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Closer to the Devil’s Clutches

Whether or not Karen Hesse believes ghosts exist in the “real world” is unknown. However, it is known that, if nothing else she believes ghosts are useful in assisting plot development, as she utilizes characters from the great beyond to act as important benevolent protectors in her novel Witness. In her story, there is much talk about ghosts and two spirits actually appear among the living. Of those two ghosts, neither is johnny reeves
. When the prejudiced preacher appears in the text after jumping from a bridge into a rushing river, it seems that Hesse has chosen to include a third plot-driving specter, but a close examination of the text establishes johnny reeves, not as a ghost, but simply, as a man with much to benefit from faking his own death.


The death of johnny reeves is ambiguous—the description of his suicide is lacking in details and his body cannot be found, yet fitzgerald flitt, convincing because he is the town’s doctor, is certain that reeves is dead. Even considering the doctor’s “expert opinion” (“the way he hit, / no one could survive” (142)), the circumstances surrounding reeves’ death are extremely suspicious. That reeves is “afraid of the klan” (140) is probable, but suicide is not an action that is compatible with his character. The preacher, a highly arrogant and self-assured man, believes he has been “redeemed” (132) in God’s eyes through his attempt to murder esther and ira hirsh; it is not guilt, nor fear of retribution, that drives him to jump from the bridge. Though he might wish to run away from the klan, reeves would not feel the need to kill himself in order to escape them. The klan is depicted as a malevolent mob, but they are not particularly persistent. When neither merlin van tornhout or harvey pettibone can bring themselves to poison the sutters’ well, the sutters’ water supply remains untouched—the klan loses interest in poisoning leanora and her father. Committing suicide for fear of an irresolute group is a drastic and unnecessary measure that is an unlikely action for the self-important clergyman.


For reeves, a staged suicide is a more likely action. According to leanora sutter, before he jumps, johnny reeves stands waiting atop the bridge while percelle johnson, the town constable, “balanced, / 70 feet from the roadway, / trying to talk johnny reeves down” (140). The account of reeves’ suicide indicates that, before jumping, he is waiting for an audience. If reeves had planned to fake his own death, he would need at least one witness that believed he had in fact killed himself rather than just left town. It is only after johnson asks reeves what he is “doing up there” (140) that reeves jumps; but not before answering “i'm afraid of the klan” (140). That reeves waits to jump until after percelle johnson has asked him about his motives is further proof that reeves is waiting for an audience. In asking his question, percelle johnson has conveniently provided reeves with an opportunity to explain the reasons for his actions. By explaining his motives, reeves has given his attempted suicide a sense of validity, which is necessary in order for a death in which a body cannot be recovered to be considered believable and without suspicion.


If johnny reeves does not die but, rather, stages his suicide, then he cannot be a spirit come back from the dead to follow merlin van tornhout. A further discussion involving the nature of the ghosts that do appear throughout the novel, suggests that, even if reeves had died when he jumped from the bridge, he would not return to harass merlin because ghosts, in the story, are protectors not tormentors. The first ghost to arrive in town is the spirit of lewis, a boy who, at the story’s beginning, is buried alive in a sandbank—that is, a boy whose death is not in any way suspicious. It is esther hirsh who “sees” him: “and then my eyes did see only darks / and i did get confused…and then lewis did take my hand / and he gave me showings of the way back home” (36). According to esther, after hitting her head on a rock she cannot see and becomes lost. It is lewis that helps her get safely home. This first appearance of a ghost in Witness is in no way menacing. Instead of tormenting esther (ghosts are often portrayed as malevolent or mischievous), lewis acts as a guardian, protecting esther when she is helpless and frightened.

Because esther is only six years of age and she cannot see at the time of lewis’ appearance, she is an unreliable narrator and it is, therefore, possible that she is mistaken about lewis’ intentions (or about lewis’ appearance for that matter). However, when leanora sutter sees her dead mother running toward the railroad tracks, the experience acts as a corroboration of esther’s story—this second ghost, too, acts as a protector. When leanora chases after her mother, she is led to esther who is standing directly in front of a moving train. Describing the event, leanora says, “then my mother was gone, but there was esther…gazing at / the big train, / rushing down on her” (71). That leanora’s mother can be seen only until leanora is led to the train tracks, suggests that the ghost materializes for the sole purpose of bringing leanora to esther’s rescue. This incident, like the one involving lewis, asserts that ghosts are benevolent beings—protectors, not tormentors.

Yet another description of substantial ghosts in Hesse’s story initially seems to contradict such an assertion regarding benevolent spirits. Before johnny reeves is attacked and branded by the ku klux klan, he sees ominous white figures approaching him which he describes as follows: “like ghosts. / they were like ghosts. but / it was the klan…who came after me” (132). In reeves’ case, what he believes to be vengeful ghosts are actually klan members. That the klan members are initially described as ghosts (which is then quickly disputed) draws attention to the fact that the true ghosts in the story are compassionate guardians while only those mistaken for ghosts are malevolent punishers. Such distinction within the text clearly places the would-be ghost of johnny reeves in the latter category.

 Perhaps the strongest evidence against the would-be ghost comes from his own mouth. While discussing the trial of the two murderers nathan leopold, jr. and richard loeb, johnny reeves explains that, despite the promises made to his friends, leopold will never be able to return to “contact them” (89). According to reeves, “there are no souls who upon reaching the flaming inferno / make the return trip from the devil’s clutches” (89). In essence, reeves believes that a soul sent to Hell is incapable of returning to Earth as a ghost. Though reeves may consider himself “redeemed” (132), his actions have warranted a condemnation to “the devil’s clutches” (89)—he has “[forced] himself on a child” (112) and has attempted to murder a man and his six-year-old daughter. According to reeves’ own logic, if he had died after jumping from the bridge, his spirit would never be capable of returning from Hell and, so, he could not possibly be a ghost stalking merlin van tornhout.

Though it is tempting to believe johnny reeves returns as the only speaking ghost in Karen Hesse’s novel Witness, a close examination of the story does not support such a representation. Besides the highly suspicious nature of the circumstances surrounding johnny reeves supposed death, the text plainly distinguishes between the genuine specters within the story—those who are comforting—and the false ones—those who are menacing. Further, johnny reeves himself disputes his capability to become a ghost on Earth. As thrilling as the idea of johnny reeves reemerging as a ghost “smelling of river slime” (148) is, evidence within the text demonstrates that reeves does not die after plunging into the river; rather his staged death—a lie, and therefore a sin—moves him closer to “the devil’s clutches” (89).

�  After much debate, I decided that I should not capitalize the names of the characters as Hesse does not use capital letters in her text. This way I avoid any inconsistencies that might occur between my text and the quoted text, as well as maintain the deliberate artistic choices of the author.





