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direction of Charles F. Gritzner) Department of Geography.

The purpose of this study is to examine and analyze the occurrence
of the culture trait of geophagy on the coastal plain of North Carolina.
The practice of geophagy, the deliberate consumption of earth, is found
throughout much of the world. 1Its occurrence on the coastal plain, as
well as other areas of the New World, is the product of cultural dif-
fusion from West Africa. Although geophagy was found in several American
Indian cultures, the practice was not widespread until its introduction
from Africa by Negro slaves.

As an exercise in cultural geography, the study's initial objective
is the assemblage of the culture history of geophagy, from historical
African and pre-1865 New World data. The culture history of geophagy
facilitates the understanding of the present-day distribution and the
perception of the practice.

The principal objectives of the thesis are to compile and analyze
the distribution of geophagy within an arbitrarily selected study area -
a twenty-county area of tﬁe North Carolina coastal plain - and to dis-
cover the culturally perceived values associated with the trait.

Additionally, the phenomenon of starch eating is spatially analyzed.
Starch eating is closely associated with geophagy, and evidence suggests
that it is an acculturated form of the practice. The study attempts to
validate this hypothesis.

In completing these objectives the study delimits micro-regional

variations in geophagical practices (both earth and starch consumption),



and analyzes the role of cultural, economic, and physiologic factors in
affecting spatial variations in the practice. These variations are
analyzed, in terms of individual counties and the region as a whole.

In order to better understand geophagy, the thesis undertakes a
cultural ecology of the practice in the black commﬁnity. Through
ecological analysis it is possible to investigate the value and importance
within the subculture, and document the plethora of practices, traditioms,
and folklore associated with geophagy.

Finally, the thesis identifies trends for the future occurrence of
the practices, in terms of both distribution and magnitude. In attaining
these goals, the study attempts to analyze those factors which are
seemingly causing and continue to affect the incidence of geophagy and

starch eating.
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NTRODUCTION

The phernomenon c¢f geophagy, the deliberate consumption of earth, is
one of the most misundersteon and s:tigmatized humap practices in the
a1
world. Throughout recorded histciy, cbservations and cultural analyses
of the practice have been made by scholays, physicians, ewplorars, and
other writers. In various parts of the world and at varicus times, the

phenomenon has been given different names. These include citta, malacis,

maid'estomac, pica, erdessen, Negro consuumpticrn, gecphagia, des Caluste

der Swanfern Frauven, stomarh evil, cachexia africaona,

1965: 35).

The form of earth eater Is strongly governed by tenets of culiural
and individual preference. Only those types of earth that reccmmend
themselves through certain qualities, such as color, odor, flavor,

.
- 5

softness, and plasticity, are concumed. Novhere is earth used a5 a2

normal item of diz2t on an equal basis with vegetable and aminal food-
stuffe; it is essentially compesed of inorganic matter, and is indiges-
tible. Earth was, and in some are2s still is, used inu times of Tamine
as a food substitute, for ir provides a sensation of fullness for the

stomach, Various practiticuer

v

conaume earth as a condiment or relich,

usually in cowbination with other articles o

(8
ih

its cwm sake: as a remedy for specific diseases; and as = pavt of

religions and ceremenies. And some medical evidence Iindicatss, physio-

logic need may induce geophagy in primitive culturves (Hunter, 1973: 187;.

Earth cating hae besn portraved by numerous eavlier researcnays as



an "evil," or a "vice," while others have characterized it as "disgesring”
or "depreved appetite" (Laufer, 1930: 102). Such ethnocentric evalu-
ations ave subjective and meaningless. Man will taste and exreriment
wlth anything offered by mnature, and the consumption of earth is no more
bewildering a practice than is the eating of salt, pepper, bark, insects,
or the chewing of betel nuts, gum, or tobacco.

The practice of geophagy may be classified into twe major sub-
divisions. The duvality is based on the genesis of the practice. The

first major group is cachectic or malignant geophagy. This form cif

geophagy is defined as the use of earth as a2 food substiicute. Eecaussa
it is linked with adversity and socizl calsmity, this behavior camnct ne
considered 'mormal” in terms of the individual cultures incovperating
the practice. Cachectic or malignant geophagy is merely a temporary

adjustment made to ease the pangs of hunger. Following the return of

)

regular food supplies the geophagy is terminated. Because of its tem~
poral quality this form of geophagy is nebulous in terms cf spatial
istribution.

The second form of geophagy is benign geophagy. This practice iz a
culturaliy-based form of geophagy. In many cultures, benign geophagy
iz an important facet of the culture trzit complex. The details and
meaning of the practice may differ from culture tc cuiture, but in every
case geophagy is an integral part of the total culture,

The origin of benign geophagy is umknown. 1In 1906, anthropologist
J. Deniker hypothesized the practice on the physioiogic basis cf salt

deficiency (Laufer, 1930: 106). His theory has become a popular expla-

nation among medical scientists examining the practice; it is, however,



highly debatable. In the first place, the earth consumed by man, as a
rule, contains little if any salt. A second failure of this hypothesis
is to explain the exictence of ge=ophagy among cultures with adequate
supplies of szlk, and the absence of gecphagy among aumercus groups
which lack salt. Finally, as Berthold Laufer scates, "The fact remains
that all geophagists have access to salc and probsbly morve easily than
to clay" (Laufer, 1930: 1086).

A survey of the literature has failed to disclose any seemingly
acceptable explanzauicn for benign geophagy. At this time, the mozt
plausible answer is set forth by one of the nation's leading authoricies
on geophagy, Dr. Dounzald E. Vermeer, of Louilsiana State University.
Professor Vermeer has stated:

I do coperate [in his own rescarch] on the assumption that the
practice may have originated because of a specific lack in the
overall diet but that through time geophagy has largely become
culturzl and the direct relation between nutritiounal deficiency
and gecphasy no longer exists or can be found (Vermeer,
personal ccrmunication: 1972).

The ensuing study is concerned witnh beaign geophagy, and more specif-
jcally with the culturzl practice on the coastal plain of North Carolina.

The priwary purpose of this study is to discover the occurrence cf

ved

8

gecphagy in a spatial context, and to examine the culturally perce
and determined values attached to gecophagy iIn Eastern North Carolina.

In attaining these geals, the study identifies micro-regional variations
in the practice of geophagy and analyze the role of culrural rfactors
which may have a bearing upon the development of spazial variatioas in
the practice.

The study also examines starch ecting, in as much as it ic closely

C.

e

associated with geophagy. Gecphagy as a cultural practice is not stat



but is in a continuous state of change. FEvidence indicates that starch
eating can be considered a modification and extension of geophagy
(Furuseth, 1972: 42). Preliminary reseaich has identified a scrong
relationship between an apparent decline in geophagy and the apparent
rise in starch eating. The author theorizes starch eating to be merely
an "acculturated" form of geophagy. The study treats the occurrence of
starch eating in the same manner as geophagy, identifying support
regions, and analyzing cultural determinants of the practice. Addi-
tionally, the study will attempt to validate the hypcthesis that starch
eating is an "acculturated geophagy."

In the past, few researchers have focused attention on geophagical
practices in the United States. Professor Vermeer has stated:

Little intensive research has been made of the practice

[gecphagy] in the rural South and Southeastern core despite

its spread from this area over the past thirty or more years

by emigration and resettlement of hundreds of thousands of

Blacks in the urban centers of the North and West (Vermeer

and Frate, unpublished: 2).
Geophagy and other black cultural practices deserve the attention of
serious geographic research. To date, cultural gecgraphers have tended
to neglect the diffusion of African cultural practices and concentrated
their research interests on aspects of European based cultures., This
has resulted in a current lack of geographic knowledge partaining te

Afro-American culture. Hopefully, this study will make a coatribution

in filling this gap.



CHAPTER I
WEST AFRICAN GECPHAGY AND ITS DIFFUSICH

Gecphagy is a widespread cultural practice in Africa, Practitioners
can be found, amoag native cultures, from exireme Horthera Arab Africa
to the area now controlled by the Republic of Scuth Africa (Figure 1).
Consequently, the folk beliefs and social iimportance attached to geophagy
vary as widely as the spatial environs. For the purpcse of this study,

the plethora of cultural values and folklore attached t¢ geophagy are
1
superflouous, and will not be pursued.

HISTORICAL OBSERVATIONS

Early explorers, missionaries and travelars into coastal Western
Tropical Africa reported with amazement the widespread geophagicsl
customs and practices of the inhabitants. Writing in 1789, J. Matihews
speaks of a white, soap-like earth found in Sierra Leone that tha

Negroes fraquently eat with rice, because it melts like butter; it was

also used for white-washing their hcusaes (Laufer, 1930: 156). The care

~

type of clay was reported by Golberry (1785 - 1787) in Seneganbia, ...

on the banks of the rivers which empty themseives imto the ulph [Bic]

of the Los Idolos Islands" (Laufer, 1930: 156). Theodecre Winterbotten

believed that Matthew and Colberry were incorrect, but in 1803 wrote
that children amcng the Bullom and Tamne of Sierra Leone were goophagists,

and ate preferably "a white kind of clay, rescubling tobacco pipe ciay

which they dissolive in their mouths" (Laufer, 1520: 155),



AFRICAN GEOPHAGICAL PRACTICES
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In the third edition of his Ansichten der Natur (1849), Alexandev

ven Humboldt writes, "In guinea the Negroes eat a vellowish earth which
they call caunac...They affirm that clay-eating is quite harmless in their
home country' {(Laufer, 1230: 156). C. G. Ehrenberg refutced the idea
prepounded by Humboldt that Guinea Negroes generally and nabitually sat
earth without endangering their health (Laufer, 1220: 136). ¥hrenberz's
conclusions were based on the observaiions of several missiocnaries
stationed at points on the Gold Coast and Slave Ccassts during a thirty
year period. LChrenberg admitted geophagy cccurred in this area, but

seldan, and primcipally on the par:t of children and "'thoughtless" persons.

.

Ehrenberg's reseaxch must be viewed in the context of its scurce

-
s
'
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objectivity of missionariez in viewing foreign cultures has often proven
to be questiocnable.

Anthropolegist, Winwoode Reade, in studying the Gold Coast area
stated, “a white clay is frequently chewed or drunk in solution, ths
vouag people taking it as & sweetmeat and the old pecple as a medicine”

(Lauvfer, 1930: 158). According to Reade, more detailed repo

&
“r
(93]
Q
T4
e
Fye
jas
o

Gold Coast are available at least from ZSlmivna, Odumasi, Anvako, Kitfez,
and "Christiansburg sud other coastal towas." The geophazical practices
ware primarily among children and female adults. The earth wss con-
sidered a delicacy. As a rule white clay was eaten: in Anyako end Xitte
a Llack variety was heated before use at which time it became red and
was eaten. In Akronong, the white earth eatan was probably consumed fox
its salt~content. In cenjunction with weil digging in Odwmasi, large
crowds of children gathered %o coiliect the discarded earth,

, The Netives of the Northem ferritories of




the Gold Coast, discusses geophagical applications in connection with

swearing oaths (Anell and Lagercrantz, 1958: 37). Among the tribes
cited are the Eastern Malinke, Bamana, Lobi, Dian, Digari, Nunuma,
Mossi, Kasonfra, Bura, Mamprusi, Dagomba, and others in the area.

Only a few historical studies are available from Togo, Dahomey, and
Nigeria. Regarding Togo, anthropologist L. Kulz and Fr. Zeller state
that geophagy is '"common' (Anell and Lagercrantz, 1958: 37). Ldible
earth was sold in the markets of Dahomey. Usually this earth was a
fine-grained clay earth in burnt discs of three to four centimeters in
thickness and ten to fifteen centimeters in diameter. Among the Ibo,
of Eastern Nigeria, the women eat a bit of clay (ulo)} at "any time and
not only when pregnant," because it tastes gcod and they alsc feel
"light" afterwards (Anell and Lagercrantz, 1958: 37). The men disap-
prove of the practice, however, and they throw away any clay they may
find in their wives' possession. Additionally, Tremearne reported,
sometimes pregnant Hausa women eat a white clay ''to secure an easy child-

irth" (Anell and Lagercrantz, 1958: 37).

In the Camerocns and the areas just to the south, geophagy is
extremely widespread in the coastal areas. According to D. Creig,
geophagy is practiced "all along the ccast from Small Batanga as far as
the island of Corisco'" (Anell and Lagercrantz, 1958: 38). Geophagy also
occurs inland, anthropoclogical reports include geophagical practices
among the Fiz and Shogo. Kulz and Zeller reporting on the area around
Victoria documented geophagy among small children as well as pregnant
women (Anell and lagercrantz, 1958: 38). Mothers often give their

children "clay pills.” A number of persoums use clay as a spice,



particularly with salt. Between fifty and sixty grams mav be consumed
per day by the geophagist.

Geophagy is well documented in the Congo region by Cathclic
missionaries, who paid special attention to tlie practice. As missionary,
C. van Overbergh stated:

The Baluba frequently eat pembe or white earth. Result:
appalling leanness and swelling of the abdomen. Pregnant
women do not eat white earth. In general women eat earth;

I have never seen men eat it, but I do not guarantee that
men will not eat it (Laufer, 1930: 157).

References to geophagy throughout Africa are found in numerous

diverse scurces. The few cited were spatially limited to those areas in

which trans-Atlantic slave seizure predominantly occurrad,

CONTEMPORARY RESEARCH

The most recent research in West African geophagy has been conducted
by Professor Donald E. Vermeer, of Louisiana State University. Duving
the course of his doctoral fieldwork in 1960 - 1961, Professor Vermeer
reported the widespread practice of geophagy among the Tiv of Nigeria.
As he stated:

This paper treats geophagy amcng the Tiv of Nigeria, a grcup
for whorm the practice has hitherto been unreported. Somewhat
surprisingly, perhaps, even medical missionaries who worked
among the Tiv for years have been unaware of the custom
despite its apparent universal practice within the tribe
(Vermeer, 1966: 197).

Additional field research conducted by Professor Vermeer among the
Ewe of Southeastern Ghana uncovered widespread geophagy among these
peoples. As among the Tiv, Professor Vermeer's study is apparently the

first scholarly research citing tire practice within this culture. The

ethnographic studies of the Ewe by Manoukian (1952) and Nukunya (1969)



have no mention of geophagy. Professor Vermeer's research provides
additional insight into the role of gecphagical clays in the total
cultural ecology of coastal West Africa. As he has stated:

Certain sites within the Eweland environment are specially
selected for their edible clays. Some of these cleys find
ready acceptance and are marketed throughout the tribal ares;
they are also marketed far beyond Eweland in other parts of
West Africa. Stiil other clays are locally consumed but
never enter the market system. In addition, geophagical
clays penetrate Eweland from other source regions witnin
Ghana, and alsc from more distant places such as Togo and
Nigeria... (Vermeer, 157i: 57).

Professor Vermeer's cognizance of the extensive marketing of geoph-
agical earth has been confirmed by Claudine and Claude Tardits in
"Traditional Market Economy in Scuth Dahomey' (Tardits and Tardits, 1962:

94) . The authors observe that clay-earths are a recognized mazrket com-

=4

modity, which is reserved its own exclusive section c¢f the marketing

areas. These studies demonstrate the viability of geophagy anong

numerous indigenous cultures of West Africa,

DIFFUSION OF AFRICAN GFOPHAGY TO THE NEW WORLD

The previously cited studies have corroborated the premisc that
geophagy has baen and continues to be 2z recognized element of the
cultural ecology of West Africa. It is a rfaceir possassing wumercus
cultural connotations, which may vary between tribal groups, bur exists
throughout the region. West African geophagy may have remained localized,
or might have diffused into cothevr parts of the continent. These questions
remain umnaneswered.

Into West Africa was injected the need for cheap labor by the

capitalist economies oif the European colonies in the New World., Spain
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and Portugal were the first countries to begin the modern African slave

radz and the last to sbolish the practice. In the Fifteenth snd Sixteanth

cr

centuries, these hispanic natiens carried the rudimentary slave-criented
plantation system from the Atlantic Islands to Santo Domingo and Brazil,
In the Seventeenth and Eighteentch centuries, the Dutch, English, and
Freiizh dominated the slave trade; during the Nineteenth century, Brazil
and Cuba took the vast majoirity of the legally imported into the New
World.

The total number of slaves imported into the New World is a peint of

major dispute. Estimates vary from Wiedner's 3.5 miliion to Rotberg's

[

5 million. Arcording to Phillip Curtin, noted nistorian, the most

r

eliable estimate comes from N. Deerr's The History of Sugar. LDesrr's

estimate is approximately 11,970,000 (Curtin, 196%: 13}.

The origin of these human chattels is vague, as European traders
nad a distorted perceprion of African political geography. However these
traders left a much clearer view of their comm2vrecial contacts of the
Afriecan continent. It is therefore possible to discuss the ccastal
snipping areas of the slave trade with some degree of authority.

Using the nomenclature of the period, coasital slave cuporting vegions

]

sf Africa were known by name (Figure 2), Thic enables che researchers to
arrive at a standard series of slave shipping coastal regions. The first
of these regicns is Senegambia, which iacludes the present-day coumtries
of Gambia and Senagal. The second arza was called Sierra Leonz, but
eztends from the Casawance River in the norch to Czpe Mount in the south.

This regien includes Sierra Leone, Portuguese Guinca, Guinea, and a swmall
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The third region, the "Winward Coast," is the area from Cape Mcunt
to Assini. The Eighteenth century 'Windward Coast" should not be con-
fused with the Nineteenth cenitury "Windward Coast,"” a term used to des-
cribe the area on either side of Sierra Leone. The fourth region is the
"Gold Coast," the coastal area from Assini to the Volta River in the
east. This region is roughly conterminous with the present-day nation
of Ghana.

A fifth region is the geographic Bight of Benin, including the coast
from the Volta River to the Benin River. The core of this area is the
Eighteenth century ''Slave Coast” of present-day Togo and Dahomey.
Similarly, the sixth region centered on the Niger deltz and the mouths
of the Cross and Duala Rivers is designated the Bight of Biafra. TIts
northern boundary is the Benin River and Cape Lopez on the south,

The seventh region is the nebulous Central Africa or Angola region.
It extends from Cape Lopez to the Orange River. The term "Angola' was
the most frequent term used tc designate the vregion. An additional slave
region was Southeastern Africa, but few slaves from this region were
imported into North America {Curtin, 1969: 157).

Research by the noted anthrepologist, Dr. Melville E. Herskovits of
Northwestern University has shown the spatial limitation cf slave pro-
curement was limited to the coastal areas of the continent. The previ-
ously accepted concept that slave cocffles undertook "thousand mile"
journeys is both econemically unsound and foolish. As Professor
Herskovits has stated:

Yet this disregards not oanly the vast distances involved...

but alsc the dangers attendant upon such journeys in terms of
the hostility between many tribes over the area and the absence
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of adequate lines of communication, to say nothing of the slight
economic gain from such hazardouns commerce even were the highest
prices to be paid for such slaves (Herskovits, 1966: 31).

Professor Herskovits's research is reinforced by the data gathered
from recaptured slaves in the Nineteenth Century. Most of those repa-
triated individuals identified their former homes as coastal; with few
exceptions, all had lived within 400 miles of the coast.

The West African slave torn from both traditicnal home and culture,
was forcibly introduced to a new and in some ways hostile cultural and
physical environment. The system of slavery could not totally destroy
his cultural heritage, however. The black men and women carried their
culture to the New World; many facets perished, but others were retained.
Some of these "Africanisms'" took on new meaning, in the light of the
cultural conflicis, while others were adopted by the European cultures.
American folklore, dancc, cuisine, music, aesthetic tradition, and

language are examples of this adoption. Numerous aspects of African-

based culture survived intact. Ceophagy is one such trait.



NOTES

1

Because of the nature of this study the African cultural values and
practices are not discussed. For a complete discussion of these, sece
Laufer, (1930) and Anell and Lagercrantz, (1958).



CHAPTER IIL
AFRICAN-BASED GEOPHACY IN THE NEW WORLD

It is a popular myth among some sociologists and anthropologists,
that the turbulent introduction of the Negro slave into the environment
of the plantation system resulted in the rapid extinction of all African
culture traits. As sociologist E. F. Frazier, a leading authority in
Negro sociology, stated:

Probably never before in history has a people been so nearly
completely stripped of its social heritage as the Negroes who
were brought to America...Through force of circumstances, they
had to acquire a new language, adopt new habits of labor, and
take over, however imperfectly, the folkways of the American
environment. Their children, who knew only the American
environment, soon forgot the few memories that had been passed
on to them and developed motivations and modes of behavior

in harmony with the New World...the habits and customs as

well as the hopes and fears that characterized the life of
their forebearers in Africa, nothing remains (Herskovits, 1966:
13).

The existence of numerous African-based cultural traits in the New
Worid, however, dispels completely this ridiculous hypothesis. As
Professor Herskovits has stated:

...the fact remains that the present-day New World descendants

of Africans have everywhere retained Africanisms, even though

the degree of purity of these Africanisms varies widely with

locality socio-economic class, and religious affiliation

(Herskovits, 1966: 14).

The widespread occurrence of geophagy among Negro slaves in the New
World has been documented extensively. Geophagy, as a culture tralt,

was common among the slave populations throughout the slaveholding areas

of the New World, including South America, Central America, the Caribbean,



and the Southeastern United States. Because of the spatial nature of
this study, discussion and documentation of geophagy will be restricted
tc the West Indies and the Southern United States. Both of these areas
shared numerous cultural aud economic factors related to the slave trade
and plantation system, which warrants the analysis of geophagy to include
both.

The cultural hearth of geophagy as practiced by the African slavas
must be in the individual cultural background of the siave populace. As
was discussed in Chapter 1, geophagical practices are widespread in Vest
and Central Africa. The African slave brought with him to the New World
numerous non-material culture traits. John Williamson has stated:

Christmas-day is alloted for the commencement of negro holidays,
which continue three days...they parade round the place with
music peculiar to their country, dressed in a gay and fantastic
manner. (Williamson, 1817: 59).

Although discussed at length in medical and agricultural publizations,
a comparison of African and New World geophagy is rendered difficult by
the fact that geophagy practiced by the slaves was judged for the wost
part from the point of view of the slaveowners. The slaves were thought
to eat earth simply and solely in order to avoid work, become i1l, and
hypothetically to commit suicide. Geophagy was considered a major threat
to the plantation system. Whereas numerous ethnocentric value judgments
are evidenced in these historical sources, certain uniform elements emerge
which indicate that geophagy assumed new meaning in this period of forced
servitude. Apparently, geophagy among the Negro slaves assumed the
cachectic or malignant form.

Cachectic or malignant geophagy, as well as benign geophagy were

fereign to the European culture cf the slave owners and managers. Thus
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the occurrence of the practice was assumed to be a medical problem.
Physicians of the period applied several names to the practice. Among

the French colonies the "disease" was termed mal d'estomac, in the

British cclonies stomach evil or cachexia africana, while in the Southern

colonies, and later the Southeastern United States it was coined cachexia

africana or Negro consumption.

HISTORICAL MEDICAL DISCUSSIONS OF GEOPHAGY

Physicians were baffled and amazed at this "disease," which most
balieved had come from "distant Africa." As W. M. Carpenter, Profeszo
of Medicine at Louisiana Medical College, stated in 1844:

...it must be admitted, that cases of cure are remarkably rare;
owving to the inveterate obstinacy with which the habit is
persevered in.--Bul few cases have come under my observation,
in which the habit could be considered as eradicated, and the
patient permaﬂevtlv cured. Mr. John Hunter, states that, in
Jamaica, "a negro labouring under this malady, is considered
as lost. On many estates, half the number of deaths, on a
moderate computation, are owing to this cause.'" All other
writers confirm his statements respecting the difficulties
encountered in treating this affliction in the West Indies,
and it is to be regretted, that in this country, the results
of various expedients, and modes of treatment, have afforded
but little better results (Carpenter, 1845: 143-149).

According to physicians, the symptoms of the "disease" were extreme
sluggishness, great edema, pazller (particularly of the mucous membranes),
great susceptibility to cold, thin blood with a livid purple hue, and

diminishad secretions. The leading and essential symptom was an 'mgov-

ernable determination to eat earth. As ¥, W. Craigin . D. stated in

1811:
The only appreciable sipns of mertal activity exhibited during
the course of this diseass ave the crafty and cunning plans
1.
v

winich the patient most subitly maturas, and as stealthily
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executes to procure his desired repast (Craigin, 1811: 25).

Numerous theories were developed as to the cause of the "disease'
and an effective cure. D. Mason M. D., citing his practice in Jamaica,
states that the disease is brought on by long abstinence from food, bad
food, or an irregular or inadequate supply of food {(Mason, 1833: 295).
The treatment which he recomeends is good food, cleanliness, and proper
clothing together with a tonic, laxative, and some form of irom,...
essential a part of the remedy to be omitted."”

Another physician, J. Eauncock, advocated giving the afflicted slave
freedom, ease, and association with companions, a restorative diet, and
above all a preparation of iron (Cooper, 1957: 25). Further, he reports
that water drawn from an iron cistern on Tiger Island, Jamaica was
extremely beneficial on one plantation.

A common cure found in French colonies was the most macabre. The
geophagical slave was kept in confinement; he was chained on a plank
floor, equipped with irom gags or a close wire mask secured by a lock,
which prevented him from eating improper substances. As one might
expect, this cure was called by many physicians in other colonies the
least eifective cure for the practice. As F. W. Craigin wrote:

...nor does the confinement of legs and hands in stocks and

manacles exert the least influence and their preventative
effect is as tempcrarv as their employment. A metallic mask
or mouthpiece secured with a lock is the principal means of
security against their indulging in dirteating, nor dees this
effect a cure or save the life of the patient (Craigin, 1811:
23),
C. #. Jordan, M. D., cited sevaral case histories to prove his hypoth-

esie that the '"disease'" was associatad synonymously with tuberculosis of

the mesenteric glands (Jordan, 1832: 19). He felt this was chiefly due



to miasma, "filthy damp cabins," and inadequate diet. Professor

" to hookworm infestation.

Carpenter, of Louisiana, attributed the "disease

It ic indeed unforvunate that these physicians were unaware of the
anthropological studies of the era docunenting the existence of geophagy
in the homelands of the African slaves. A thorough understanding of the
cultural value of geophagy might have aided their understanding of the
practice.

It is theorized by this researcher that the '"cultural shock" under-
gone by the African slaves, resulting from their kidnapping and subsequent
enslavement in the New World, was the primary cause of the metamorphesis
from benign to malignant geophagy. The African slave was in many resvects
treated as an animal possession, fed a culturally foreign diet, lived in
some cases in a seemingly hostile environment, and was held in bondage by
racially and culturzlly foresign peoples. A widely held myth among newly
arrived slaves was that the white people were cannibals, The resulting

"eultural shock' apparently resulted in a modification of geophagy from

benign to the malignant form.

HISTORICAL BENIGN GEOPHAGY

Benign geophagy did occur on plantation, but was probably not docu-
mented as intensively. In most cases, the European plantation owners and
managers were concerned with only those problems and cultural practices
of the slave pcpulatiouns which affected the health and agricultural out-
put of their slaves. Benign geophagy which could be practiced in private
or without harming healrh was unimportant tc the slave owner or manager.

As John Williamson stated, while discussing the dreaded cachexia africana,
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"...it is equally an incontrovertible fact, that negroes in perfect
health, to appezrance, have indulged a propensity tc its clay moderate
use, without affecting them by disease" (Williamscn, : 264). Benign

gecphagy is also noted in Practical Rules for the Manacement and Medical

Ireatment of Negro Slaves in the Sugar Colonies, a highly respected book

for individuals cwning slaves. The author states, "...negroes continue
to eat dirt for a long time with less injury than cne might expect”
(Craigin, 1811: 50). Accordirg to P, Dons of St. Thomas, earth-eacing
is not necessarily injurious, "...for many a Negro who indulges the
practice daily may attain a high age and enjoy a relatively equally gcod

health with the non-eartheater" (Anell and Lagercrantz, 1958: 53).

THE EFFECTS OF THE GEOPHAGICAL ''DISEASE"

The dirt-eating "disease'" was a matter of great concern to plantation
cwners and managers. Noted historian, W. D. fostell has stated, 'Dirt
eating {cachexia africana) was the dread o2f every pianter" (Postell,

1945: 82). The "disease" was diffused on individual plantations by
contact between non-geophagical slaves and those who practiced geophagy.
Professor Carpenter, in describing cconditions which prevailed on Louisiana

plantaticns in 1844, observed that the practice is, "...,disseminated
through 'bad example,' since those who acquire the habit get into the
way of associating together...young lNegroes imitate their parents or

other older Negroes and cat earth and the children readily dimitate each
[&] }

other" {Carpervter, 1845: 161). It was cbsarved thet Negro slaves orig-

" 1

inating from certain "nations” were more susceptihble to the earth-eating

diseszse rhan were others. Thus the integration of hetercgenesous African
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cultures by the plantation owners aided the diffusion of the practice
among blacks in the New World.

The results of the "disease” were often disastrous to the plantation
system. On Jamaica, J. Hunter considered it probable that on maay plan-
tations "only a modest estimate' half of the annual mortality among the
Negro slaves ascribable to earth eating (Carpenter, 1845: 156).
Williamson observed that several plaatations, in the upland arecas of

"

Jamaica, were wiped out by mal d'esteomac, "...sweeping away a great pro-

portion of the gang'" (Williamson, 1817: 217). In the Leeward Isiands,

plantation owners were surprisad a3 geophagy broke out "as an epidemic”

and with "incredible rapidity" spread to plantations wiere it was hithertoe

[
~+

unknown {(Williamson, 1817: 177).

In the Southeastern United States, the earth-eating "diseaszs’”
resulted in the abandconment of numerous plantations. Drake reported at
least one plantatiocn in southern Alabama was forsaken becausa of cachexia

africana, as were several cthers in Mississippi (Posteil, 1345 82},

._
(3%

Professor Carpenter reports:

Thera have been instances, in this State, of large planting
establishments being brcken up by the extensive mortality,
resulting emong the slaves, of this habit earth eating...
There are many plantations situet=d on the banks of the rivers
and bayous of this State, on which 50 wmany cases have occurred,
as somctimes to create alarm, and, in one or twe instances, to
cause the desertion of the places. Instances of its extensive
prevalence on pizntations are comman on Bayou Lafourche...on
the Bayou Boeuf, particularly in the parish {8ic¢] of Rapides,
it seems nuw to be causing great wortality, and onr the banks
of the Mississippi River, and the Teche, instances nave like-
wise come to my attenticn (Carpenter, 1845: 161).
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THE DISTRIBUTION OF CGEOPHAGY BEFQRE 1885

Spatially geophagy was not limited in scope. Reports of geophagy

ware found throughout the Caribbean, including Jamaica, Haiti, Puerto

Rico, St. Thomas, St. Johns, St. Martin, Guadeloupe, Dominica, Martinique,

St, Lucia, Barbados, Grenada, and Trinidad. In the Southeastern United
States g=ophagy was found on-the plantarions and estates tﬁroughout the
region.

R. Little reported that on a journey through Florida he often saw
Negro boys no clider than ten to twelve years eating clay {Anell and
Lagercrantz, 1958: 42). He found the practice throughout the state.

Theodore Affleck observed that geophagy was extremely commen in Mississ

e

and theorized that one c¢hild in forty was gzophagious (Anell and Lagzrt-
crantz, 1958: 48). Additionally, Le claimed that "ome dirt-eater on a

plantation will infect the whole."

Professor J. R. Cotring deocumented geophiagy in Cecrgia. FProfessoy

by

ippl

Cotting =nalyze ample of clay from a clay pit "on the east side of the

great rcad leading from Augusta to Savannzh, about fourteen miles from the

former..." (Cotting, 1337: 283). The clay rit was described as being
®...large excavations...made by ignoraat dirt-eaters..." (Cotting, 1837:
28%). The author theorized the tremendous decline of dirt-eating since
tha Inception of modern medical treatmeats for the practice.

Ceophagy was well decumented In Leuisiana by the studies conducted

by J. Duacan {(1835), Profeseccr W. M. Carpenter (1845), ond J, Chabert

{1831). 1In Alazbama the practice was reported "in several parts” of the

&»
rr

ate {(Anell and Lagercrantz, 195&: 48). 1Imn 1857, in the New Orleans



Medical and Surgical Journal, Humphrey Feake M. D. described his treat-

ment of cachexia africana in Arkansas (Peake, 1857: 299-300).

E. Geddings, writing about the Carolinas, cbserved indivicduzal rcases
of '"dirt-eating" occurring throughout the twe states, but in the lowlands
the "disease" was a sericus problem {Anell and Lagercrantz, 1958: 59).
C. H., Jordan, M. D., of Person County, North Carolira, observed "...the
enslaved African is particularly the subject of this malady [cachexia
africand] " (Jordam, 1832: 18). He admitted to treating numercus cases
in the scope of his practice.

Dr. Joseph Pitt, in 1808, commuenied on the area along the Roancke
River, Of this region, which, coincides approximately with present-day
Martin County, North Carolina, he reported geophagy to be widespread.
Dr. Pitt states:

Malacia or dirt-eating, as it is called...are endemic in this
country. Dirt-eating prevails among the poor white people and
negroes, and originates, in my cpinion, from a deficiency of
nourishment...l have no more doubt that starving iz cthe
general cause of dirt-eating in this climate than I have that
septic acid is the general cause of fever...Malacia, so¢ far

as my knowledge extends, has seldom been cured in this country;
and as seldom is there any opportunity of regular treatment,

in consequence of the poverty of the sufferers (Pitt, 1808:
340-341).

WHITE GEOPHAGY

Pitt's account leads to the perplexing question of geophagv among
white residents of the study area. Althouph a survey of the literature
reveals little mention of white grophagy, historian Ulrich B, Phillips
believes differently. Phillips states:

Cases of clay eating in authentic records are meost numercus
among negroes (sic], merely because masters procured for their
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slaves far move medical inspaction than poor whites procured

for themselves; but probably the vicious practice was as comnon

among the whites (Phillips, 1229: 105).

Phillips' contention is difficult to ascertain. But in 1849, Charles
Lyell, the British scientist, stated that he believed geophagv was common
among pocr whites. Other occasional references tc poor white "dirt-
eaters" and 'clay-eaters" are found in scattered sources.

Years later, in 1902, Dr. Charles Waredell Stiles demonstrated a

correlation between geophagy and the hookworm disease (uncinariazsis).

This hookworm, which was the most common illness in many areas of the
South, was believed to be the trues cause of the poor white gecphagy. The
white geophagists were satisfyinz "...an abrormal appetite due to the
animia and abnormal condition of the intestinal tract." vhich wmarks the
advanced stages of chronic hookworm disease (Buck, 1925: 54).

The origin of geophagy among the poor whites is a perplexing umcer-
tainty. The mcre affluent white residents of the South wera non-
geophagical, and the basic comron cultural origins of the white populatcs
suggests that geophagy was not a culture trait. There was personal con-
tact between fread Negroes and poor whites, but evean the Negro sliaves
felt socially superior to the poor whites, Diffusion of the practice
from the African culture is improbable; rathey, the medical evidence
indicates that clay-eating was physiologically related to the ascaris
hookworm. Thus the geophagy of the poor white was cachectic or malignant
in nature, ond never classed as culturally based behavior,

The "hockworm theory" aoplied tc poor white geophagy is not relevant

to tlack geophagy. As Professor Marcia Cooper states:
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...conclusive evidence was presented by Kzller, Leathers, and
Ricks who conducted a study of the incidence and intensity of
hookworm infestation in rural areas cf Mississippi. 7They re-
ported that one out of every five vhite persomns, but only one

in sixty Negroes, showed hcokworm eggs in their feces. Further-
more, amcng those who are affected, the intensity of infastetion
was higher in white, than in Negroes and they concluded that
hookworm in the Negro does not constitute an important public
health problem (Cooper, 1957: 79).

CONTEMPORARY GEOPHAGICAL RESEARCH

Following the American Civil War and the emancipation of Negroes in
the Caribbean, cachectic or malignant in the form of "earth-eating
diseases" disappeared from the medical journals. It is theorized thaz
the end of the physical and mental abuse, coupled with the new found
personal freedom, induced a transformation of cachectic or malignaat
geophagy to its original benign form. This return tc benign gszophagy is
documented by 20th century anthropological, medical, sociclogical, and
geographical studies.

Unfortunately, little scholarly research of benign geophagy was
carried on until the early 1940's. In 1942, Dickens and Ford studied
geophagy among black school childrenm in Oktibbeha County, Mississippi.
The results of their study indicated 25 percent of the children had eaten
earch in 2 ten to sixteen day ivterval precading the investigation
(Dickens and Ford, 1942: 62}, The authors concluded:
eating is a culture trait,

12 pcw eat dirt because it

oD
av Jlable to date best supports
142 60) .

The third hypothesis is thar dirt
the origin of which is lost. ¥Feo
is "good for ycu." The evidence
this notion (Dickens and Ford, 18
The results of Dickens and Ford provided the impetus for several

other studies on this subject. In 1947, Hilda Hertz published Notes On

Clay and Starch Eating Among Negroes In A Southern Urban Communitv.




Hertz's study dealt with geophagy in Durliam, North Carolira. The study
found geophagy to be widespread awong black females in Durham (llertz,
1947: 345). None of the women interviewed know of any male geophagists.
An analysis was made of several clay samples, but no conclusions 1elated
to its consumptiocn could be reachzd. Unfortunately, the authoy did not
provide any percentages or sample sizes for her study.

Ferguson and Keaton conducted a study of clay and starch ingestion
among pregnant women in Mississippi in 1948. Their study which was con-
ducted in eleven counties in southern Mississippi, showed a high incideace
of clay and starch eating among Negro respcndents (Ferguson and Keaton,
1948: 461). As the authors stated:

Three hundred and sixty-one patients were investigated, 33%
colored and 30 white. Of the colored 27 percent were eating
clay and 41 percent starch. In the white group 7 percent

consumed clay and 10 percent starch. A few of these women

ate starch and clay when not pregnant, but the quantity and

incidence were dwarfed by the habit in the gravid state...

Reports from other observers and these patients have disclosed

that clay and starch enjoy popularity outside Mississippi, at

least in the Scuth, or among people recently migrated from

the South (Ferguson and Keaton, 1948: 461).

The study concluded that there was no relationship between geophagy
and either caloric intake, cr hookworm infestatiom. The authors felt the
women ate earth and starch for personal reasons rather than physiologic
factors, but concluded, "The reason clay and starch are eaten is unknown"
{Ferguson and Keaton, 1948: 463).

In 1965, Margaret Clayton conducted a study of geophazy in the Black
Belt of Alabama. Although Ms. Claytcn's sample wes restricted to fifty

informants, she theovized geophagy was widespread in rhis section of

Alaghama, The author believed gsophagy was cultural behavior. She stated:



Dirt-eating, as we found it, was probably an acquired appetite,
a cultural phenomencn whose ultimate origins are unlmown and
vhose future looks limited, which began as other acquired
appetites do, through imitation aud learning (Claytom, 1965:
54) .

Another recent study in the "Deep South" was conducted by Professor
Vermeer and Dennis Frate. Vermeer and Frate undertook an intensive study
of geophagy in Holmes County, Mississippi. In their research, the
authors analyzed the occurrence of geophagy and the cultural ecology of
the practice. The research results revealed that geophagy was practiced
by approximately 47 percent of the black pregnant females and 20 percent
of the non-pregnant black females interviewed (Vermeer and Frate, um-
published: 7). As the authors stated in their conclusion, "Gecphagy
within the Black communiity c¢f Holmes County is a custom deeply imbeddad
within the subculture" (Vermeer and Frate, unpublished: 17).

The most recently published study of geophagy is Dr. John Huntexr's,

"Geophagy In Africa And In The United States: A Culture-Nutrition

Hypothesis." Professor Hunter discusses the widespread occurrence of
geophagy in Africa and emong Black Americans, but the substantive potvtion
of the study deals with Hunter's hypothesis. Professer Huatex's thacry
concludes:

In essence, the culturve-nutrition hypothesis suggests that

geophagy is a cultural institution that evelved through stages

#s a behaviceral response to the physiological imperative;

nanely, that, over a long period of time, a cultural practice

subconscicusly responds to, and gradually gives institu-

tionalized ferm to, the physiologicel needs of the body under

stress (Aunter, 1973: 184-185).

Unfortunately, Professor Hunter's hypothesis was not subject to

field rzsearch. Ulis evidence is based entirely on the physiological

experiments with select animals, including cattle and rats, and



experiments with babies and small children's consumption cf cod liver oil
and other fcod preferences, Field research by other geopgraphers, anthro-
pologists, medical researchers, and the present writer has failed to
detect a physiologic causation for geophagy in the Scutheastern United
States. This author must concur with Professor Vermcer that the initied
consumption of earth may have been physiologically asscciated, and indecd
this reason may still be applicable in part of the Third Worlid. BRBut iun
the Southeastern United States, geophagy is definitely a culture trait,
Despite the comments of several contemporary researchers, the
African origin cf black geophagy is undeniabie. Renign goophagy is a

culture trait which was intrcduced iInto the ew Worid by the jmported

-

(¥

African slaves. Like its hlack practit
history in the Awericas., But geonhagy has survived this troubled period.
Today it remains a viazble aspect of the Afro-émerican svbculture in maav

parts of the New World. The remainder of this study will seek to analyre

the viability of gaophagy in Fastern North Carolina.

cners, geophagy bas had a vurbulent:



CHAPTER I1

THi SPATIAL DISTRIBUTION OF GEOPHACY

IN EASTERN NORTH CARQLINA

The incidence of geophagy iu the Southeastern United States and
Caribbean has been documented extensively in the previously cited sources.
Prior ccatemporary research into geophagical practices has been spatially
limited to piedmont znd upland areas. The question may be raised as ©o
what extent geophagy appears as a viable facet nf the black subculture
on the extensive céastal plain areas cf the Southeast. The concluding
section of this study addresses itself to this guesction.

In order to investigete the nature and prevalence of geophagy on
the Coastal Flain of Eastern North Caroiina, 2 sawple avea was arbivrazily
delimited. The twenty -~ouwnty ctudy area was selected on the basis of its
spatial, economic, envirommentsl, and cultural considervstions, so as to

represent 2 fair sample of Eastern Herth Carolina (Figure 3). Those
couaties selented evtend from the state’'s northern horder to the souttiern
bowndary, and from the cuter ceastal plain to Piedumont., Ths study area
zlso included the lavgest countics and cities as well as sowme of the most
1a

n. Economically, the study arca included

e

el
o
0
! i
)
o
hel

rural areas of the ¢

hoth indastrialized and agriculturzl bzsed ccunties. Finally the study

2il three racial giroups Living
1

in Fastern North Caroiina, Caucaseids, Negroids, and Mongoloids,

area inclnded a representative sanple of

Field inrecviews constituted the primary source of data, Over 120¢

"

interviews were obtained, Che nelority of which followed a structuned
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format. The bulk ¢of the interviews weve conducted by female Program
Aides from the North Carclina Agricultural Extension Service. The coop-
erstion of these womea aides proved to be an ianvaluable compcnent for the
successful completion of the atudy, as these interviewers had a rapport
with the informants. The aides' persoral relationship with the inter-
viewees allcwed the gathering of informaricn which would have been pre-
cluded to other sources.

In order to axamine possible geophagical diffusion, the population
sample included members of all three racial groups in the study area.
The mean age of the informants, who varied from seven to ninety-nine
years, was thirty-five. Male informants comprised less then five per
cent of the sample; previous research had precluded the pracrice of
geophagy among men. This conclusion was later verified by the interviews.

The results of the interviews indicated that geophagicel practices
were more oxtensive than previous studies in the Southeast have disclesed.
Among the 1200 residents surveyed, 25.97 were antively engaged in geoph-
agy, 14.8% were actively practicing starch eating, and 7.2% vere consuming
clay and starch concurreatly. Analysis of the results of all inftervies
disclosed that 42,17 of the sample population wera actively engaged in
some form of geephagical practice (either clay ot stacch eating cr both
copcurrentivy . HNot upexpectedly, Lhe nature and incidence of geophagical
practices varied azmong the vopulace cf individuzl ccunties (Table 1),

In nrder o cbtain an effzctive aneivsis of the variation in the

disperegion, 1. e., standard deviaricn, was applied to informant respomnses.

Use of sitandard deviation provides an index of the deviatioa of individual
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TABLE 1

SURVEYED INCIDENCE OF GEOPHAGICAL
PRACTICES IN THE STUDY ARFEA

LAY STARCH CONCURRENT
COUNTIES SURVEYED EATING (%) EATING (%) CONSUMPTICHN (Z;}__
BEAUFORT 22.1 17.1 2.0
BERTIE 12.5 20.0 7.5
BLADEN | 27.2 34.5 ' 3.0
CUMBERLAND 26.6 15.5 3.8
EDGECOMBE 57.7 8.8 15.5
GREENE 41.6 5.0 . 166
HALIFAX 33.3 10.0 6.6
HERTFORD 11.4 31.4 2.8
JOHNSTON 3.5 18.0 26.0
LENOIR 21.2 10.0 5.0
MARTIN | 32,7 14.5 5.4
NASH 25.9 2.8 -
NEW HANOVER 8.0 48.0 6.0
NORTHAMOTON 33.3 20.0 26.6
PENDER 14.7 11.7 2.9
PITT 15.0 7.0 10.0
ROEESON 32,8 5.8 1.4
SAMPSON 33.3 8.3 13.0
WAYHE 26.6 3.3 -
WEL.SON 15.3 18.4 16.9
MEAN COINTY -

INCIDENCE 25.9 14.8 7.2
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county data, both positive and negative, from the mean for the entire
study area. This made possible a more precise analysis than could be
rendered through the use of percentages and mean. Standard deviation
measures, hereafter tc be designated by S', were determined for each

1 §'. Those couities within % S' of the mean were interpreted aé the
average or expected occurrence of geophagical practices. Counties
between % S' - 1) 3' were defined as mecderately above average. Counties
with a S' greater than 1% S' were categorized as well beyond the mean
and could be expected to have either a very high or very low incidence
cf the phenomenon. Though the limits set might have first appeaved

arbitrary, fieldwork has supported them as natural breaking points.

INCIDENCE OF GEOPHAGY

Geophagy was found to be extremely widespread and variable within
the study area. The occurrence of geophagy for individual counties
ranged from 57.5% in Edgecombe County to 8% in New Hanover County, with
a mean of 25.97 for the region as a whole. The standard deviation for
clay eating was 10.4 (Figure 4),

Those counties within % S' included Beaufort, Bladen, Cumberland,
Jehneton, Lenoir, Nash, aad Vayne. Nash County paralleled the mean, and
#11 other counties except Lenocir and Beaufort were slightly above the
mean. With the exception of Beaufort Cownty, these avevage counties were
concentrated in the western aud ventral sections of the Cocastzal Plain.

Halifax, Martin, Northampton, Rebeson, and Sampscn counties fell
between % S7 - 1 S', All of the foregoing counties exhibited geophagical

practices rhat were moderztely above the mean of the study area. The

&)
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counties found to deviate between 1 S' - 1% S' were Bertie, Hertford,
Pender, Pitt, and Wilson. In all of the counties in this grouping stcatis-
tical scores were below the statistical mean for the entire study area.
Althcugh Wilson County's sample was below the mean, its inclusion in ihis
group was deceiving. Whereas clay eating was reported in only 15.3% of
the sample, a very significant percentage of the sample (16.9%Z) was con-
suming both clay and starch concurrently. Concurrent consumption was not
calculated, into either clay or starch consumption, thus suggesting an
apparent lower incidence for Wilcson County.

Survey results in Greene and New Hanover Counties indicated a
deviation from the mean of between 1) S' - 2 S'., Although the absolute
mean deviation was the same for both, Greene with 41.67 practitcioners was
a positive departure from the mean, while New Hanover with 8% practi-
tioners was at the negative end of the statistical range. Only Edgecombe
County with 57.7%Z geophagists had a higher percentage of clav eating.

The standard deviation of Edgecombe County was in excess of 3 §7,

Counties scoring within 1 S' of the mean tended to be located in
the western and central sections of the study area. These counties had
few divergent sceores, with geophagy generally found among 257 - 307 of
the sample. The normality of the scores from these counties indicates
the wniformity of geophagy within each: interviews obtained in these
ccunties confirmed the statistical inference,

The concentration of countiec well below the mean on the eastern
fringe of the study area warranted additional attenticen. Five of the
six easternmcst counties were below the mean of the study area, with

ot

Bertie, Hevrtford, New Hanover, and Pender greater than 1 S' from the
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mean. A possible correlation between environmental considerations and
the negative incidence of geophagy may be indicated by this concentration
of counties. The data provided by informants has suggested an environ-
mental limitaticn on geophagy in tidewater and coastal sections of the
study area. One informant in New Hanover County stated, "I used to eat
clay back home (Robeson County, North Carolina) but couldn't find no

sic good dirt around here."2 Similar responses were recorded in
Beaufort and Hertford Counties.

Informants' comments about "bad dirt'" were related to the quality
of clay found in these coastal counties. Informants had suggested that
the quality of clays found further east was substandard to Piedmont clays,
Quite probably this taste preference was linked to the types of clays
found in the more coastal counties which differed chemically from those
clays found further inland (Stuckey, 1965: 382). Clay is also less
plentiful in coastal areas due to pedogenetic factors and the character
of soil material. The younger coastal soils have both a higher organic
content than Piedmont soils, and lack the necessary age to develop
horizons and concentrations of clays.

Although the quality and quantity of clay discouraged the practice
of geophagy in the eastern cdunties, a sizeable proportion of the sample
(17.4% in the six coastal counties) continued the practice. This was
accomplishked by consuming less desirable clays or "importing' clays from
areas farther west.

The greatest diversity in sample percentages occcurred in the north
central coastal plain, which includes Edgecombe, Greene, and Pitt

Ccoumties. Edgecombe and Greene Counties had the highest Incideace of
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geophagy in the study area, whereas Pitt County, which is located between
these counties, was significantly below the mean. Informants believed
that the disparity reflects an influence in Pitt County of the urban
influence of Greenville and East Carolina University. Many interviewees
in Edgecombe and Greene Counties believed Pitt County blacks have "lost"

many of the "old ways,"

which might signify a breakdown of antecedent
cultural practices. The higli percentage of geophagy in Edgecombe and
Greene Counties was attributed to the continued viability of traditional

cultural practices among members of the rural-based black subculture in

these counties.

INCIDENCE OF STARCH EATING

The percentage for starch eating varied less than the incidence of
clay eating. Deviant counties, and their degree of departure from the
norm, were of less significance in the starch eating survev. The mean
percentage of starch eating was 14.87, with a standard deviation of 11.4
(Figure 5).

Counties scoring within % S' included Beaufort, Bertie, Cumberland,
Halifax, Johnston, Lenoir, Martin, Northampton, Pender, and Wilson.

These counties which were spatially ncncontigous were located throughout
the study area. Lenoir, Martin, and Pender Ccunties were below the mean,
and all others above it.

Those counties between % S' - 1 S' included Edgecombe, Greene, Pitt,
Robeson, and Sampson Counties, and were all below the mean of the study
area. These counties were located in the southern and northern central

coastal plain. Hertford, Wash, and Wayne Counties vary between 1 S' -
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1% S'. Of these only Hertford was abhove the mean.

Eladen and New Hanover ccunties had a standard deviation between
1% 8' -~ 2 8'., EBoth counties which were significantly higher than the
mean, were located in southern section of the study area.

An analysis of starch eating indicated a somewhat higher incidence
of starch consumption in the eastern section of the study area. Hertford
and New Hanover Counties had percentages more than twice that of the
study area mean. Other eastern counties which included Beaufort, Bertie,
and Martin also had a higher percentage of starch consumption than the
mean, while Pender County was slightly below the mean. It is hypothesized
that in the coastal areas, where clay is less prevalent, there has been
a substitution of starch for clay. Survey results indicated that blacks
moving to the coastal counties from the Piedmont or interior coastal
plain, often switched from clay to starch because of the scarcity of good
"elay earth" in the area. It appears that this environmental constraint
on geophagy has similarly affected long time residents of the coastal
areas, thereby affecting a shift in the consumption of e¢lay to starch.

In addition to coastal areas, a high incidence of starch eating
appears in Bladen County. The high percentage of starch consumpticn in
this county, which amounts to twice the study area mean, was evidently
linked to cultural traditicn in the black community. Informants indi-
cated a long history of the practice, quite possibly tied to the clcse
cultural ties with New Hanover County (Wilmington) within the black com-
nunity.

Throughcut the remainder of the study area, starch eating was wide-

spreuad, but secondary in importance to geophagy. The greatest occurrence



41

of starch eating was among younger informants. Among this group the
consumption of starch appeared to be a substitute for earth, which many

young informants indicated that they would not corsume.

URBAN GEOPHAGICAL PRACTICES

Gecphagical practices (both clay and starch consumption) were nearly
as prevalent in urban areas as in rural areas. The larger cities,
including Fayetteville, Wilmington, Wilson, and Rocky Mount, had only
siightly lower positive percentages than their rural hinterlands. Starch
eating was found tc be more widespread in the larger cities; the lack of
clay sources seemed to be the primary coatributing factor. In the
smaller cities, the percentages of clay and starch eating tended fo
parallel the rural sample.

The incidence and spatial arrangement of geophagical practices
within the study area was not affected by socioeconomic levels of the
individual counties. It is a widely held belief among some social
scientists that antecedent culture traits are viable only in areas of
economic and social deprivation. The examples of Appalachia and the
rural black man in the South, have often been used to illustrate this
conclusion. In order to test this possible hypothesis for the distri-
bution of geophagy, survey data were correlated with several socio-
economic variables., These variables included median family income,
median schooling for females, percent of populaticn below the poverty
level, and the composite factor scores for the study area (Stephenson
and Hartshorn, 1%72: 1 - 2). Nc correlation was observed between socio-
economic conditions in the individual counties and the incidence or

distribution of geophagical practices.
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ETHNIC CHARACTERISTICS OF GEOPHAGICAL PRACTICES .

The population sample of the survey included all three racial groups
in the study area, with Cau;asoids constituting 50Z of the sample,
Negroids 45%Z, and Mgﬁg&%g{ﬁg 5%. Racially, blacks composed over %57 of
the positive geophagical responses, less than 1% of the white informants
admitted to having ever consumed either clay or starch. A particularly
intriging response was the total lack of knowledge of the practice by
the majority of white informants. It has been hypothesized that the
lack of awareness is linked not only to the lack of precedent for such
a trait amcng Anglo-Americans, but to the racially polarized society of

Eastern North Carolina as well.

Among Indian informants, in Robeson, Cumberland, and Halifax

ot

Counties, 29% were geophagical (consuming either clay or starch).
most comwon practice was clay eating. The Indians appear to have
acquired geophagy from contact with black residents of their home
counties. Several clder Indian informants stated they had learned the
practice, "from a colored [sic] woman." Indian geophagy appears to be
declining rapidly, as the mean age of Indian gecphagist interviewed was
fortv-seven, and no practicing informants under thirty years of age werea
disclosed. Az one sixty-seven year old informant in Robeson County
2

stated, "My davghters think I'm crazy, because I eat it (clay)."

Survey resvits showed geophagy and starch eating to be extremely
widespread in tha black community of Zastern North Carolina. Analysis
indicated that limited clay prevalence and quality in the coastal scils

sezmingly affects a reduction in the incidence of the practice. Appar-

ently, in areas where clay procurement was hampered, starch eating serves
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as a compatible substitute.

Despite environmental constraints, the determining factor in geoph-
agical practices was cultural. The personal decision to consume earth
was governed by thg cultural heritage of the individual and not her socio-
econoinic status. The lack of geophagical practices among white residents
and the apparent decline in the practice ameng Indians was the result of
culturally dictated choices. Likewise, in the black community the choice
of clay or starch eating was regulated by the prevailing geophagical
attitudes in the family and community. Only through a thorough under-
standing of this cultural background is it possible to understand fully

the practice of geophagy and its spatial distributicn.
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NOTES

1

Throughout the remainder of this study Caucasoids will be referred to
as Anglo-Americans or whites, Negroids will be designated by Afro-
Americans or blacks, and Mongoloids as Indians. The use of these terms
reflects both the current useage in scientific literature, and the
personal preference cf the individual racial groups.

2

A criterion for the cooperation of the Agricultural Extension Service
was the anoniymity of the informants, for this reason the informants'
names have not been divulged.



CHAPTER IV

THE CULTURAL ECCLOGY O GEOPHAGY

"As a cultural trait, geophagy plays an influential wole in the
total dietary practices of che black commumity" (Vermeer, n. d.: 1).

Dietary practices reflect both environmental and cultural components

s

the environmental biotic resources form the medium within which cultural
selectivity and preference determines dietary habits., bDietary habits
are not as simnlistic as they may appear. As Max. Sorre has statad:

Diet, iike settlement, is one of the most characteristic and

least simple expressions of culture, for it absorbs all the

other elements that enter into the definition cf a genre de

vie (Sorre, 1962: 445).

The consumption of clay has a direct relationshir with the nacural
envirourent which few dietary habits possess. The results of this divect
involvement has b=en the development of a number of distinztly upiqus
cultural practices and values attached toc geophagy. The cultural ecclogy
of geophagy is ccncernad with the varlety of processes involved in the

<

practice of this cultural tradition. Through ecoleogical analysisz i

- ig

T

eazier to understand the ceontext in which geoprhagy is practiced in the

black coumunity.

BLACK STTTLEMENT

The black cormunity of the studv area comprises 397 cf the total
population of the twenty surveyed countizs (United States Bureau of

Census, 1970: 35). The size of this group is significarmtly largar than
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the North Carolina mean black population of 23.3% (United States Bureau
of Census, 1970: 34). Of the black ponulace, 70.6% of that residing
within the study area is classed as rural {United States Bureau of
Census, 1970: 47). This rural coucentration is largely the product of
antecedent settlement patterns related to a labor intensive agricultural
system in Eastern North Carolina.

Black settlement tends to be linear in occurrence, with miniature
neighborhood units developing aloung the roadway network. The grouping
of housing units is apparently linked to the formerly dominant labor
intensive agricultural systems. The church remains the center of the
community with small fundamentalist congregations frequenting the land-
scape. These small churches serve a diminutive hinterland fcr which
they provide the focal point for a variety of community, social, and
welfare activities. Close knit kinship ties are strengthened by the
strong impact of the church and the spatially restricted neighborhood

settlement catterns. N

BLACK KINSHIP AND GEOPHAGY

Prior to the advent of widespread agricultural mechanization, black
kinship was limited generally to small territories. The effect of mecha-
nization has been the displacement of large numbers of black residents,
particularly those who are unable to obtain full-time werk in the rural
environment. A result or this has been the accelerated movement of rural
blacks te¢ urban areas within the study area. This forced migration must
be differentiated from the voluntary migration of voung blacks to the

large urban areas of the North and South, a phenomenon which also results



47

in part from agricultural mechanization.

The product of this economically metivated migration has been the
spatial extension of kinship ties, which in almost all cases remain
intact regardless of the degree of geographical separation. The urban
black community therefore, maintains both a strong physical and cultural
linkage tc the rural environment. Only two areas in the study area,
Fayetteville and Wilmington, could be considered large enough to effect
an acculturation of their black residents. But even in these more "urban'
locations, long standing rural-based cultural practices, such as gecphagy,
continue. A well maintained road system, a reasonable degree of mobility,
and the initial strength of kinship ties are factors which facilitate the
continuation of the rural-based subculture of the black community.

The continuity of geophagy is closely related to the kinship system
in the black community. The typical family unit appears to be matrifecal.
Although many anthropeclogists and sociologists will deny the continued
existence of matrifocal families in the black community of Ezstern North
Carolina, the writer's findings dispute this assumption. The existence
of the matrifocal family is seemingly a product of: (1) historical
factors - the social structure of slavery and the plantation system;

(2) social conditions in contemporary society - the emasculaticn and
degradation of black masculinity by the white community, and (3) economic
conditions - which force the emigration of many black males out of the
arvea in search of meaningful employment.

In the matrifocal family the raising of the children is almost
entirely imposed upon the mother or cther female guardians. The strong

matriarchal association provides linkage for the perpetuation of the
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practice of geophagy. In the course of rearing the sibling, the female
practiticner introcduces geophagicezl practices ezither intentionally or
inadvertently, through example, to the child. Among intervieved practi-
tioners, the introduction normally occurred quite early, usually before
ten years of age. If the child is not introduced to the practice in the
home, the prevalence of the practice within the commumity makes outside
introducticn extremely probable. Thirty percent of the informants indi-
cated this means of introduction to the trait in their cwn experience.
Geophagy is prevalent among children of both sexes wntil pubeity.
At this point in the child's 1life geophagy assumes a new meaning. To
the female it becomes a symbol of womanhood. The female adolescent has
seen it practiced by adult women, both relatives and family friends, and
now adopts the practice as a part of her own behavicral pattern. The
practice is strengthened during her first and subsequent pregnancies.
In contrast, black males reject geophagy at puberty. The trait is closely
associated with black femininity, and at puberty the young man attempts
to rid himself of those feminine influences and/or associated practices
which detract from his masculinity. The practice is considered to be
"foolish," and in maturity the black husband will attempt to dissuade
his wife from the practice by chiding her or disposing of her clay.
Geophagy takez on a special importance during pregnancy. Informants
indicated that at the time of pregnancy it fulfilled a dietary longing.
The ingestion of =arth provides satisfaction for an unusual "craving"
duving pregnancy. The clay represents a culturally perceived means of
satisfaction for the special needs of pregnancy. It is also recommended

as a remedy for upset stomach and other stomach related illnesses during
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the pregnancy. During gestation, geophagy is most apt to be diffused to
many non-geophagists by friends and neighbors. During periods of preg-
nancy, "clay earth" is suggested and provided by such persons for
"eravings" and upset stomach.

Following pregnancy many women continue the practice regularly,
while others suspend use until periods of craving or another pregnancy.
Numerous geophagists mentioned an especially strong desire for clay after
a hard rain when the air smelled of wet earth. Other infrequent practi-
tioners cited periods cof mental stress or periods of extreme physiczal
labor as times of unusual desira.

Among habitual consumers clay is ingested almost constantly. Many
informants compared “clay eating' to cigarette smoking, or a seemingly
unbreakabla habit. A number of Informants nibble on clay throughout the
entire day, consuming up to one-half pound of earth a day. Periods of
greatest desire are often after meals, during moments of physical stress,

and pricor to retiring for the evening.
CLAY SOURCES

Clay is obtained from numerous sources. The most common source of
earth is along road cuts. (Figures 6 and 7) Owing to the relatively
flat nature of the coastal plain the gathering of clay from the B horizon
iz apparently facilitated at road cuts., Informaents cbtain the earth by
digging horizontally inco the bavk with haad teols. The depth of the
hole is dependent upon the exteat and nature of the clay bed and taste
preferences, with holes usually varying from one to four feet in depth.

In order to avoid frequent trips to the "clay hole,” clay 1is usually



Figure 6

Clay Source Area in Rural Greene County
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Figure 7

Clay Source Area in Rural Pitt County
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collected in large quantities, such as in large shopping bags or bushel
baskets.

The infrequent trips to "clay holes" are often appreoached as a
social function. It is cemmon for large numbers of female relatives,
friends, and children to gather at a clay source and socialize while
taking turms digging for their clay. Such prearranged gatherings act to
strengthen already strong kinship and community ties.

Inforiants in rural Beaufort, Martin, Edgecombe, Bladen, Cumberland
and Robeson Counties indicated that clay is also obtained from wells.
The well bucket is lowered and raised against the well shaft to collezct
clay. This sethod of obtaiuing clay requires less travel burn is depan-
dent on ovmership of a well with "gocod clay."

Arother source of clay in some localities i¢ the natural Jeposits

vhich are exposed along the banks of streams. Though this scurce tends
to be of greater significance in areas of low relief, such as iz found
in porcicns of Hertiord, Tdgeccmbe, Beaufort, and Martin Counties,
isolated responses to stream bamk scurces were recorded thrcughout the
study area.

The location of explioited clay deposits depends on several human
factors, As clay acquisition is carried out with the use of basic hand
tools (shovels, hoes, picks, ete.), envirvonmental coaditions often
clay holes” to areas where easy access is

restrict the location of

afforded. All conditions being equal, howaver, the domirant factor in

e

determining a selection site is cultural preference based upon individuoal
partialities in taste preference. Becaus2 of these individually stroag

taste preferences, readily accessillle clay sources are often ignoved in



favor of more desirable clays, albeit located at a greater distance.
Thus, relatively accessible clay does not nccescsarily determine its

utilization as a geophagical resource.

THE ROLE OF CULITURAL PREFERENCE

The cultural preference is especially influential concerning clay
taste and color. Slightly more than 90% of the informants indicated a
preference for clay of a particular color, a factor which directly
affects the taste of clay. HKere again, the allegiance to pipe clay
{grey), white clay, red clay, orange clay, or "lezn" clay (a white and
red streaked clay) was subject to personal preferences which are often
expressed by entire families as well as individuals. Most informants
would consume other clays, but only if the preferred variety was wnavail-
able. All informants sought clays which were free cf grit, sand, and
silt,

The distance traveled for "good clay" varied with the individual
geophagist. These geophagists who have been lifetime residents cf cne
area tend to travel only chort distances to familiar clay sources.
{(Figure 8) The location of the 'clay holes" are well known in the com-
munity. Many geophagists and non~geophagists have general knowledge of
clay sources within their own home county, and often in neighboring
counties. VWhereas in the past, the location of family "clay holes" was

oftenu held secret, mn

5]

¢ informants interviewed fo. this study spoke
openly of their sources of clay.
The increasingly freguent relocation cof geophagists within the study

area to urban areas or reiatively distant rural areas has caused these
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geophagists to travel long distances, or often to depend on friends or
relatives from their former home areas to bring clay to them during
visits. This is especially the case among clder geopliagists who tend to
resist the introduction of new clays, and prefer to rely on kinship
linkages toc furnish clay from a particular “"clay hole." It is not
unusual for urban gecphagicts to disceontinue or reduce their intake of
clay rather than consume "fcreign clays.”" Interviews attested that
geophagists would travel as much as fifty miles to procure fawmiliar
clays. These clay gathering trips are often combined with visita with
relatives. This dewonstrated preference for particular clsys indicates
the premium placed on familiar "clay holes" and the degree to which

cultural preference influences the consunption of earth,

URBAN GEQPHAGY

Among those urban geophagists who are either wirthout privace transe-

portation or unable to travel to rural "clay holes," clay is usually
purchased. Often the clay may be procured from gecphagiste in cthe come

munity for a vominal fze cof twenty-five cents for a small papar

(W)

ag
(averaging about one aand ore-haif to twe pounds) of clay. Informants
indicated that clay could be purchased In Kinston, CGreenville, Wilson,
Favetteviile, and Lumberton. Ancther source of purchasecd clay is ccm-
mercial business establichments. These may Include greocevy stores, feed
stores, and other small businesses serving ithe black community. These
clay selling =stablishmeants coperate purely for the profit motive, and

are usually owned by whites., Urban arcas including Tarboro, Wilmiugten,

Goldshore, Wilson, and Durham {which is outside the study area} comtain
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businesses which sell clay. The price of clay in these commercial opera-
tions tends to be higher tharn noncommercial sources ranging twenty to
thirty cents per pound. The quality of commercial clay tends to be
"poorer" than that obtained from other sources. There are indications
that the commercial sale of clay is more prevaleant thaun is suggested by
the data obtaired through this study. Commercial clay sellers tend to
discourage publicity for fear of discovery. Reasons for this secrecy
can only be conjectured.

Another source of obtaining clay in urban areas is the location of
accessible clay sources within the urban environment. - Although not as

numercus as rural "clay holes," the clay holes within several cities in

the study area yield substantial quantities of clay. Urban places with

reported "

clay holes" include Greenville, Farmvilie, Recky Mount,
Clayton, Wilson, and Lumberton. Clay holes in urban areas are generally
found in locations with high relief, usually along railroad beds, rcad
cuts, and stream banks. Most urban informants believed that clay holes
in urban areas were not as clean or sanitery as rural clay sources. For

this reason, clay from urban "clay holes" was deemed to be the least

desirable of clays.

CLAY PREPARATION

Following the acquisition of clay, several methods of preparation
are undertaken. Few geophagists eat wet clay or clay as it is found in
the natural state. Only in cases of extreme desire, or when prepared
clay is umavailable, will wet clay be consumed. The majority of infer-

mants indicated that the clay is prepared by placing it in an cven for
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baking. Many geophagists spoke of baking the clay until the dried earth
"crackles." Although most informants believed this to be merely a drying
process, many older informants indicated that this baking process killed
any harmful organisms in the earth. It was repeatedly stated by the
older informants that this preparation method evolved as a folk disin-
fecting process for the clay. However, younger geophaglsts wera appar-
ently unaware of the significance of this method of preparatien.

Another preparatory step which is apparently devised for disinfecting
clay, is tc smoke it. The wet clay is daubed or pressed on the walls of
a fireplace or tobacco barn until it is secured. Feollewing the drying
and smoking process, the clay is removed when needed. In addition to
providing aseptic clay, some geophagists believe the smoking prozess adds
additional taste. Interviews indicated that the smoking method of prepa-
ration is spatially limited in the study area to Martin, Greene, and
Beaufort Ccuntias. Informants suggest that the smoking of ciay is on the
decline. Tactors affecting this decrease include the decline of open
fireplaces and wcod-burning tobacco barms, as well as the relative ease
of oven drying.

Air drying of clay is the 3econd most popular and spatially wide-
spread methed of preparation. Folliowing the procurement of earth, the
clay is divided into small chunks, and set in any dry place until it dries
out completely. The drying process may take from twenty-four to seventy-
twe hours, depending on the size of the pleces and atmospheric conditicns.

Interviews provided little evidence nf a spatial pattern for baking
and air drying wethcds of clay preparation. Informants attested that both

methcds were extremaly widespread. The method used in the preparation of
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clay is culturally determined. DMost informants prepared their clay in
the manner in which it had been introduced to them by their mothers or
other female relatives cr friends. The decline in smcke drying clay
appears to coincide with a rise in the frequency of baking or air drying

of clay.

NORTHERN DIFFUSION

A measure of the importance of geophagy in the black subculture is
its diffusion with the migration of blacks out of the study area. Over
10% of the informants send boxes of clay from particular "clay holes" to
relatives living in the North. Many informants stated that blacks
visiting cut-of-state relatives dig large boxes of clay to transport to
New York, Washington, Baltimore, Pittsburgh, and other urban centers.
Out-of-state blacks visiting home will alsc preocure a supply of "home"

clay. Northern relatives indicate that they cannot obtain '

'sood clay
earth" in their present locations, and so must depend on relatives to
provide them with it or make procurement trips themselves, One informant

in Lenoir County commented that relatives in New York City knew of a

grocery store that sold Southern clay to Harlem residents.

ACCULTURATED GEOPHAGY

The practice of geophagy, as is true of any culture trait, has not
remained static; this is exemplified by the change in clay preparaticn
from smoking to air drying to baking. A more significant modification
cf the practice has been the shift from clay consumption to starch con-

sumption. Information gained from the interviews suggests that starch



eating is probably an acculturated form of geophagy. The continuity of
both practices is demcnstrated by the high percentage of informamts (7.2%)
who consume both clay and starch concurrently.

The shift to starch is especially important among younger blacks,
The mean age of geophagists interviewed was 34. In contrast, the mean
age among starch eaters was 25. The apparent transfer from clay to
starch consumption is primarily a phencmenon occurring among the younger
generation of black females. Numerous middle aged informants said their
children do not like clay, but eat large gquautities of starch.

The transference toc starch is apparently linked to a "cultural
stigma" against eating earth. The younger generaticn is better educated,
less restricted by social and racial barriers, and has been indoctrinsated
by the mass media, The consumption of clay, although culturally
acceptable in the black community, is greeted with great disdain by
younger blacks. This generation has been taught that earth is something
to wash out of clothes, or raise pilants in, not to consume. Many voung
informants felt clay eating was "“unsanitary" or "unclean."

Starch is a substitute which is believed tn ba cleaner and less
harmful, Although the taste ic different, both clay and starch provide
the same tactile sensation in the mouth somstimes described as a
"slippery" feeling. The universally consumed starch is Argo, 2 braad
name form of dried laundry starch. This starch can be inexpensively
purchased in most grocery stores.

Interviews suggest that the introduction of starch censumption, znd
the perceived value of starch eating during pregnancy, are identical cto

clay eating. Additionally, starch was consumed feoilowing pregnancy inu a
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similar context as was clay. Therefore, it can be hypothesized that
starch eating is indeed an acculturated form of gecphagy.
Informaticn gathered during this study indicates that the increase

of starch eating, or "acculturated geophagy,"

is increasing at the
expense of clay consumption., Survey results demonstrate that this
acculturated form is extremely widespread (14.87%), and its importance
among younger geophagists suggests its continuation and future expansiou.
As the starch eaters pass the practice on to their children, its impor--
tance and incidence will surpass that of geophagy.

Geophagy has numercus attendant practices and processes which
centribute tc the total scope of the trait. Hopefully, through the
analysis of these processes a better understanding can be gainad of the
culturally dictated fzcets of the practice, and the role it plays in toe

total maka up of the subculture in which it is practiced.



CHAPTER V

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND EXPECTATIONS

Geophagy diffused to the New World from the coastal areas of West
Africa. The practice, which was identified from the outset with the
African slave, persisted throughout the era of slavery and continues
today as a widely practicéd trait of black American culture. Geophagy
is but one of a myriad of culture traits brought to the New World by
African slaves. Many of these culture traits have disappeared completely.
The continued existence of geophagy, however, demonstrates the high
regard in which this trait is held by the black community and its
intrinsic value to individual practitioners.

Today, geophagy is a viable aspect of the black subculture in
Eﬁstern North Carolina. Within this subculture, geophagy plays a
prominent role in the dietary practices of children and adult females.
This role is delimited by the mores and customs of the subculture. Those
individuals who violate the culture trait, either by eating too much
earth or not consuming it at all, are viewed with disdain and pity by
traditionalists within the community.

Although nutritionally unfounded, geophagy is perceived as a folk
remedy for numerous gestation related illnesses, and as a dietary sup-
plement. Among older women, numerous folk beliefs have developed
regarding geophagy. For example, there iﬁ a belief that earth consump-
tion is Biblically based. It is held that God made the first man and

woman from earth; the need for replenishing the basic element of creation,
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clay, is strongly believed in, especially during child bearing years.

Geophagy is an extremely common practice in Eastern North Carolina.
Among informants, 25.9% of the sample were actively engaged in geophagy.
Geophagy is least prevalent in the eastern section of the study area,
but nearly uniform elsewhere, with the exception of Edgecombe and Greene
Counties.

The spatial arrangement of geophagy is stringently governed by
cultural factors. Some of these important factors include the traditional
role of geophagy in the family and a positive attitude of the black com-
munity toward the practice. The exceptionally high incidence of geophagy
in Edgecombe and Greene Counties appears to be a reflection of the con-
tinuation of traditional cultural practices among the dominantly rural
black populace.

Environmental constraints are a plausible factor accounting for the
decreased consumption of clay in the eastern section of the study area.
The relative lack of sources and the distasteful quality of that which
is available, may discourage the practice by imposing natural restrictions
on earth acquisition. Cultural preferences and traditions have often
overcome any environmental dissuasion, however, as is evidenced by an
increased incidence of starch eating and the importing of clays.

The location and distribution of "eclay holes" reflects both the
prevailing technology and cultural preferences for certain qualities of
clay. The unsophisticated means of clay procurement demands a relatively
accessible source. For this reason, road cuts, stream banks, and wells
are the primary source of geophagical clays. Easily obtainable clay does

not, in itself, determine that it will be used as a geophagical source.
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Spatially distant clays which are preferred will be used extensively,
while closer but less desirable clays are often ignored. Methods of
clay preparation have a varied distribution in the study area. Color
and taste preferences largely reflect family and community choice.

No correlation could be found between socio-economic factors and
the spatial‘distfibution of geophagy.‘ Statistical comparisons, made
between several socio-economic variables and geophagy, failed to disclose
any correlation.

Because it is a culture trait, the practice of geophagy has not
remained static but is constantly changing. The latest and most striking
modification is the shift from clay to starch eating. Althcugh a manu-
factured product, the consumption of starch is a cultural modification
of geophagy; having assumed all the cultural values of geophagy, with
identical methods of introduction and use. For this reason, the author
suggests that starch eating is an acculturated form of geophagy. This
acculturation is most significant among younger blacks, to whom tradi-
tional geophagy has become stigmatized. Through mass media and educa-
tional facilities, these young people have developed a disdain for and
disapproval of earth consumption. They reject geophagy, but retain the
associated traditions and cultural values in starch consumption.

The value attached to geophagy and "acculturated geophagy" within
the black community is evidenced by the diffusion of the practice. Prior
to the early 20th century, geophagy had remained a strictly regional
culture trait of Southern blacks. Those blacks who moved north prior to
the Civil War became acculturated in their new environment and discarded

the practice. But with the recent out migration of large numbers of
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Southern blacks, geophagy diffused throughout much of the black-populéted
United States. Today geophagy and its acculturated form (starch eating)
are both common practices within many non-Southern urban ghettos.

The future of geophagy in Eastern North Carolina is not promising.
Among many younger blacks geophagy is no longer meaningful; education
and mass media have discouraged the practice of geophagy. Among the
individuals surveyed, numerous families already show evidence of a
decline in the practice. The elder women continue the practice, but
their children have either completely rejected the trait or are consuming
starch instead. It is hypothesized that geophagical practices will
continue to exist in the black community in the future, but with a
steadily decreasing intensity. The decline of geophagy will, in all
probability, be accompanied by an increase in the practice of acculturated
geophagy. As today's young black women mature, they will pass accul-
turated geophagy to their children, along with the values and beliefs
that were originally part of geophagy.

Geophagy is but one of many traditional culture traits which are
disappearing as the American Negro moves toward the European-based norm
of the nation's cultural complex. The trait deserves and needs additional
serious research, for only through an understanding of geophagy can one
gain the objectives of understanding both the workings and movements of

this or other antecedent culture traits on the contemporary landscape.
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE

Name Age

Do you or have you ever eaten clay or starch?
(If informant has stopped, why?)

How old were you when vou started eating it?
Who introduced you to clay or starch?

Is there any particular kind of clay you prefer?
(color, texture, etc.)

Where does your clay come from?

Do you prepare your clay in any particular manner?
(bake, dry, smoke, etc.)

Have you given your family or friends any clay or starch to eat?

Do any of your frieands, neighbors, or family eat clay or starch?
Wrat do they think about it?

Do you think there is any medical or health value to eating clay/starch
or is it for pleasure? (Do you eat it - during pregnancy only?)

Interviewer's Comments:



