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y great-grandmother, 
Mary Frances “Mimmi” 
Crick, was born in the 

state of Mississippi. Her folks 
were from middle Tennessee and 
are where our family’s Cherokee 
ancestry comes from. Her 
grandfather had been born back 
in 1805 along the border of the 
Lumbee and Cherokee territories 
in North Carolina. He was a child 
during the irst of the Indian 
removals. One night at the eastern 
edge of the Trail of Tears, he crept 
away from the soldiers with a 
group of captive children, and they 
all ran off into the mountains of 
Tennessee. Eventually he ended 
up in Bedford County, where he 
married and started a family of his 
own.

JUNE 1882

Mimmi’s father and mother 
moved to Mississippi after they 
married, and that is where Mimmi 
was born. For years, Mimmi 
said that she was born on the 
banks of the Mississippi River. 
However, when I began doing 
family research I learned that she 
was actually born in Tallahatchie 
up in old Chickasaw territory. 
Tallahatchie lies well inland of 
the Mississippi River, so I was 
perplexed by Mimmi’s claim.

About a year ago I learned 
that in the spring of 1882 — the 
year Mimmi was born — the 
Mississippi River looded its 
banks. The water ran all the way 
into Tallahatchie County, almost 
to the doorstep of my great-great-
grandparents’ home. Mimmi really 
was born on the banks of the 
Mississippi River. It was just that 
the river had come to her instead 
of the other way around.

As a child, Mimmi was taught 
her family’s mountain ways 
of healing. However, the river 
people of Mississippi had their 
own mixture of culture, religion 
and healing. Mimmi learned that 
much more than barges traveled 
through muddy water that had 
heralded her birth. One of those 
was a very mysterious, dark and 
dangerous thing. Some folks 
called it rootwork, and others 
called it hoodoo.

Some believe that hoodoo was 
handed down to Moses by God 
himself, and that it gives one the 
power of spells and incantations, 
curses and blessings. Over the 
eons these beliefs combined with 
Christian, Native and African 
American teachings. Mimmi 
believed in hoodoo, and was both 
frightened and respectful of those 
who practiced it.

After her father died, Mimmi’s 
family moved back to Tennessee. 
Eventually she married my 
great-grandfather, Jabe Crick, 
and moved to western Kentucky. 
Mimmi was a Holiness woman 
but she still shared her mountain 
healing ways with family, 
neighbors and friends. She never 
forgot about hoodoo, either, and 
warned my grandmother to steer 
clear of it.

AUTUMN 1970

Something lew in front of the 
moon. It was full and bright, with 
thin, wispy clouds scuttling across 
its face. But what we saw was not a 
cloud, I’m certain of that.

It was October and a Friday, the 
best night of all because there was 
no school or church the next day, 
and our mothers let us stay up as 
late as we wanted. Well, almost. 
The air was chilly and fresh, but 
not yet cold enough for our big 
coats. I was wearing one of my 
sister’s big loppy sweaters, left 
unbuttoned, and it trailed behind 
me like a magic cape as we raced 
through the combined back yards 
from my house down to my sister, 
Suzi’s. Alan was trying to catch 
me, but since I’d just recently 
outrun his father’s rogue bull I’m 
not sure why he even bothered, 
and I wasn’t worried one bit. That 
is, until we saw that shadow lying 
across the face of the moon.

“It’s a witch!” Alan cried. We 
were all lined up against the 
back of his house, making fog by 
pufing our breath into the cold air. 
Looking up at the moon and at the 

thing that had just lown in front 
of it, we knew that he was right. 
There was nothing else it could 
have been.

Immediately, we peeled off 
like a lock of birds and ran to our 
separate homes: my best friend 
Donna went with Terri and Alan 
to theirs, and the rest of us to 
ours. We ran into the kitchen, our 
cheeks red and burning from the 
cold air. I skidded to a stop and 
hollered, “Mama! We saw a witch!”

“You did?” Mama said. She 
set her cigarette in an ash tray on 
the counter next to the sink and 
looked down at me. “Well, you’d 
better stay in for the rest of the 
night!” We didn’t argue.

Daddy and the grandmother 
that we called Maw — Mama’s 
mother — were sitting at the table. 
Daddy nodded and said, “You 
had better watch out for those 
witches.” But his eyes crinkled up 
at the sides so I didn’t think he was 
very serious. Maw didn’t smile, 
though. She just pointed toward 
the stove and said, “Look here 
what Suzi brought down.”

We looked over at the stove, 
and there sat a big platter lined 
with neat rows of caramel and 
candy covered apples. I pulled 
off my sweater and nearly forgot 
about the witch as I eyed the 
beautiful apples. Suzi could make 
sweets as pretty as any store 
bought ones. I couldn’t decide 
which to have irst, but inally I 
opted for one covered in shiny red 
candy.

The older kids went 
to the front room, but 
my nephew, Duane, and 
I headed out to the back 
porch. It was a big room 
with big windows all the 
way around. Centered 
on one wall was a wood 
burning stove that Daddy 
kept stoked day and night 
throughout the winter. 
Tonight, he’d lit the irst 
ire of the season. As the 
logs crackled and sparked 
Duane and I stood at the windows, 
crunching into our apples and 
straining to see whatever might be 
out there.

THE BOTTLE TREE

We both jumped when we 
heard Maw speak from behind 
us. She said that she had to tell us 
something that she thought we 
ought to know for our own good.

Barely a year younger than me, 
Duane and I were pretty much 
inseparable, and we both wiggled 
into the same chair across from 
Maw, ready to listen.

Laying a, thin, long ingered 
hand across her heart, Maw said, 
“Now this here is the Lord’s truth. 
Y’all know I’d never lie to any of 

you.” In the kitchen, Mama was 
doing dishes and I could hear the 
water running and plates clinking 
together in the sink.

“Y’all believe in witches?” Maw 
asked.

Duane was pretty sure that 
there were witches, and ghosts, 
too, and he nodded solemnly. I 
thought hard on it because I really 
wanted to believe.

Maw looked over at 
Duane, her huge black 
eyes like two hot coals 
shining out of her head. 
“Well, you is right.” 
Suddenly she turned 
her eyes on me, pointed 
a inger and raised her 
voice, “And you better 
believe it!”

She paused and looked 
out of the dark windows. 
“Now, there’s a thing 
called voodoo and a thing 
called hoodoo. Voodoo is 

a bad thing, but these young folks 
goin’ round like they ain’t got a 
care in the world had better get to 
worryin’ about that hoodoo.”

Maw swirled her tea glass and 
continued. “My Mama told me 
about makin’ a bottle tree. I’m  
not saying’ that it’s a thing y’all 
ought to do, no. I’m just tellin’ 
you what I know’d about it from 
my own Maw. She said if there 
was a witch or a haint botherin’ 
folks, they ought to make a bottle 
tree. Blue bottles is the best but I 
reckon any’ll do.”

Daddy had come in and was 
squatting in front of the stove, 
poking at the logs. A cigarette 
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The cobalt blue bottles covering this old stump at Florida’s Kanapaha 
Gardens, are sometimes called haint blue by old Southerners.
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Red candy apples are a favorite at fall festivals.
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Caramel apples are one of fall’s simple pleasures.
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