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1.
You’ve been living in an isolated village for five 
years: Westerbrook. You don’t remember how you 
came to be here. You recall feeling weak when you 
regained consciousness under the careful eyes of 
the villagers. After recovering, you decided to stay.

Westerbrook is a completely self-sustaining 
farming community, and a nice change from 
adventuring. Your cottage is comfortable and quiet. 
You’re surrounded by fields of wheat and, beyond 
that, the Dark Woods, a twisted, overgrown forest 
that no one is allowed to enter... Except on special 
occasions. 

That’s where we join you. 

You’re tasked with escorting a basket of bread 
down the path that appeared just last night. It 
weaves from the center of the village, past the 
wheat fields, and disappears into the shadows of 
the Dark Woods. “This must be done every ten 
years,” the village elder informed you. “You’re the 
strongest,” another leader said. “We shall mend 
your armor,” spoke your neighbor. 

Your questions about safety and origin are met 
with sly smiles before the subject changes. 

Where are you taking the bread? 
The path will show you. 

What if you get lost? 
Try not to leave the path. 

The path may try to trick you.
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1What Crooked roots

ROOTED IN ROLEPLAY
In this text, you’ll find mostly roleplaying encounters, 
though your party may choose violence. I’ve kept these 
simple, but have your stat blocks prepared ahead of time. 
Most humanoids presented here use the commoner 
stat block unless otherwise noted, but feel free to 
change up what they look and sound like to fit your 
campaign. Green hags are an obvious replacement to 
many creatures, but regular humanoids without special 
features can be frightening enough when given the right 
tools…

WHERE & WHEN TO USE THESE 
ENCOUNTERS
Most of these encounters use the woods as a backdrop, 
though many would fit in other biomes with some 
work (icy tundras, wet swamps, empty deserts). 
Some encounters work best if characters have heard 
corresponding rumors ahead of time. 

These encounters work best with an average party level 
of 1-4. Some are more deadly than others.

ELEMENTS, NOT PLOTS
Most of the offerings here are not fully fleshed-out 
stories. They’re meant to be dropped into a campaign 
while players engage with something else at large. You’re 
invited to tie them into larger story arcs if you can, but 
they work as standalones. 

DON'T GIVE OUT ANSWERS
Horror works because the audience doesn’t know 
the rules or see behind the curtain. Nightmares are 
frightening, and they often don't make sense. Scary 
encounters don’t have to make sense, have an exact 
purpose, or follow traditional mechanics. It’s comforting 
when things make sense, which goes against horror. If 
your players ask you to explain how something worked 
or why something was the way it was, invite them to 
share their theories. Give them a point of inspiration 
for the conversation, and change the subject. Some of 
these encounters have explanations it’ll be difficult to 
explain in game. Feel free to allow checks, drop diaries, 
or include other hints that might help paint a full picture 
outside of the encounter.

IntroductIon
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2 What Crooked roots

THE DETECT MAGIC PROBLEM
Detect Magic, Dispel Magic, and Identify are wonderfully 
fun spells, but in horror campaigns they can remove a 
sense of mystery. You can consider eliminating them 
from play during Session Zero. If you keep Detect Magic 
and the like, keep in mind:

• You can’t detect the location of invisible creatures or 
objects, or see their auras.

• The spell senses active magic, not past magic.
• A creature created by magic doesn’t necessarily register 

as magical. Awakened Trees and Golems, for example, 
were created by magic but are no longer magical. 

• Think about the schools of magic ahead of time, or 
decide that certain effects have no school of magic. 

• When in doubt, wave your hands around, and in a deep, 
spooky voice declare, “The ghosts strike again.”

PLAYER CONSENT
The front page has several content warnings. Share these 
with your players, and get consent from your group 
before running anything within these pages.

TAKE A POINT OF INSPIRATION.
Don’t feel constrained by what’s written here. Feel free 
to mash encounters together, add monsters where you 
think your party would love a spooky fight, incorporate 
more skill checks and saves, and by all means tell me 
about it on Twitter, please!
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3What Crooked roots

We all have our own ideas of the type of trauma that 
makes up folk horror. I think it’s safe to say that, for 
many, The Wicker Man is the quintessential folk horror 
film — but what makes it so? 

ADAM SCOVELL'S 
FOLK-HORROR CHAIN 
There lacks any impressive amount of scholarship 
regarding folk horror, but what does exist often 
references Scovell’s dissection of folk-horror films or 
many of his other writings on the genre. He eloquently 
lays out a domino effect present in most films: 

• Stories feature the landscape and an environment 
of the natural and rural as a strong aesthetic. The 
surrounding world feels like a character unto itself. 

• The rolling hills, dark forests, and oceans of crops 
separate and isolate the “folk.” There is no easy escape, 
and one must assimilate to survive.

• Away from policed societies, morality loses meaning 
and new belief systems thrive. Often we see goats and 
wicker men as new deities worthy of worship.

• Violence always strikes, often supernaturally. These 
tropes include sacrifice, possession, a ritual, a 
summoning, and the appearance of something 
unnatural. Death is nearly always present. 

Scovell’s chain focuses mostly on popularly referenced 
films like The Wicker Man, The Blood on Satan’s Claw, and 
Witchfinder General and the themes and anxieties that 
swallowed Britain at the time. While these films are 
hallmarks of the genre, they fail to encompass the true 
expanse of folk horror — an idea with which I believe 
Scovell would agree. The world is much larger than 
Britain.

EXPANDING FOLK HORROR
To reduce Folk Horror to only the tropes and themes of 
three films would be doing the genre a disservice. No 
shame to those who enjoy these tropes, but the world is 
vast and wide with cultures mythologizing dread for a 
range of reasons in colorful, sublime ways. 

My own understanding of folk horror is admittedly 
limited. As I approached this collection of encounters, 
I dove headfirst into a slew of collected works, 
documentaries, and any articles I could get my hands 
on. When I emerged from the brush a bit more wild, I 
determined that these enduring subjects would be the 
wicker and paste I’d use to build out how folk horror can 
be used for interesting encounters:

• Horror in isolation
• A sense of what happened here?

stalks of folk Horror
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4 What Crooked roots

• The lingering fear of this will happen again
• How seemingly innocent mistakes can lead to life-

ending consequences
• Exploring where the feral meets the civilized
• Unearthing the feminine

While not all of these are present in every encounter, 
these are the guiding thoughts used to craft many of the 
stories waiting to unfold within these pages. Feel free to 
use them as inspiration to build your own encounters.
 

HORROR IN ISOLATION
Isolation as a theme circles back to Scovell’s theories. 
Unlike haunted houses in the dead of night, folk horror 
encounters can be their creepiest when the sun is high 
and an endless field of wheat moved by the harsh prairie 
wind is all that surrounds you. While not frightening on 
the surface, a sense of creeping unease is hard to deny. 
It’s a different kind of claustrophobia. 

WHAT HAPPENED HERE?
While many subgenres of folk horror explore aftermath 
as a concept, I situate these encounters within nature. 
Most of us have an innate understanding of how 
plants grow, change, bloom, and die. When something 
challenges our understanding of a process, it caresses the 
imagination, sometimes bringing forth fears we didn’t 
know we had. 

IT WILL HAPPEN AGAIN.
Inevitability might be one of the strongest motivators for 
fear. What you’ve witnessed isn’t over. It’s part of a cycle 
started long before you knew of it. Since you’re isolated 
from anyone who could help, and you don’t know the 
rules of what’s causing this, there’s nothing you can do to 
stop it.

CONSEQUENCES OF A HARMLESS MISTAKE
Nature punishes, especially in a world where nature 
lives, breathes, and births terrible horrors. If you don’t 
pay the toll, make the sacrifice, or abide by the law of the 
land, who knows what will creep from the shadows? The 
ignorant are not so innocent either. Nature doesn’t care if 
you didn’t know that chopping that tree would anger her. 
She has the perfect spot for you to spend the rest of your 
days. 

WHERE THE FERAL MEETS THE CIVILIZED
Wildlings only seem that way because we have a point 
of reference. Take away the context, and maybe they 

don’t seem so deranged. Many folk horror stories rely 
on a civilized person venturing into an “uncivilized” 
community where morality is interpreted differently. 
Other stories follow the wildling into an even more 

“uncivilized” territory where monsters might roam or 
the burdens of modern tools destroy. The wildling is wild 
because he must be to survive. 

UNEARTHING THE FEMININE
Like most horror genres, folk horror has a strange 
relationship with the feminine. From murdering women 
who might be witches to sacrificing virgins, there’s a lot 
to unpack. I’m more interested in mother mythologies 
and how the nurturer can be its own horror. 

In some tales, Mother is the giver and nurturer of a 
distorted, sick land. In others, Mother is a necessary 
sacrifice to ensure the safety of her enduring community 
and the blessing of future offspring. Does Mother have 
a place in your world? Some of the encounters here 
explore motherhood in unexpected shapes.

VISIONS OF FOLK HORROR
My focus for this collection is on Western iterations 
of fear in the woods. For me, folk horror pieces usually 
conjure endless corn crops, rolling hills saturated with 
wilderness, a hot sun glinting through autumn leaves, 
shadows so deep you’re sure someone is lurking within...
yet flowers bloom in chaotic arrangement, the forest 
encroaches on society’s domain, wheat awaits harvest, 
and the celebrations continue. 

You’re invited, and the games are just starting. 

A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
I fully admit that I am not a folk horror expert. 
What I’ve gathered here is a culmination of my 
own research and the influences of popular media 
(most noted in the Touchstones section). If you 
feel I’ve made an error somewhere, or you have 
recommendations, let’s chat on Twitter!Sam
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