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Sangin’ in the Mountains: The Ginseng Economy 
of the Southern Appalachians, 1865-1900 
luke maNget

Luke Manget, a PhD student 
at the University of Georgia, 
conducted this research and 
presented a portion of this 
article at the Graduate Research 
Symposium at Western Carolina 
University on March 24, 2011. 
He wishes to thank Richard 
Starnes and John Inscoe for their 
guidance and advice, and his wife, 

Natalie, for her support.

I n September of 1870, E.B. Olmsted said goodbye to his wife 
and four sons in Washington, D.C., and set off by rail, head-
ing west into the Appalachian Mountains. Like many of his 

fellow countrymen, the former disbursing agent for the U.S. 
Post Office was chasing rumors of the vast riches that could 
be made dealing in a peculiar little woodland plant called 
ginseng. Despite objections from his wife and a thorough lack 
of experience in the Southern ginseng trade, he was hopeful 
that he could purchase enough roots from diggers and country 
merchants to turn his ill fortunes around. And so he made his 
way on the Orange and Alexandria Railroad, past Manassas 
Junction and Appomattox Courthouse and across a landscape 
still scarred by four years of war. From Lynchburg, he traveled 
west across the Blue Ridge to Bristol, Tennessee, and down the 
western slope of the Great Smoky Mountains. In Cleveland, 
Tennessee, just north of the Georgia line, he bought a horse 
and continued his trek east over the Unaka Mountains, ar-
riving in Murphy, the county seat of Cherokee County, North 
Carolina, 11 days after leaving Washington.1 There, Olmsted 
found even more of the destructive aftermath of the Civil 
War. Abandoned farms littered the countryside. Currency was 
almost non-existent. Small communities survived by bartering 
what little they could produce. Indeed, the one market that 
offered hope for economic security was ginseng, and Olmsted 
knew it. “My neighbors would hail me a public benefactor,” he 
wrote to his business partners, “for they hardly see any money 
at all since the war.”2

The story of E.B. Olmsted and his Cherokee County enter-
prise opens a rare window into the lives of a significant number 
of men and women across the Southern mountains during 
the pivotal postwar years. Little has been written about how 
the poor whites of the region pieced their lives back together 
after suffering violence and property destruction at the hands 
of both regular armies and irregular partisans. Fortunately, 
close attention to the ginseng trade offers a way to recreate 
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American ginseng (Panax quinquefolius), photo credit: University of Kentucky, Agricultural Experiment Station 
Negatives, 1898. Following the lead of French Canadians, American colonists began exporting large amounts of 
American Ginseng roots to China in the early 18th century. Chinese consumers, who had used Asian ginseng 
for thousands of years as a health tonic, found the American species to be an adequate substitute, providing 
generations of Appalachian settlers with a ready market.
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certain social and economic realities of post-Civil War Appalachia. Knowledge of 
finding and digging ginseng had been passed down through mountain families 
since the mid-18th century as a means of obtaining supplemental income, but 
after the war, amidst prolonged economic depression, many became wholly 
dependent on it, their livelihoods intertwined with the abstract forces of global 
supply and demand. However, it was a network that never seemed to falter, and 
the indigenous knowledge of finding ginseng provided a degree of economic 
empowerment to the region’s poorest inhabitants during one of the bleakest 

eras in its history. 
Some scholars have suggested that the 

ginseng trade in the Southern mountains 
peaked in the colonial era and declined shortly 
thereafter as plant populations dwindled. 
Others have claimed the peak arrived in the 
antebellum period, but evidence suggests that 
the trade not only persisted until after the 
war but flourished. The ecological changes 
that reduced its availability merely altered 

the social dynamics of the trade. With ginseng becoming harder to find, entire 
families decided to neglect their farms in order to spend long periods of time 
hunting for the increasingly elusive plant. They also harvested other plants, 
herbs, and marketable forest products, but ginseng was by far the most lucra-
tive. They traded its root for necessaries of life, including coffee, sugar, bacon, 
cornmeal, shoes, whiskey, powder, and lead. In so doing, they fueled a boom 
that raised the nation’s ginseng exports from less than 200,000 pounds per 
year in the 1850s to over 400,000 pounds per year from the start of the Civil 
War through the 1880s.3 The boom, however, would not last. Overharvesting 
and habitat destruction eventually took their toll, and by the 1890s, the boom 
had come to an end. These changes corresponded with the arrival of coal and 
timber companies in much of the Southern mountains, and many poor moun-
taineers, no longer able to make a living from ginseng, became dependent on 
the nascent wage system. In effect, this essay argues that any investigation 
into the postwar transformation of the region must take into account the rise 
and fall of the wild ginseng industry. 

Attention to the postwar ginseng boom can also bring an environmental 
dimension to the ongoing investigations into the origins of Appalachian stereo-
types. Most scholars agree that Appalachia as a distinct region was “discovered” 
in the 1870s and 1880s by local color writers, who traveled into the mountains 
and popularized the inhabitants as “Our Contemporary Ancestors,” remnants 
of a primitive, self-sufficient, precapitalist arcadia. These mountaineers, ac-
cording to contemporary observers, had been so isolated from the main social, 
political, and economic currents, that they developed their own distinct culture. 
While scholars such as Altina Waller, David Hsuing, Cratis Williams, Ronald 
Eller, Gordon McKinney, Allen Batteau, Henry Shapiro, and others, have done 
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excellent work exploring the sources of Appalachian “otherness” and uncover-
ing the realities behind images of the backward farmer, the moonshiner, and 
the feudist, they have not yet examined the ginseng digger archetype.4 The 
arrival of the local color writers corresponded with the height of the postwar 
ginseng boom, and many of them found diggers fascinating. Beginning in 
the late 1860s, these “sang diggers,” or “sangers,” became the subject of many 
mainstream publications, and by the 1880s, the sang digger developed into 
an archetype on which many Americans based their knowledge of Appalachia. 

An understanding of the unique nature of the ginseng trade, as well as the 
plant’s botanical traits that shaped it, can help reconstruct the social and eco-
nomic circumstances that contributed to this archetype. Drawing thousands of 
mountain people deep into the woods for months on end, ginseng aggravated 
already festering tensions within communities, leading to divisions along class 
lines. As this rift widened, Americans, including other Appalachian residents, 
perpetuated stereotypes of ginseng diggers that contributed to the region’s 
emerging popular image as a “strange land” inhabited by “peculiar people.” To be 
certain, this essay does not take the “environmentalist” stance that geographic 
isolation during the 18th and 19th centuries contributed to the development 
of a unique mountain culture, but it does contend that ecological factors have 
cultural consequences. Kathryn Newfont and Donald Davis, in particular, 
have drawn important attention to the integral role of the forest commons 
in mountain life and culture. They are right to point out that the forest com-
mons was a significant component of 19th-century subsistence cultures in the 
“ecological heartland” of Southern Appalachia, but the postwar era deserves 
more scrutiny.5 The nature of the postwar ginseng trade demonstrates that 
the mountain commons could both isolate people socially from the broader 
Appalachian community and integrate them into a global economy. The debate 
over isolation versus integration is more complicated than many scholars have 
acknowledged, and understanding the complexity is necessary to understand 
the ginseng digger. 

Ginseng and the Early Southern Economy
E.B. Olmsted was one of many in the post-Civil War years who recognized the 
potential of the ginseng trade, but he had more important reasons for venturing 
into the fastnesses of the Southern mountains. He was in serious legal trouble. 
In 1867, Olmsted apparently spent some time in Cherokee County, where he 
obtained the deed to 22,000 acres of land in a shady deal with the state of 
North Carolina.6 After witnessing throngs of diggers selling roots to country 
merchants for relatively little money, he returned to Washington, D.C., to at-
tend to some unfinished business, which, it turns out, was also illegitimate. 
The following year, he absconded with $75,000 in postal employee earnings and 
disappeared into the West Virginia woods, leaving his family in Washington 
while federal officials searched for him. For over a month he wandered along 
the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad, then under construction in West Virginia, 
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where he undoubtedly came into further contact with people involved in the 
ginseng trade. After his arrest in Richmond in October 1868 for embezzlement, 
he turned over his Cherokee County property to the federal government in 
exchange for his release from prison. His abysmal financial outlook and memo-
ries of the ginseng trade prompted him to approach the New York trading firm 
Lanman and Kemp with a business proposal: front him $1,000, and he would 
be the firm’s ginseng agent in Murphy, the Cherokee County seat.7

Despite his philanthropic claims, Olmsted cared little for the well-being 
of the local inhabitants and expected to extract ginseng from the region on 
his own terms, but he soon realized that the diggers would not be so easily 
coerced. A “carpetbagger” in every contemporary sense of the word, he spoke 
often to his partners of the need to “control the diggers” and monopolize 
the trade so that he could maximize his own profits by purchasing the dried 
root for 20 cents per pound. However, upon his arrival, he found Cherokee 
County crawling with agents representing firms from Atlanta, Philadelphia, 
Baltimore, and New York, and he was “greatly disappointed at finding so much 
competition.”8 He quickly abandoned his hopes of cheap roots and resolved 
to purchase them from diggers at a market rate of over 60 cents per pound of 
dried root.9 “The whole country has changed within three years,” he lamented. 
“The diggers have ascertained the value of roots and do not dig at old prices.”10 
Little did he know that his arrival in ginseng country corresponded with one 
of the greatest ginseng booms the region had ever experienced. In the fall of 
1870, he had stepped into a market dominated by diggers and a culture that 
was being increasingly shaped by ginseng. He was wholly unprepared for such 
an immersion. He confided in his employers that “in many respects my entire 
ignorance [concerning the traffic in ginseng] was such that no sane man, were 
he aware of that ignorance, would undertake to engage in it on his own account, 
nor employ one so little informed to engage in it.”11 He had traveled south to 
take advantage of the depressed Southern economy, only to discover that it 
was he who was on the raw end of the deal.

The social and economic landscape into which Olmsted stepped in 1870 
was shaped by over a century of involvement in the ginseng trade. By the 
time of his arrival, digging had been a component of Southern mountain life 
for several generations. Knowledge of how to find the plant, as well as a keen 
understanding of markets, would have been part of the cultural tradition 
passed down in nearly all mountain families. This cultural tradition was made 
possible by two important factors. First, the Chinese demand for the plant’s 
root was insatiable. Although they remained virtually the world’s only source 
of demand throughout the 19th century, the medicinal and spiritual value they 
placed on the root, as well as the size of China’s population, reduced the risk 
of oversupply, providing consistently good prices. Although unknown to most 
Americans throughout the 19th century, the Chinese had been consuming 
ginseng for 5,000 years as a tonic for restoring the body’s balance.12 Second, 
the plant’s physiology ensured that, at least during the colonial and early 
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antebellum periods, all mountain farmers had access to it. Unable to grow in 
excessive heat, American ginseng’s (Panax quinquefolius) range roughly forms 
an inverted triangle with a wide base in Canada and the northern United States 
from Minnesota to New England, but it gradually tapers south, clinging to the 
Appalachian mountains as it narrows to a point in north Georgia. The Ozark 
Mountains of Missouri and Arkansas also contain scattered populations. Thus, 
the mountains have historically been the only area of the South that contains 
large populations of ginseng. Human factors, however, have always played a 
central role in reducing its availability even further. Growing primarily on the 
loamy floor of well-drained, old-growth deciduous forests, ginseng was particu-
larly vulnerable to deforestation. Additionally, it took at least five years, and 
often up to 10 or 15, to mature into a good, harvestable size, placing it at risk 
of overharvesting.13 Most importantly, however, Americans could not figure 
out how to cultivate it, which kept the ginseng market from being dominated 
by those with greater financial resources. These facts all but guaranteed that 
as the trade continued, the digging would be conducted further and further 
from settlements by people who had the time and the financial incentive to do 
it.14 Thus, the Cherokees sometimes called ginseng a’tali-guli, “the mountain 
climber,” as it seemed to retreat further up the mountainsides every year.15 

Understanding these physiological traits is crucial to grasping how the 
trade changed over the course of the 19th century. The chasing of ginseng 
into the Appalachian hinterlands began in the early 18th century when these 
two factors led to the near extirpation of the plant from Asian soils, sending 
the Chinese looking for new sources of the root. Starting in 1715, when Jesuit 
priest Joseph-François Lafitau discovered that American ginseng could be a 
viable substitute for its Asian cousin, Canadians opened a “brisk” trade with 
China to “great advantage” for the French.16 From Canada, the trade quickly 
spread to New England and down the spine of the Appalachians where it was 
dug by Indians and colonists.17 The Reverend Jonathan Edwards noted in 1752 
that traders in Albany, New York, were “eager to purchase all they could get” of 
the root, and complained that the trade “occasioned our Indians of all sorts, 
young and old, to spend abundance of time in the woods, and sometimes to 
a great distance, in the neglect of public worship and their husbandry.”18 By 
the outbreak of the American Revolution, the ginseng trade had grown to sig-
nificant proportions, but it was largely confined to the Northern and Middle 
colonies, with a limited amount dug in Virginia.19

The Revolutionary War halted the American ginseng trade temporarily, 
but after the Treaty of Paris, the trade came roaring back. In 1783, loaded with 
a considerable amount of the root dug from the American backcountry, the 
Empress of China set sail from New York to secure directly from the Chinese 
the much beloved tea that Americans had largely gone without since the early 
1770s. “The ginseng alone more than purchased her returns,” noted one English 
observer, “This voyage … is an immense thing and opens a vast resource to the 
United States.”20 “The inhabitants of America must have tea,” echoed the U.S. 
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Herald of Freedom. “It must be pleasing to an American to know that … produce 
of its mountains and forests will … supply him with this elegant luxury…. It 
is probable there will always be a sufficient demand for [ginseng].”21 In New 
York, ginseng helped John Jacob Astor built his trade empire, while Joseph 
Smith Sr. lost his fortune in the trade and was forced to look elsewhere for 
work. By the end of the 18th century, Americans had only begun to tap the 
ginseng resources in the Southern backcountry.22 In 1797, a South Carolinian 
predicted in a Charleston newspaper that ginseng and pinkroot “may become 
to us, that is, the backcountry, very valuable articles of commerce.”23 By the 
time the trade was disrupted by the Embargo Act in 1807, the young nation 
had already exported over three million pounds of ginseng, and there were 
no signs of slowing.24 

Following the success of the Empress of China, the trade quickly picked up 
in the Southern backcountry and, along with furs, fueled a frontier economy 
that shaped fortunes across the landscape. Ginseng, along with other light-
weight and marketable forest products, such as snake root, feathers, furs, and 
beeswax, enabled frontier settlers like Daniel Boone and James Patton to earn 
a modest living and maintain a degree of economic independence.25 While 
these early settlers extracted many articles of commerce from the forest com-
mons, ginseng and fur were the most lucrative, and ginseng was often easier 
to obtain and transport. One merchant family in Greenbrier County, Virginia 
(now West Virginia), recorded in 1784 that 70 percent of their sales were paid 
for with ginseng.26 Indeed, ginseng played such a role in facilitating frontier 
settlement that James Stewart recalled in 1855 that “it is a well-known fact that 
many of the early pioneers raised from this source alone a sufficient amount 
of money to enable them to purchase their land.”27 One resident of eastern 
Kentucky called the root “the principal commodity of exchange” in the region.28 

Although great quantities of the root had been dug in the Southern moun-
tains by the close of the 18th century, ginseng plants were still found in great 
abundance throughout the region’s forests. William Bartram recorded in his 
journal in 1776 that it “appears plentifully” on the north-facing slopes in the 
foothills of South Carolina.29 On a 1786 expedition into far western Virginia 
(now West Virginia), Ohio Company surveyor John Mathews recorded in his 
journal that a smart digger could harvest 40 to 60 pounds of fresh root a day, 
a magnificent—and likely exaggerated—sum considering that after the war, 
one would be lucky to dig six pounds a day. He claimed that the roots were 
“generally very large” and appeared to be more than 30 years old.30 In 1802, 
François Michaux noted the proliferation of the trade in Kentucky and Ten-
nessee during a similar journey and, foreshadowing the future of the trade in 
the South, remarked that ginseng “grows chiefly in the mountainous regions of 
the Alleghenies, and is by far more abundant as the chain of these mountains 
incline south west.”31 While the plant was getting harder to find near the more 
settled areas, diggers could still expect to find good quantities in nearby forest 
commons throughout the region. 
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The Ginseng Economy in Western North Carolina
The international ginseng trade blossomed relatively late in Cherokee County 
and far western North Carolina. While traders living among the Cherokee at-
tempted to expand the ginseng trade into the region as early as the mid-18th 
century, they do not appear to have succeeded beyond a limited scale.32 James 
Adair noted the plant’s abundance and its medicinal use among the Cherokee 
but lamented that because they did not know how to prepare it properly for 
transport, the trade “does not turn out well [for] our American traders.”33 The 
trade seems to have taken on new dimensions in the 1830s when prominent 
traders began dealing in large amounts of the root. William Holland Thomas, 
the legendary white chief of the Oconaluftee band of Cherokees, began dealing 
ginseng through his country stores in Murphy (Cherokee County), Quallatown 
(now Cherokee, NC), and on Scott’s Creek (now Jackson County, NC), purchas-
ing primarily from Cherokee Indians.34 The same decade, Nimrod Jarrett Smith 
and Bacchus Smith began purchasing ginseng on nearby Jonathan’s Creek in 
Haywood County, hauling it by covered wagon to the firm Lucas and Heylin 
in Philadelphia. Within a few years, a branch of the merchant house Smith & 
McElroy brought the ginseng industry into the Caney River area of Yancey 
County, where in 1837, they purchased more than 86,000 pounds of green 
ginseng from diggers for seven cents a pound.35 The late arrival of western 
North Carolina to the ginseng trade may explain why Cherokee County be-
came a leading center of the postwar boom and why it was sought out by E.B. 
Olmsted. Its forests were not as depleted of the root as older markets, such as 
Virginia and Pennsylvania. 

In the early years of the western North Carolina trade, digging was fairly 
widespread and profitable for anyone willing to wander in the woods for a few 
hours. There was so much land in the mountains and relatively few people and 
roads that ginseng was available to most farming families, as it likely still grew 
in nearby coves.36 As Kathryn Newfont has pointed out, women and children 
played a particularly important role in harvesting the plant from the forest 
commons. Betsy Calloway, a young unwed mother from Watauga County, 
earned the admirable reputation as a “master sanger” from her community 
in the 1830s.37 In 1848, future Congressman Thomas Clingman wrote about 
an encounter with a “sang-digger” on a road in the mountains near Asheville. 
He was “gliding with a stealthy step through the forest, carrying on his left 
shoulder a rifle, and in his right hand a small hoe, ... his glances alternating 
between the distant ridges and the plants about his feet….”38 This solitary digger 
was probably typical during the antebellum era. Subsistence farmers—men, 
women, and children—found that looking for ginseng and hunting for extra 
meat could be combined splendidly into one profit-making afternoon foray, 
one that could yield supplemental nutrition, as well as income. And they could 
do it along well-traveled roads, suggesting that overharvesting had not yet 
taken its toll. As John Inscoe has asserted in his study of antebellum western 
North Carolina, such widespread access to the forest commons indicates that 
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“there were few families, if any, in the region without some opportunity for 
commercial transactions of some sort.”39 Ginseng was a great equalizer.

Once they gathered sufficient amounts of the root, mountaineers often 
brought their harvest to a commercial center, likely a small crossroads or county 
seat, where they sold or bartered it to a local merchant. These merchants would 
store and often dry the roots in “factories” before bundling it and hauling it 
across the mountains at season’s end, usually in late November. In 1852, Mary 
Kite stayed a night in one of these factories in Ashe County where some 10,000 
pounds of ginseng had been “gathered on the mountains in that neighbor-
hood.”40 Allen T. Davidson, who lived in Murphy in the 1840s, described the 
culture that had developed at harvest time around these factories:

I well remember seeing the great companies of mountaineers coming along the 
mountain passes (there were no roads then only as we had blazed them) with packed 

Wild Ginseng, photo credit: Ohio Department of Natural Resources. Vulnerable to habitat destruction and 
overharvesting, ginseng plants like this one gradually disappeared from much of their former range during 
the 19th century.
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horses and oxen going to the ‘factory,’ as we called it; and it was a great rendezvous 
for the people where all the then sports of the day were engaged in, such as pitching 
quoits, running foot races, shooting-matches, wrestling, and sometimes, a good fist 
and skull fight.41

Despite the playful violence, Davidson’s depiction of a ginseng rendezvous 
is significant because it illustrates a sense of community that existed among 
diggers in the antebellum years. Because it was so readily available to most, if 
not all, members of the community, it served as one common thread among 
many that tied them together. Among the mountaineers who participated in 
the rendezvous, Davidson listed several prominent residents of far western 
North Carolina, suggesting that ginseng digging was still largely a community 
affair.42 That, however, would change.

After 1850, with the exception of an occasional spike, exports declined 
steadily until the Civil War.43 Referring to western North Carolina, one observer 
reminisced in 1859, “The day had been when anybody could gather six or eight 
pounds, but now it took a right smart hand to get that much…. The trade is 
not as largely carried on now as formerly.”44 As the above writer implied, the 
trade likely declined because ginseng was no longer available in the immediate 
vicinity of farming communities.45 Furthermore, some farmers may not have 
been willing to search for the plant. Indeed, Cherokee County farmers were 
prospering without it. The economy of Cherokee County grew at an astonish-
ing rate in the 1850s. While population increased 34 percent over the decade, 
the number of farms doubled, and its average farm value jumped 61 percent 
from $844 to $1400.46 Moreover, the number of livestock, the region’s other 
marketable commodity, skyrocketed. By 1859, the county produced 21,075 hogs, 
5,702 cattle, and 9,270 sheep, making it the second-leading livestock producer 
in western North Carolina.47 To many farmers, it was simply not worth the 
effort to hunt ginseng deep into the mountains.

The economic devastation wrought by the Civil War, however, forced many 
mountain people to reassess the desirability of spending extra time in the 
woods, and consequently, dependence on the forest commons intensified. In 
the three years that followed the war, the United States exported 1.4 million 
pounds of ginseng—a sum that nearly equaled the total exports of the 1850s—
and exports remained high until the 1880s.48 Although state-by-state ginseng 
production was not consistently documented until well into the 20th century, 
it appears safe to say that the Southern mountains formed the heart of the 
postwar ginseng boom. By the late 1860s, the great Minnesota ginseng boom 
that began in 1859 appeared to diminish, and other Western states were not 
contributing high yields.49 Ginseng producing areas in the North and Midwest, 
though they still contributed to the trade, suffered more from overharvesting 
and deforestation.50 Furthermore, people in the Southern mountains had more 
of a financial incentive to spend lengthy periods in the woods looking for the 
root, as the war proved much more devastating to Southern farms.51 Tellingly, 
according to one newspaper, the root and herb industry (of which ginseng was 
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the primary commodity) in Boston tripled in the five years after the war due to 
increased supply from North Carolina and Tennessee.52 “Every storekeeper in 
the backwoods of the Cumberland Highlands buys ginseng, and it readily passes 
for currency,” the New York Sun reported. “Nearly all the mountain people in 
Kentucky and Tennessee dig ginseng and rely on it to furnish the food to tide 
them over the winter months.”53 The shift toward a more ginseng-dependent 
economy raised some concern about the possible depletion of the plant. The 
state of North Carolina began regulating the ginseng trade in 1867, prohibiting 
its harvest from April through August.54 Georgia followed with its own ginseng 
law in 1868, and West Virginia adopted a ginseng season in 1874.55

An examination of the Cherokee County area illustrates the importance of 
ginseng to postwar local economies. One of the hardest hit of all the mountain 
counties in North Carolina, Cherokee County lost 40 percent of its improved 
farmland, over half of its livestock, and more than ten percent of its population 
between 1860 and 1870.56 Meanwhile, ginseng took on increasing importance. 
In an 1872 report, U. S. Commissioner of Agriculture Frederick Watts reported 
that Cherokee County produced 75,000 to 85,000 pounds of ginseng in 1871, 
and it was purchased from diggers for 25 to 27 cents per pound of green, un-
washed roots.57 Data from the U.S. Census Bureau reveals that such a harvest 
would have likely involved the participation of a substantial proportion of the 
farming households in the county.58 In addition, locals made more money from 
ginseng than they earned from farming and manufacturing wages, orchard 
products, garden products, and other forest products combined.59 As the effects 
of the Civil War lingered in the Southern mountains, ginseng became central 
to some local economies.

Indigenous knowledge of how to find ginseng, which originated with the 
Cherokee, provided much needed economic empowerment to many of the 
poorest mountaineers. It is clear from Olmsted’s letters that because they were 
“the only people who come in contact with the living plant,” astute diggers were 
able to use their skill at finding ginseng to manipulate the trade for their own 
benefit.60 Most importantly, they could obtain high prices for the roots at the 
expense of merchants and overeager dealers like Olmsted who were reliant 
upon the diggers, not only for the actual supply of ginseng, but also for any 
and all knowledge of that supply. Because he had no idea of the precise state 
of the ginseng supply, Olmsted was forced to accept whatever the diggers told 
him. In one letter, he relays that “My diggers are well at work but say the root 
is so hard to find they can’t make wages at 20¢ for green ‘sang.’”61 Such claims 
are recurrent throughout his letters, but county ginseng production in 1871 
suggests that this was a reflection less of the reality and more of the diggers’ 
attempts to manipulate prices. It evidently worked. One astonished writer 
from the New York Herald noted in 1867 that successful diggers could make as 
much as three dollars a day: “They only make two [dollars] at the gold mines 
near Morganton; so it is better than gold digging, in North Carolina at least.”62
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Sang Diggers and the Origins of a Stereotype
In 1867, the New York Herald introduced most Americans outside of Appalachia 
to the sang diggers of western North Carolina, and the image it broadcast 
was far from flattering. Calling them a “wretched class of poor whites” that 
“abound in the mountains,” this Northern correspondent claimed that they 
“rove from place to place and never seem to have a settled habitation.... With 
their matted hair, beetling brows and dull, rayless eyes, from which not a spark 
of intelligence or human feeling beams, [they] look like idiots.” In the sum-
mer and fall, “the whole community of mountaineers turn sang diggers and 
hunt the mountain side, through every loamy nook and cove.” He continued 
to berate the sang diggers for being “lazy and idle,” “simply miserable,” and 
“tramps and paupers.”63

Other Northern journalists, eager to report on the conditions of Southern-
ers after the war, perpetuated this nomadic image. They called them names like 
“saugers,” “movers,” “mossbacks,” “vagabonds,” and “bohemians.” One writer 
called the digger a “cross between a Ku-Klux and a moonshiner.” They referred 
to them as a class, a race, a tribe, an occupational group, and a colony. According 
to these various newspaper reports, they included deserters from the armies 
of North and South and even freedmen and women. Many of them claimed 
that sangers lacked fundamental institutions such as law, private property, and 
marriage. “The pure Sauger is a being by himself,” one of them claimed. Some 
were much less diplomatic. A writer for the Cincinnati Inquirer called them 
“low-browed, stupid, and sullen,” and a “people who are as savage in instinct as 
those who roam the impenetrable wilds of Zululand.”64 These observers almost 
universally agreed that there was a distinct group of people in every Southern 
mountain state (one West Virginian testified that they existed in nearly all 
the counties in that state65) that had their own customs and culture and were 
wholly dependent on ginseng for a living.66 By the 1880s, reports like these 
helped solidify the sang digger in popular imagination as “a race separate and 
apart, whom progress has left full a century behind.”67

The extreme tone of these reports immediately casts doubt on their veracity, 
making it difficult to explain this mysterious group of mountaineers. But by 
exploring the origins of these characterizations, one can begin to piece together 
a more accurate description of the Southern sang diggers. By the time these 
articles were published, at least some Southerners’ perceptions of sang diggers 
had been already shaped by folklore that may have originated with slaves. “I 
can remember when I was a boy in Virginia, years before the war, hearing the 
old negro mammies speak in almost whispers of the mysterious Sangers of the 
mountains,” one anonymous root dealer recalled. “They were described as elfish 
beings, who lurked in the fastnesses, always on the watch for fat negro babies, 
which they would carry away to their inaccessible haunts, there to roast and eat 
them.”68 According to two sources published 15 years apart, children learned 
of this “race of Tom Thumbs” that lived deep in the woods and commanded 
giant eagles to do their bidding. They were veritable “bogy men,” who stood 
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ready to do “horrible things 
… to bad boys and girls.”69 
Sanger folklore like this 
provided many Americans 
with preconceived notions 
that likely influenced the way 
they perceived postwar sang 
diggers, as this curious group 
of mountain people became 
more visible to outsiders. 
Attempts to square the new 
reality with their childhood 
myths probably contributed 
to their image as a “race sepa-
rate and apart.”

However, there were oth-
er reasons why sang diggers 
drew the condemnation of 
outsiders. In his investiga-
tion into the sources of 
Appalachian stereotypes in 
the Tennessee mountains, 
David Hsuing has concluded 
that many of the negative 
characterizations of moun-
tain people perpetuated by 

outsiders actually originated with other mountain residents and were the 
consequence of diverging communities. Valley and town residents with more 
nationally oriented perspectives increasingly found their economic interests 
to be at odds with those of the locally oriented small mountainside farmer. 
They began to characterize their more rural neighbors as degenerate and 
backward. Popular magazine and newspaper writers, who brought the moun-
tain stereotypes to a larger audience, “did not actually visit the most remote 
mountain areas but instead talked with the more accessible town residents, 
tapped into these local perceptions, and publicized an image of Appalachia 
that has persisted ever since.”70 

This dynamic seems to have been the case with the sang diggers. Following 
the Civil War, a rift developed between those who dug ginseng for a living and 
other mountaineers. “These semi nomads are not regarded with much favor 
by the farming people near whose cornfields they often make it convenient 
to camp,” one observer noted.71 John McElroy, a columnist for the National 
Tribune, divided mountain society into two classes with ginseng as the point of 
division. “The two classes hate each other consumedly,” he wrote. Sang diggers 
are as “incurably lazy, shiftless, and immoral as the other class are upright, 

Popular image of Sang Digger, from Edgar Nye, “Nye’s Little Story,” The 
State, 18 November 1894. Newspaper reports of ginseng diggers in the 
Southern Appalachians contributed to the development of mountaineer 
stereotypes.
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industrious, and manly.”72 Because sang diggers were so isolated, Northern 
journalists like McElroy relied on information provided by more accessible 
members of local communities. The outrageous 1867 New York Herald report 
was based on information provided by a local “informant.” The appearance of 
sang diggers “by the way side at every turn” demanded explanation, and his 
informant obliged, painting them as lazy social outcasts.73 Although the iden-
tity of this informant is unclear, his descriptions of the sang diggers reflect a 
desire to distance himself from any perception that the region was opposed to 
“progress.” The Herald correspondent was clearly interested in reporting back 
to Northern readers the potentialities for development in western North Caro-
lina. Championing the cause of Reconstruction and the building of a “national 
economy,” he asserted that “the rude mountaineer” is not “capable of making 
the most of its material resources.”74 His local informant, in providing North-
erners perhaps their first glimpse of the Southern sang digger, was probably 
eager to disprove him. Thus, he overlooked the fact that ginseng digging was 
indeed local resource development because it was not the type of development 
most Northern capitalists envisioned.

Due to distorted popular images, the prejudice of local sources, and the 
nature of the ginseng trade, uncovering the reality behind these reports is dif-
ficult. Ginseng was a poor person’s commodity, dug in the coves and mountain-
sides by a largely illiterate and somewhat reclusive population that was highly 
secretive about its operations. Fortunately, they captured enough attention 
from other outsiders to provide additional perspectives, which, combined with 
ecological studies, can help piece together the social and economic realities that 
gave rise to these outrageous 
reports, thus enabling a more 
accurate picture of sang dig-
gers to emerge. 

In September 1867, the 
same year the New York Herald 
article appeared, the seminal 
wanderer and naturalist John 
Muir crossed the North Caro-
lina mountains on foot and 
arrived in war-torn Chero-
kee County as the ginseng 
boom was gaining steam. His 
journal entries illustrate the 
economic plight of the area’s 
residents in the wake of the 
war and provides another 
look at ginseng diggers. “This 
is the most primitive coun-
try I have seen, primitive in 

“King’s cabin on Mt. Nebo,” east Tennessee, 1886, photo credit: William 
Cox Cochran Great Smoky Mountains Photographic Collection, University 
of Tennessee Libraries. Mountain families such as this one depended 
heavily on the forest commons and forest products, particularly ginseng, 
for coffee, gunpowder, shot, and clothing.
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everything,” he wrote. “The most remotest hidden parts of Wisconsin are far 
in advance of the mountain regions of Tennessee and North Carolina.” After 
nearly being robbed by a band of “guerrillas,” he found a friendly farmer who 
took him in for the night. He observed that “most of the food in this house 
was coffee without sugar, corn bread, and sometimes bacon. But the coffee was 
the greatest luxury which these people knew. The only way of obtaining it was 
by selling skins, or, in particular … ginseng, which found a market in far-off 
China.” Before Muir left, his host warned him of the “good many people living 
like wild beasts on whatever they could steal.”75

Muir’s sketch of the poor farmer provides one of the earliest descriptions 
of a Southern sang digger in the postwar era. His sang digger was humble, 
friendly, and hard-working, but he was dealt a bad hand by circumstances, and 
he used ginseng to make up for his losses on the farm. In 1878, the Springfield 
Republican published another credible description of the Southern sang digger 
in the form of a letter to the editor. Responding to one of the outrageous char-
acterizations in the same newspaper, a former West Virginia resident, who had 
lived and traveled throughout the state for two decades, painted a somewhat 
different picture. “The native Virginians themselves exaggerate shamelessly 
when talking about their more humble neighbors in the mountains,” he wrote, 

Lawful marriage is known among them, and they are not a distinct class of popula-
tion … they are the types of the most shiftless in any state. The difference between 
them and the same kind here in Massachusetts is that they are more isolated and 
can more easily live without suffering in the mountains of West Virginia than hu-
man beings could here.... Sometimes several men and families, in a time when no 
other work can be had, will unite and go into the unsettled regions where they can 
find ginseng, erect temporary dwellings of logs, and stay until they have dug all the 
ginseng in the vicinity, or until the season is over, and then go back to their homes.… 
But this kind of population is changing all the time. They go to the railroads or to the 
rivers and get work and move their families from the mountains to the valleys, send 
their children to the public schools, and make rapid improvements.76

According to this writer, then, sang diggers were not as unique a class of people 
as other writers wanted to believe. The writer portrays ginseng as more of 
a social safety net for those who were unable or incapable of finding other 
work. But they probably were not farmers. If they were essentially living in the 
woods during the entire digging season, which typically stretched from July 
to November through the corn-harvesting season, they could not have been 
able to maintain much of a farm. 

Taken together, the images provided by Muir and the anonymous West 
Virginian can help illuminate the shift in ginseng digging that took place in the 
wake of the Civil War. Facing the same decision that Muir’s host undoubtedly 
faced, some farmers tried to hold on to both farming and digging as they had in 
the past. Others, confronted with environmental challenges and social disorder, 
almost wholly abandoned sedentary farming and spent the majority of the 
harvesting season in the woods, using ginseng as currency to obtain anything 
from powder and lead to coffee and even corn meal.77 Of course, the degree 
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of ginseng dependence varied 
from person to person and 
community to community, 
but it is reasonable to as-
sume that these two types of 
sang diggers existed in large 
numbers across the Southern 
mountains.

While the Civil War pro-
vided a significant catalyst for 
this shift, the transition from 
part-time to full-time digging 
was actually a consequence 
of long-term environmental 
push and pull factors that be-
gan in the Revolutionary era. 
As Paul Salstrom has noted, 
the development of Southern 
Appalachia over the course of 
the 19th century occurred on 
two planes. While the most 
accessible and fertile valleys grew richer through the antebellum period, an 
increasing number of people were clinging to subsistence patterns on marginal 
farms, “steadily working through to the worst land in the narrowest hollows, 
and then up onto the steep hillsides.”78 The growing population placed greater 
pressure on a limited amount of productive farmland, leading to heavy erosion, 
a reduction in soil fertility, and other environmental stresses. Muir’s host com-
plained of the futility of farming the rocky, mountain soil. “Our fathers came 
into these valleys, got the richest of them, and skimmed off the cream of the 
soil,” he told Muir. “The worn-out ground won’t yield no roastin’ ears now.”79

Over the same time period, ginseng grew scarcer in the forests closest to 
settlements. Overharvesting and habitat destruction on numerous fronts led 
to the steady depletion of the root throughout much of its former range. Eco-
logical studies have shown that the conversion of forest to farmland had the 
potential to wipe out ginseng populations deep into the surrounding forests, 
as the growth of edge habitats led to expansion of deer populations that fed 
on the plant’s berries and rendered them sterile.80 Furthermore, as Donald 
Davis has pointed out, the growing timber and iron industries, along with 
widespread herding of hogs, cattle, and sheep, led to deforestation, erosion, 
and the removal of herbaceous understory across the Southern mountains. 
Habitat alteration and overharvesting combined to create a landscape in which 
ginseng plants were limited to the upper reaches of the mountainsides in the 
places furthest from settled areas. Digging enough to make up for the loss on 
the farm increasingly required full-time work. 

“Dorsey’s Cabin in Middle Fork of Little River,” 1886, photo credit: William 
Cox Cochran Great Smoky Mountains Photographic Collection, University 
of Tennessee Libraries. An example of a crude cabin that ginseng diggers 
erected during ’sanging season (August to November), likely returning 
to more permanent dwellings.
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The spatial changes in ginseng location and the shift in work regimes that 
those changes entailed had significant social implications for Southern moun-
taineers. Scholars have noted the profound social impacts that the Civil War had 
on mountain communities. Cratis D. Williams argued that “a great collective 
family had been split asunder,” leaving mountaineers “socially and economi-
cally disorganized.”81 John Inscoe, Gordon McKinney, Martin Crawford, and 
others have argued that the war created deep social divisions that were slow 
to heal. Changes in the nature of the ginseng trade likely contributed to these 
divisions, drawing diggers away from the broader geographic community. There 
were fewer “factories” where mountaineers of all stripes could rendezvous and 
partake in festivities. Due to increased competition, agents in Cherokee County 
often bypassed the middle man in the country stores and contracted directly 
with the diggers.82 Olmsted and others built their own clarifying establish-
ments and travelled on horseback into the remote settlements to purchase 
the green roots directly from the diggers.83 “The diggers live so far apart, and 
in such rough mountains, and besides get so little each that it is slow work,” 
he wrote.84 Even from his base of operations in Murphy—a small town by any 
standard—Olmsted had little encounter with the diggers, remarking that “as 
most of them are away in the mountains, I have seen few of them.”85 For the 
most part, diggers were able to stay deep in the mountains away from those 
whom they may have had good reasons for avoiding, occasionally drifting into 
town to visit the mercantile. Indeed, the high prices paid for ginseng enabled 
some dedicated sang diggers to remain independent of the crop market that 
would have tied them to the soil—and to the community. If there were half as 
many sang diggers in the Southern mountains as so many observers claimed, 
it is possible that some developed closer social bonds with each other than 
they had with the broader community. They may have even developed unique 
social customs. It may be difficult to disentangle the truth from the fiction to 
arrive at a satisfying explanation, but it is clear that the social and physical 
distance between sang diggers and the rest of mountain society contributed 
to the development of an archetype that shaped American perceptions of the 
region and its residents. 

As ginseng took on increasing importance against a backdrop of height-
ened distrust and suspicion, the plant itself began to aggravate rifts within 
mountain communities. As the number of full-time diggers grew, farmers like 
Muir’s host who were unwilling to totally sacrifice farming for digging would 
have been unable to find as much as they once had. Fearing the loss of their 
traditional source of supplemental income, they directed their antipathy toward 
the full-time diggers. When the plant seemed to disappear in local areas—
“Another year will clean out the sang from the mountains,” Olmsted noted in 
1870—residents naturally blamed the diggers for their carelessness and greed. 
One writer fumed in 1899 that sang diggers had succeeded in “maiming the 
goose that laid the golden egg through ignorance.”86 Another asserted, with 
obvious disdain, that
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The principal agents in the extermination of the native supply are the ginseng hunt-
ers, ‘sang-diggers’ they are called. They exercise no judgment whatever in collecting. 
They take even the tiniest roots whenever they see them … and the plants are thus 
given no chance to reproduce themselves. It is of little consequence to these shift-
less people to be arrested and jailed according to the laws of the two Virginias and 
of Ontario. They take the matter coolly and live at the expense of the state until the 
end of their sentence, and go back to dig as before.87 

These accusations are difficult to corroborate, but regardless of their veracity, 
the perception that ginseng’s disappearance was the fault of the “shiftless” dig-
gers who failed to practice conservation did much to aggravate tensions within 
mountain communities. It is possible, therefore, that when Muir’s host warned 
his guest of “people living like wild beasts on whatever they could steal,” he was 
referring, at least in part, to the sang diggers of Cherokee County. 

The Sang Digger Romanticized
Wild ginseng exports peaked in the 1880s. Over six million pounds of the root 
were exported to China—more than any other decade in American history, 
according to best estimates.88 In the Cherokee County area, ginseng was still 
the predominant means of obtaining cash. James Mooney, who lived among 
the Eastern Band of the Cherokee in the late 1880s, indicated that most 
Cherokee were engaged in the ginseng economy. “Their fields, orchards, and 
fish traps, with some few domestic animals and occasional hunting supply 
them with food,” he wrote, “while by the sale of ginseng and other medicinal 
plants gathered in the mountains, with fruit and honey of their own raising, 
they procure what additional supplies they need from the traders.”89 By 1890, 
one resident of Graham County (which was carved out of Cherokee County 
in 1872) could still lament that “this part of the country is very badly behind 
in farming. Not one-fifth of our county is settled, and not many men in this 
county understand farming. Their delight is fishing, hunting bear, deer, and 
other game for meat and furs, etc., and digging ginseng root.”90 

In some parts of the mountains, railroads brought coal camps and mill 
towns. Second homes and vacation homes began to pop up on the mountain-
sides, and encounters with sang diggers increased, further stoking the imagi-
nation of Northern writers. Unlike earlier newspaper reporters, these writers 
complicated the reigning perceptions. While some continued to portray the 
diggers as a social problem, others saw them intriguing, happy-go-lucky figures 
totally free from the shackles of civilization. Writing for the Oil and Drug News 
in 1882 Guy LaTourette certainly bought into this romantic image. “The sang 
digger is called lazy and shiftless,” he wrote:

but I confess that wandering the mazes of the wild hills and mountains, by the side 
of rocky, foaming trout streams, and through the cool wind-swept forests in pursuit 
of one’s livelihood is far more agreeable to one’s senses and feelings than hoeing 
corn on a blistering hillside during the dog days, and even for those who do not have 
to dig ginseng for a living there is a strange fascination in the search for the plant 
that cannot be fully understood except by those who have experienced it.91
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Indeed, sang diggers were, in many ways, the antithesis to both the immigrant 
laborer that seemed to be threatening Northern cities and the poor Southern 
sharecropper who was incarcerated on his own land.

Romanticized reports of sang diggers in the wilds of the Southern moun-
tains helped solidify an archetype that, in 1893, became the subject of a popular 
novel written by best-selling author Amélie Rives. Set in the growing western 
Virginia vacation hotspot of Warm Springs, Tanis, the Sang-Digger told the 
story of a “primitive princess,” Tanis, who was proud to be a ginseng digger 
but turned to “honest work” by helping a city couple from Massachusetts, 
the Gilmans, around their house. As they enjoyed a life of leisurely recreation 
and gardening in their second home, the Gilmans found themselves slowly 
drawn into Tanis’s world, eventually becoming caught up in a romantic spat 
between Tanis and her hard-headed, violent, and passionate lover, Sam Rose. 
Rives may have had personal encounters with sang diggers around her home 
in Charlottesville, but she chose to perpetuate much of the sanger myth her 
reading public had come to know. Lacking houses, Tanis and her fellow dig-
gers seemed to find homes in nature itself, a fact that Alice Gilman found both 
concerning and intriguing. Their manners and speech were crude. They lived 
by the whims of their passions, frequented witch doctors, believed in strange 
superstitions, and knew the woods and its biota like the backs of their hands. 
The most important distinguishing characteristic, however, was their lack of 
a marriage custom. Rives set up a stark dichotomy between the “civilized” 
residents of the valley and these children of nature who lived in the mountains. 

However, Rives unites their two worlds in important ways through the 
character of Tanis. In an attempt to get her readers to identify with Tanis, Rives 
built a character that defied many of the negative stereotypes perpetuated by 
the valley inhabitants. She was industrious and honest; ignorant but inquisi-
tive; naïve but sharp. Tanis and Alice found common interests in their love of 
the mountains and their appreciation for nature. Indeed, Tanis bridged the 
two worlds. Yet she was also torn between them, especially the two compet-
ing conceptions of love. The plot revolves around her confusing relationship 
with Sam, who wanted Tanis’s love but found Tanis stubbornly attached to her 
independence. Unfamiliar with the emotion but increasingly captivated by it, 
Tanis sought advice from both the Gilmans, who taught her about marriage, 
and her Aunt Libby, a sang digger witch who believed the lack of marriage was 
part of the attraction of being a sang digger. Tanis initially decided that Sam 
could not provide the commitment she desired, but after he kidnapped Alice 
in a fit of revenge, Tanis made a promise to Sam in exchange for Alice’s safe 
return to her husband. The readers are left purposefully in the dark about the 
nature of that promise. With Alice back safe, the Gilmans tried to persuade 
Tanis to remain in the valley, but Tanis’s desire to be with “my people” and her 
commitment to her word nudged her to return to the mountains. “[I] loves 
th’ valley, but th’ mountains owns me,” she told them.92 The novel ends with 
Sam and Tanis sitting side by side in their mountain arcadia, and readers are 
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left wondering what kind of relationship she 
had committed herself to so that the Gilmans’ 
marriage might be saved.

As the sang digger image was romanticized 
in the 1890s, the wild ginseng boom seems 
to have slowed considerably. Exports fell to 
a third of the totals of the 1880s, and prices 
nearly quadrupled, reflecting the common 
perception that ginseng seemed to “be grow-
ing scarcer yearly.”93 Nearly 17 million pounds 
of wild ginseng had been exported between 
the outbreak of the war and the end of the 
boom, a sum greater than the total recorded 
exports before or since.94 Writers began to 
refer to the ginseng trade in the past tense, 
and mountaineers reflected nostalgically on 
the days when ginseng was plentiful. “It was 
a sad day for the people when the ‘sang’ grew 
scarce,” wrote James Lane Allen in 1892. “A few 
years ago one of the counties [in Kentucky] 
was nearly depopulated in consequence of a 
great exodus into Arkansas, whence had come 
news that ‘sang’ was plentiful.”95 In 1897, the 
Clinch Valley News lamented the “passing of the 
sang digger.” “The click of the ‘sang’ diggers hoe is almost a thing of the past, 
except in a few communities.”96 E.B. Olmsted virtually disappeared from the 
historical record after 1875 when he guided a geologist through Cherokee and 
surrounding counties, leaving no further hints at his fate.97 Based on his initial 
failures, he likely abandoned ginseng trading. He may have followed a trend 
and tried to cultivate it, or he may have found another niche. If he remained 
in Cherokee County through the 1890s, he would have witnessed significant 
social and economic changes, as the completion of the Western North Carolina 
Railroad connected the county to national markets by rail for the first time. 
Between 1890 and 1900, the value of the county’s farm products more than 
doubled, and the number of manufacturing establishments grew from two 
to 34, as capital investment increased sevenfold.98 The combination of new 
economic opportunities and the reduction in ginseng populations altered the 
nature of life in the mountains.

The reduction in wild ginseng brought more difficult decisions to those 
who had once depended on it. While some mountaineers continued to dig wild 
ginseng from the forests, more of them were content to raise their own “ginseng 
patches” as a way to supplement their farm production, and fewer attempted to 
live entirely off the root. Starting in 1877, the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
instructed Americans to “use all practicable means to encourage the production 

Root gatherers Sophie Campbell and husband Tom 
in 1919 with digging tools and “pokes” or sacks used 
to carry forest products. Photo from Pi Beta Phi to 
Arrowmont, University of Tennessee Libraries
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of ginseng,” and by 1900, experiments in cultivation were beginning to pay 
off.99 Other diggers turned to logging and mining and became absorbed into 
the industrial wage system that they had long resisted.100 Initially the wage 
labor brought by the coal and timber industries seemed to offer monetary 
prosperity to the mountaineers of the South, but once a part of the industrial 
system, they found themselves lacking the independence and freedom they had 
once so cherished. Ginseng’s reduction exacerbated these effects of industri-
alization, making highlanders more dependent on the whims of the national 
economy.101 Although the wild ginseng trade would continue and continues 
to this day—it now fetches around $700/pound—the culture that developed 
around digging wild ginseng in the waning decades of the 19th century would 
never be the same. Indeed, the reduction of wild ginseng populations, along 
with economic modernization, marked the beginning and the end of an era.
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POETRY

Sky Swimming
michael latza

It is a high October evening 
settling onto the fields, 
the clouds tethered in a blue-orange sky. 
Everything is waiting.  The pressing silence 
rings the ignored noises of movement, 
clarifying the gravel kicked up by my steps,  
the dog’s snuffling, the furtive snap of bird wings on the fly, 
voles shuffling through the dry leaves.  I can almost  
hear the sun itself, its white light on the bleached-out grasses.  

At the pond in a clearing of the woods, I see a glass-water end of day.   
There is no distortion, not a ripple on the surface.   
I look down and see the cold water, thinking about the oozy mud 
underneath, the smell of churned up, rotting vegetation  
held in stasis.  I put tension on the leash and stare, and wonder 
if I really, really try, if I will it, if I push hard against my thinking…  
I close my eyes: Oh please, oh please, pushing it to the side.   
I am stillness, like the air, like the water.   
Slowly I open my vision, and there is no pond,  
all that is in front of me is 
a hole in the earth, filled with sky and clouds,  
trunks and branches floating, suspended there, in the air,  
in the center of the hole, waiting to be touched 
so that they will tumble and drift through the clouds,  
spinning away into ether.  I am looking straight through the earth.  


