairs with babysitters and such. It used to be a social shame, being “mixed-raced” - in fact, interracial relationships were generally unlawful in some places during our grand-parents’ lifetime… but over time, Americans have come to celebrate - even to excess and pride, the different places their ancestors come from.

It’s too difficult to get into the labyrinth of my genetic diversity, or heritage, beyond American, but I grew up walking between worlds. My lineage is complicated further by my mother having been placed for adoption from birth. Not much information was left - all the adoption agency had been told was that my very young biological grandmother identified herself as white and Indigenous and identified my mother’s father as a married “mixed-black” man. She wasn’t going to risk giving birth to my “mulatto” mother born of an affair in the deep South, that was for sure. Not in 1960’s America. So, she gave birth to my mother in the Northwest where “race-mixing” wasn’t always the biggest deal in the big city. My biological grandmother died in a tragic accident shortly after giving birth to my mother, and many answers died with her. Ma never got to meet her mother, but she tracked down and met some of her maternal biological relatives (self-identified white/Native mixed from Alabama and Florida) and learned a lot about her kinfolk and the mysteries of their complicated family.

My mother is a multiracial woman born in the 60’s whose adopted parents and brother were white, whose adoptive sister was Korean, whose foster family was Cowichan, but who lived in the Mexican and Indigenous American community East of Los Angeles where my sister and I were born and raised. My biological paternal side is another complicated matter altogether for many reasons but to my knowledge they have only identified as black-Indigenous with no other mixture. The rest of my family is much more complicated; adoptees and cousins and random relations the likes of which I’m not entirely certain about their origin. We all have different skin colors, my cousins and I, and it never came up in a negative way; I think we all like being different-looking, it makes for an interesting story.

To say my childhood was diverse is an understatement beyond reckoning. To be honest, it was a long time before I found out most families didn’t look just like mine. Imagine my surprise to find out that some people were totally ashamed to be mixed. In my life, diversity has flavored the world and fed my soul. My diet, my spiritual practices, my language all depended on what side of the family I was with. I didn’t really know how I was connected to the people of the world around me, but I knew I came from the biggest, and strangest of families. It wasn’t always comfortable; it wasn’t always fair. There’s a lot of discrimination against mixed people still, and it comes from all sides.

Like many multiracial Americans, being comfortable with myself racially was a complicated issue. I grew up surrounded by other people of similar mixtures; It was and is completely normal to see other people of mixed-white and black and Indigenous ancestry in the community, I never felt entirely set-apart. There are a lot of dimensions to Indian Country; it isn’t just the people on the rez; it’s the displaced and adopted, the enrolled and unenrolled, the recognized and the remnants, it is inter-tribal disputes and the struggle for preservation. I didn’t grow up with the stigma of blood quantum politics hanging over my head. That has not been my experience in the Northwest. Over here, most people in the American Indian community seem well aware that Indigenous-descended people face struggles related to displacement, identity, recognition, mixing and heritage; nobody is surprised by mixed people in the Indigenous community at this point because of the last 400 years of history.

Much of my childhood education in the early-late 90’s was spent involved in Indigenous-centered curriculum, community and school programs because of my mother’s involvement in American Indian affairs through advocacy, work in corrections in connection to United Indians of All Tribes, as well as in community engagement. This exposure allowed my sister, brother and I the opportunity to be educated by people—by family from all over the diverse spectrum of Indigenous American life. Even though my mother was adopted into a white family of almost entirely Swedish/Norwegian/Irish heritage as a child, she wound up spending much of her turbulent adolescence living with a friend’s family, of white/Cowichan/Pauaquachin descent that could help her better understand and accept her mixed identity. This family is well-known in the community for taking in kids - all kinds of kids with Indigenous and Pacific Islander and mixed heritages, kids who struggled, kids who just needed family. Community is powerful and it taught me a lot about the power of connections.

Family is a choice where I’m from, and I know plenty of Americans were raised believing the same thing. I was blessed to be surrounded by people who felt the same as a matter of principle. I knew I had my feet in these different worlds every other day of my life, and I knew what it meant to be accepted or rejected at different points, but I always felt… American. I’m not crushed beneath the weight of multiple cultural identities; I’d say mixed people like me are layered. Being part black was culturally complicated, being part white when you are brown-skinned was conflicting to say the least, identifying as American Indian descent when the issue of blood quantum is a social stigma was tense … but being American…. being a West Coast kid from the Southern California heat and the misty rains of Seattle, this wasn’t too complicated.

My siblings and I have complicated parentage between us and we each have our own extended families and other siblings and their parents… and there’s a lot of us, so what I understand to be ‘family’ and ‘culture’ is a broad statement. Who and what I was raised to consider my family was of considerable mixture and welded together by these great American experiences; adoption, interracial relationships, multiethnic identity, civil rights, cultural preservation and the pioneering heart.


Approaching the Crossroads

When I think of America and the absolute love I have for this country and our brothers and sisters to the North and South of the borders and on the Islands, I think of the incredible diversity of my family, of the West Coast of America itself. I take joy in my family’s Southern heritage, I take joy in being racially ambiguous, I take joy in being descended from old worlds and new, in being mixed, in being ME. I take joy in growing up around Spanish speaking people and the Latin American community of the Southwest. I take joy in the collective greatness that has developed the shared North American experience.

The land and the bones that rest within it mean everything to animistic witches of the New World like myself. Our ancestors mean a lot to us, as does where we came from and who “our people” are. In truth, my people are humans, my people are North Americans, my people are the kind folk of the world who live around me. But in the context of American conversations; your “people” and how you identify racially and culturally says a lot about you (for better or worse). We connect a lot on the subject of culture and ancestry and nationality. It’s not always a good thing, but it’s part of who we are and how we learn about one another. It teaches us a lot in those moments and further establishes social bonds.

My hope is that witches of the New World will want to reflect on their own roots right here and strive to reclaim and recreate from our own magical traditions that are shared across the country and across the human spectrum. Americans have a romanticism about the old country; we have this cultural perception of displacement that makes so many of us feel like the grass-is-greener in another country’s garden. It’s natural that a nation of immigrants and their descendants would often struggle with a sense of identity, even more so when that nation came to incredible power by horrific means in a very short period of time. Keeping track of where our ancestors came from can seem like a way to express a shared sense of displaced identity while also looking for common ground. This is why African American folk magical traditions are growing; this is why brujeria grows, why Southern cunning grows, why hoodoo and rootwork grows; we’re a people who value our ancestry and it shapes the magic we make here.

In the context of witchcraft, I write about here, we sometimes struggle to reconcile the old ways with the new, the ways of one ancestor with another. We’re trying to reach for a sense of connection to identity and sometimes we forget that the New World identity of witchcraft is a unique thing already, and that’s where folkloric witches are following their hearts these days.

The subject of race-relations, diversity and culture is a tricky one; so many of us want to move forward, so many of us want to stay behind, and so many of us are just looking for our place in the world. We have a culture as Americans, and it is one that is steeped in superstition and magic and rituals and omens from across the globe. When you look across the whole Americas, you see syncretic spirituality everywhere you go; from the cult of Maria Lionza in Venezuela to the Santeria Lucumi of Cuba all the way up to conjure in New England. There are folk religions and spiritualities that delight in their African, Indigenous and European heritage, in the survival of spirituality under even the harshest of conditions. I love how people can hold onto their ancestors and pass their wisdom forward, I love how magic never left the heart of the people, even the magic of witchcraft. Folk magical practices played such a significant role in my childhood, it was inseparable from my everyday mundane life and permanently altered how I perceive the spiritual world. I saw the spirit in everything and that otherworldly landscape between here and there, and to this day it guides my path—it wasn’t witchcraft, but it was magic.

Take up your night-riding brooms you hags; go dance with the devils at the crossroads and steal butter on Midsummer’s Eve. Conjure spirits and lay tricks, shoot hairballs at your enemies and nail their tracks with iron spikes. Whisper to your familiar spirits, your roots and your stones. Go look for the magic all around you - your ancestors certainly did. And while we may see the world much more clearly and realistically today, we still have room to respect the wisdom of the spiritual world and the magic that permeates it. We fly from our bodies as moths, cats and rabbits, we fly through keyholes and up chimneys. We are said to be harmed by silver and stunned by fallen broomsticks. A beautiful blend of legend and lore that has birthed magic in the folk-mind of the everyday American.

We witches of the New World are unique, our traditions well established and defined by a powerful collaboration of Old and New World powers. We are the combination of fears and superstitions between people; we have sacred days of practice and rituals that haunt our stories from sea to shining sea, up the Blue Ridge Mountains, and down from the Cascades. The tales and superstitions that shape our customs and most sincerely held beliefs shapes our cultures in small and big ways, and shapes the way we view the mystical world, the magical world. Folkloric witches of the United States have access to a wealth of magical traditions, they create a mosaic of the land, they make up the patchwork of the American quilt; they were forged in the crucible. 







Chapter 2

 The Witch Defined


Maggie Alley: “If she wanted anything, and you wouldn’t give it to her, she’d take it and bewitch you. She was just witchcraft.” James Alley: “Everybody was scared of her.”

- Dorson, Richard M. Buying the Wind: Regional Folklore in the United States: Mother Hicks the Witch1



Witchcraft is a reaction, pure and simple; to oppression, to fear, to ostracism, to conformity, to fascism. It’s a very American thing. We are a country shaped by fear and mysticism. When cultures meet, there is instant recognition between similarities, and one thing that all of my ancestors, all of your ancestors shared in, was a very real fear of the land and a very real fear of the witches who haunt it. The Puritans, the slaves and the people displaced by the arrival of both all held fears of witches and the mysteries of the natural world, and where there is a shared fear, there is a shared fight, and much of our folklore represents the synthesis of cultural beliefs mashed together to fight against the agents of evil that settlers saw all around them in the New World.
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