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Destiny: A Fairy Tale
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Monstrous Creatures




For Jennifer.


I’m so very glad I haven’t had to walk this road alone.


I couldn’t have asked for a better travel companion.
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Believe nothing you hear, and only one half that you see.


—EDGAR ALLAN POE,


“The System of Doctor Tarr and Professor Fether”
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HOLLYWOOD IS OBSESSED.


Sure, we often think of obsessions like sex, violence, gigantic robots, and of course epic battles between good and evil. But another obsession of Hollywood is vampires.


You have to admit, though, that there’s a lot to love about vampires. Immortality, wealth, power, and superhuman abilities such as flight and strength. Yes, they come with trade-offs, such as incredibly bad sunburns, but every movie I’ve seen (and I’ve seen a lot, believe me) tends to show vampires that are fairly happy with their lot in life.


My exposure to the world of vampires happened in the late 1990s when I was in college. A friend recommended the Anne Rice novel Interview with the Vampire. I devoured that and many of the sequels. They’re fun reads, and they certainly set the tone for a decade or more of vampire-centered entertainment.


I won’t touch on the vampires of the Twilight series, mostly because I haven’t read any of the books. But I will say this: those books, however lambasted they have been by critics, have shown that popular culture’s love of all things vampire is as undying as the creatures themselves.


VAMPIRES IN HISTORY


When most people think of vampires, they envision something that is a purely European creature: a foreign accent, Victorian-era dress, and dark manor homes and castles. It’s a common visual language for most of the Western world, so I don’t blame movies and books for portraying that image. But it’s one small facet of a legend that has hundreds of expressions.


The single most prominent historical figure attached to the modern notion of vampirism is, of course, Vlad III of Wallachia, otherwise known as Vlad the Impaler. Vlad ruled the small Eastern European kingdom of Wallachia from 1456 to 1462.


He was known as Vlad the Impaler because he preferred to execute his enemies by impaling them on stakes. The Ottomans called him Lord Impaler after entering his kingdom and finding “forests” of impaled victims. Vlad was a violent guy, you see. Rather bloodthirsty, you might say.


He, like his father before him, belonged to something known as the Order of the Dragon, a group established to protect Christian Europe from the invading Ottoman Empire. Vlad’s father, Vlad II, was known as Vlad Dracul, or “Vlad the Dragon.” When Vlad III rose to power, he took the hereditary title and was known as Vlad Draculea, “son of the dragon.”


That name might sound very similar to the most famous vampire story in the world, and that’s because Bram Stoker, when creating his famous creature of the night, used Vlad III as his inspiration. Well, part of it, but we’ll get into that more later.


The roots of most vampire stories, however, can be traced back to superstitions founded in ancient cultures all across the world. Western Europe played host to countless stories of reanimated dead known as revenants. These were animated corpses that climbed out of the grave to torment the living. The word “revenant” comes from the Latin that means “to come back.”


Come back to do what? you might ask. Well, I’m glad you did. At first, it was just to terrorize the living, but as the centuries passed, the legend became more specific. Revenants were said to return from the grave to torment their living relatives and neighbors. What was key, though, was that revenants were specific people, not anonymous zombies like the ones from our modern horror genre. These things had a past and a purpose.


In Norse mythology we can find tales of creatures known as draugr, “again-walkers,” who would return from the grave and wreak havoc on the living. These creatures possessed superhuman strength, smelled of decay, and were pretty ugly in appearance. They could enter the dreams of the living, and they were said to leave a tangible object near the sleeping person so that, upon waking, their victims would know their dreams were more real than they feared.


Let’s go back earlier than the Middle Ages, though. The legends of some ancient cultures spoke of creatures that, while not immediately similar to the vampires we know today, nonetheless shared many core characteristics.


First, we have the Greek myth of Empusa, who was a daughter of Hecate. Empusa was said to lure young men at night and then feast on their blood before moving on to the main course—their flesh. Another Greek tale involves Lamia, a mistress of Zeus who becomes cursed by Zeus’s wife, Hera, and doomed to hunt children, devouring them.


Stories of undead creatures, or creatures that feed on the blood of the living, seem nearly as common as written language itself. On Madagascar, an island nation off the east coast of Africa, there are legends of a creature known as the ramanga, which was known to attack nobles, drinking their blood and eating their nail clippings.


Yeah, their nail clippings. Deal with it.


VAMPIRES IN MEDICAL SCIENCE


Are vampires real? I’ll let you make the final decision on that, but what is clear is that most of these stories find their genesis in the human need to explain the unexplainable. For instance, early Europeans used the myth as a way of explaining why a corpse wasn’t decomposing at the normal, expected rate. You can see evidence of this in Bulgaria, where graves dating back more than eight hundred years have been opened, revealing iron rods through the chest of skeletons.


And in a time when it was not unheard of to bury someone who was thought to be dead, only to find out that they really weren’t, you can imagine that stories would quickly circulate that the dead were coming back to life. As a result, taphophobia, the fear of being buried alive, swept Europe and the United States. Of course, once medical science caught up, people got more practical by building alert systems into graves, just in case the person woke up and wanted out.


I realize that being buried alive sounds like a rare occurrence, but it happened frequently enough that many people were sufficiently paranoid about it to actually spend time looking for a solution. One of those people happened to be a medical doctor, a man named Adolf Gutsmuth. In 1822, and driven by the fear of being buried alive, he invented a “safety coffin” for his own interment. And he tested it out himself.


Tested it out? You bet. Dr. Gutsmuth allowed himself to be buried underground in his new “safety coffin” for several hours, during which he had meals delivered to him through a feeding tube. He enjoyed a wonderful meal of soup, sausages, and a local beer.


Sounds like a great date-night destination.


Dr. Timothy Smith of New Haven, Vermont, was another paranoid inventor. He created a grave that can be visited to this day if you happen to be passing by Evergreen Cemetery. It was a crypt buried in the usual manner, but it had a cement tube positioned over the face of the body. A glass plate was affixed to the top of the tube, at ground level.


Dr. Smith died a real, natural death, and was buried in his fancy “coffin with a view.” He never woke up, but early visitors to his grave reported that they had a clear view of his decomposing head until condensation obscured the glass.


Side note: Vampires no longer scare me. Waking up inside a small box buried six feet below the surface of the earth is what true fright looks like to me.


Another culprit in humanity’s use of the vampire label was porphyria, a rare blood disorder, but modern science has pretty much closed the case on that one, saying that it’s too far of a stretch to connect the two topics. Rabies, of all conditions, has also been used as an explanation for the rise of vampire mythology. Surprisingly, there are a lot of commonalities between victims of rabies and vampires, such as sensitivity to light and garlic, as well as altered sleep patterns.


The most recent medical condition with a strong connection to vampire mythology was actually tuberculosis. Those who suffer from TB had no vampire-like symptoms, though, and that makes this connection harder to explain. It’s also, incidentally, where one of my favorite New England legends comes into the picture.


Ladies and gentlemen, meet Mercy Brown.


Lena Mercy Brown was a young woman who lived in the latter half of the nineteenth century in the rural town of Exeter, Rhode Island, and she was a major player in what is now known as the Great New England Vampire Panic.


Stories like hers can be found all across Rhode Island, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Vermont, echoed in the lives of others in similar situations. And the results have surprising connections to both the modern idea of vampires and the ancient stories, as we will see.


The first person to die was Mercy’s mother, Mary Eliza. That was December 1882, and she fell victim to what was then known as “consumption,” so called because as the TB ravaged the body, the person would appear to waste away—consumed, if you will, by the illness. She, of course, was buried, because that’s what you do with a loved one who passes away.


The next year, though, Mercy’s sister Mary Olive died at the age of twenty. Same illness, same symptoms. I’m not sure when the people of Exeter, Rhode Island, started to wonder if the deaths were connected, but it might have been then, or it might have been a few years later when Mercy’s brother, Edwin, took ill.


Edwin, though, was smart. He packed up and moved across the country to Colorado Springs, which had a great reputation for the healing properties of its dry climate. When he returned from the West some years later, he was alive but not doing well. And in December 1891, he took a turn for the worse.


That was also the month that Mercy herself became ill. Her tuberculosis moved fast, though. They called it the “galloping” kind, and it moved through her body quickly. By January 1892 she was dead, and the people of Exeter were more worried than ever. You see, they suspected something supernatural.


Now, this was surprising, considering how close Exeter is to Newport. That’s the seaside city known for the “summer cottages” of the wealthy—folks like the Vanderbilts, the Astors, the Wideners, and the Wetmores. It was the pinnacle of educated society. Yet just a handful of miles away, one small town that should have known better was about to do something very, very creepy.


Edwin was still alive, you see. And someone got it in their mind that one of the women who died before him, either his mother or one of his sisters, was somehow draining him of his life from beyond the grave. They were so convinced of this, you see, that they wanted to dig them all up.


Yes. All of them.


Once they received the father’s permission to do this horrible thing, a group of men gathered in the cemetery on the morning of March 17 and began to dig up the bodies.


What they were looking for was any evidence of an unnatural state. Blood in the heart, blood around the mouth, or other similar signs. The first body, that of Mary Eliza, the mother, was satisfactorily decomposed, though, so they ruled her out. Of course she was, you might say; she had been dead and buried for a decade.


Mary Olive was also in a normal state of decomposition. Again, being dead ten years usually helps convince people you’re really dead. But when they examined Mercy’s body—a body that had not been buried because she died in the middle of winter, but instead had been stored in a stone building that was essentially a walk-in freezer—they discovered a remarkable state of preservation.


Shocking, I know.


So what did they do? Well, these superstitious townsfolk did what they learned from their ancestors: they cut out Mercy’s heart and liver (within which they found red, clotted blood), burned them on a nearby stone (which is still there, by the way, near her headstone in the cemetery), and then mixed the ashes with a tonic. That tonic was then given to Edwin to drink.


Yes, Edwin Brown drank his own sister’s liver and heart.


Did it work? Nope. Edwin died less than two months later. What it did do, however, was set up Mercy Brown to be the “first American vampire.” I suppose it’s not important to mention that she wasn’t really a vampire, because you are an intelligent person, but it doesn’t hurt to say it.


As unusual as an event like this must sound, you might be surprised to learn that it happened quite frequently. In 1817, nearly a century before Mercy Brown’s exhumation, a Dartmouth College student named Frederick Ransom died of TB. His father, so worried that the young man would leave the grave and attack the family, had him dug up. Ransom’s heart was cut out and burned on a blacksmith’s forge.


Even Henry David Thoreau heard tales of these types of events, mentioning one in his personal journal. He wrote on September 26, 1859:






The savage in man is never quite eradicated. I have just read of a family in Vermont who, several of its members having died of consumption, just burned the lungs, heart, and liver of the last deceased, in order to prevent any more from having it.








So, of course, word spread about what happened to Mercy Brown, as it usually did when a body was dug up and carved into pieces like that. Mercy’s case actually made it into a newspaper called the New York World, and it made quite an impression on the people who read it.


How do we know? Because a clipping of that article was found in the personal papers of a London stage manager after his death. You see, his theater company had been touring America in 1892. He evidently found the story inspiring, so much so that he sat down a few years later and wrote a book.


The man? Bram Stoker. The book? Oh, I’m sure you guessed that already. It was Dracula, published in 1897.
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IN THE EARLY 1990s, two boys were playing on a gravel hill near an abandoned old mine outside of Griswold, Connecticut. Kids do the oddest things to stave off boredom, so playing on a hill covered in small rocks doesn’t really surprise me. And my guess is that they were having a blast.


That is, until one of them dislodged two larger rocks. But when the rocks tumbled free and rolled down the hill, both boys noticed something odd about them. They were nearly identical in shape, and that shape was eerily familiar. They headed down the hill one last time to take a closer look, and that’s when they realized what they’d found: skulls.


At first, the local police were brought in to investigate the possibility of an unknown serial killer. That many bodies all in one place was never a good sign. But it became obvious very quickly that the real experts they needed were, in fact, archaeologists.


They were right. In the end, twenty-nine graves were discovered in what turned out to be the remnants of a forgotten cemetery. Time and the elements had slowly eroded away the graveyard, and the contents had been swallowed by the gravel. Many skeletons were still in their caskets, though, and it was inside one of them—marked with brass tacks to form the initials of the occupant—that something odd was discovered.


Long ago, it seems, someone had opened this casket shortly after burial and had then made changes to the body. Specifically, they’d removed both femurs, the bones of the thigh, and placed them crossed on the chest. Then, moving some of the ribs and the breastbone out of the way, they placed the skull above them. It was a real-life skull-and-crossbones, and its presence hinted at something darker.


The skeleton, you see, wasn’t just the remains of an ordinary early settler of the area. This man was different, and the people who buried him knew it. According to them, he was a vampire.


THAT WHICH WAS BURIED


While it might be a surprise to some people, graves like the one in Griswold are actually quite common. Today we live in the Bram Stoker era of vampires, so our expectations and imagery are highly influenced by his novel and the world it evokes. Victorian gentlemen in dark cloaks. Mysterious castles. Sharp fangs protruding over blood-red lips.


But the white face with red lips started life as nothing more than stage makeup, an artifact from a 1924 theatrical production of the novel, called Count Dracula. Another feature we associate with Dracula, the high collar, also started there. With wires attached to the points of the collar, the actor playing Dracula could turn his back on the audience and drop through a trap door, leaving an empty cape behind to fall to the floor moments later.


The true myth of the vampire, though, is far older than Stoker. It’s an ancient tree with deep and twisted roots. As hard as it is for popular culture to fathom, the legend of the vampire—and of the people who hunt it—actually predates Dracula by centuries.


Just a little further into the past from Bram Stoker, in the cradle of what would one day become the United States, the people of New England were identifying vampire activity in their towns and villages, and then assembling teams of people to deal with what they perceived as a threat.


It turns out that Griswold was one of those communities. According to the archaeologists who studied the twenty-nine graves, a vast majority of them were contemporary to the vampire’s burial, and most of those showed signs of an illness. Tuberculosis is the most likely guess. Which goes a long way toward explaining why the people did what they did.


The folklore was clear: the first to die from an illness was usually the cause of the outbreak that followed. Patient Zero might be in the grave, sure, but they were still at work, slowly draining the lives of the others. Because of this belief, bodies all across the Northeast were routinely exhumed and destroyed in one way or another. In many ways, it was as if old superstitions were clawing their way out of the depths of the past to haunt the living.


The details of another case, from Stafford, Connecticut, in the late 1870s, illustrate the ritual perfectly. After a family there lost five of their six daughters to illness, the first to have passed away was dug up and examined. This is what was recorded about the event:






Exhumation has revealed a heart and lungs, still fresh and living, encased in rotten and slimy integuments, and in which, after burning these portions of the defunct, a living relative, else doomed and hastening to the grave, has suddenly and miraculously recovered.








This sort of macabre community event happened frequently in Connecticut, Vermont, New York, New Hampshire, Ontario, and—of course—Rhode Island, where the family of Mercy Brown exhumed her body after others died.


Mercy Brown wasn’t really the first American vampire, though. As far as we can tell, that honor goes to the wife of Isaac Burton of Manchester, Vermont, all the way back in 1793. And for as chilling and dark as the exhumation of Mercy Brown might have been, the Burton incident puts that story to shame.


Captain Isaac Burton married Rachel Harris in 1789, but their marriage was brief. Within months of the wedding, Rachel took sick with tuberculosis and soon died, leaving her husband a young widower. Burton married again in April 1791, this time to a woman named Hulda Powell. But again, within just two years of their marriage, Burton’s new bride also became ill. Friends and neighbors started to whisper, and as people are prone to do, they began to try and draw conclusions. Unanswered questions bother us, so we tend to look for reasons. And the people of Manchester thought they knew why Hulda was sick.


Although Isaac’s first wife, Rachel, had been dead for nearly three years, the people of Manchester suggested that she was the cause. Clearly, from her new home in the graveyard, she was draining the life from her husband’s new bride. With Burton’s permission, the town prepared to exhume her and end the curse.


The town blacksmith brought a portable forge to the gravesite, and nearly a thousand people gathered there to watch the grim ceremony unfold. Rachel’s heart, liver, and lungs were all removed from her corpse and then reduced to ashes. Sadly, though, Hulda Burton never recovered, and she died a few months later.


This ancient ritual, at least as far as the people of Manchester, Vermont, were concerned, had somehow failed them. They did what they had been taught to do, as unpleasant as it must have been, and yet it hadn’t worked.


Which was odd, because that hadn’t always been the case.


IF THE SHOE FITS


As we’ve seen, a lot of what we think we know about the vampire legend is thanks to Bram Stoker’s Dracula, which is set in Romania. But Stoker never traveled there, and the castle that he describes as the home of Dracula was based on an illustration of Bran Castle he found in a book. The image of this Romanian castle may have captured the mood he was aiming for, but as far as historians can tell, the castle has no connection to the historical Vlad III, or Vlad Draculea.


The notion of a vampire, or at least of an undead creature that feeds on the living, does have roots in the area, though. Stoker was close, but he missed the mark by a little more than three hundred miles. The real roots of the legend, according to most historians, can be found in modern-day Serbia.


The Serbia of today sits at the southwestern corner of Romania, just south of Hungary. Between 1718 and 1739, the country passed briefly from the hands of the Ottoman Empire to the control of the Austrians. Because of its place between these two empires, the land was devastated by war and destruction, and people were frequently moved around in service to the military. And, as is often the case, when people cross borders, so do ideas.


Petar Blagojevich was a Serbian peasant in the village of Kisilova in the early 1700s. Not much is known about his life, but we do know that he was married and had at least one son. And Petar died in 1725, at the age of sixty-two, of unknown causes. In most stories, that’s the end. But not here. You probably knew that, though, didn’t you?


In the eight days that followed Petar’s death, other people in the village began to pass away. Nine of them, in fact. And all of them made startling claims on their deathbeds—details that seemed impossible to prove but were somehow the same in each case. Each person was adamant that Petar Blagojevich, their recently deceased neighbor, had come to them in the night and attacked them.


Petar’s widow even made the startling claim that her dead husband had actually walked into her home and asked for, of all things, his shoes. She believed so strongly in this visit that she moved to another village to avoid future visits. And the rest of the people of Kisilova took notice. They needed to take action, and that would begin with digging up Petar’s corpse.


Inside the coffin, they found Petar’s body to be remarkably well preserved. Some noticed how the man’s nails and hair had grown. Others remarked at the condition of his skin, which was flush and bright, not pale. It wasn’t natural, they said, and something had to be done.


They turned to a man named Frombald, a local representative of the Austrian government, and with the help of a priest he examined the body for himself. In his written report, he confirmed the earlier findings and added his observation that fresh blood could be seen inside Petar’s mouth.


Frombald described how the people of the village were overcome with fear and outrage, and how they proceeded to drive a wooden stake through the corpse’s heart. Then, still afraid of what the creature might be able to do to them in the future, the people burned the body. Frombald’s report details all of it, but he also makes the disclaimer that he wasn’t responsible for the villagers’ actions. Fear, he said, drove them to it, nothing more.


Petar’s story was powerful, and it created a panic that quickly spread throughout the region. It was the first event of its kind in history to be recorded in official government documents, but there was still no explanation for what had been observed.


Just a year later, though, something happened, and the legend has never been the same.


CARGO IN THE BLOOD


Arnold Paole was a former soldier, one of the many men transplanted by the Austrian government in an effort to defend and police their newly acquired territory. No one is sure where he was born, but his final years were spent in a Serbian village along the Great Morava River, near Paracin.


In his postwar life, Arnold had become a farmer, and he frequently told stories from days gone by. In one such story, Arnold claimed that he had been attacked by a vampire years before, while living in Kosovo. He survived, but the injury continued to plague him until he finally took action. He said that he cured himself by eating soil from the grave of the suspected vampire. And then, after digging up the vampire’s body, he collected some of its blood and smeared it on himself.


And that was it. According to Arnold, and the folklore that drove him to do it, he was cured. After he died in a farming accident in 1726, though, people began to wonder, because within a month of his death, at least four other people in town complained that Arnold had visited them in the night and attacked them.


When those four people died, the villagers began to whisper in fear. They remembered Arnold’s stories of being attacked by a vampire, of taking on the disease himself, of his own attempt to cure himself. But what if that hadn’t worked? Out of suspicion and doubt, they decided to exhume his body and examine it.


Here, for what was most likely the first time in recorded history, the story of the vampire was taking on the form of a communicable disease, transmitted from person to person through biting. This might seem obvious to us now, but we’ve all grown up with the legend fully formed. To the people of this small Serbian village, though, this was something new, and horrific.


What they found seemed like conclusive evidence, too: fresh skin, new nails, longer hair and beard. Arnold even had blood in his mouth. Putting ourselves in their context, it’s easy to see how they might have been chilled with fear. So they drove a stake through his heart.


One witness claimed that as the stake pierced the corpse’s chest, the body groaned and bled. Unsure what else to do, they burned the body. And then they did the same to the bodies of the four who had died after claiming Arnold had attacked them. They covered all their bases, so to speak, and then walked away.


Five years later, however, another outbreak spread through the village. We know this because so many people died that the Austrian government sent a team of military physicians from Belgrade to investigate the situation. These men, led by two officials named Glaser and Flückinger, were special: they were trained in communicable diseases.


Which was a good thing. By January 7, 1731—just eight weeks after the beginning of the outbreak—seventeen people had died. At first, Glaser and Flückinger looked for signs of a contagious disease, but they came up empty-handed. They noted signs of mild malnutrition, but nothing deadly could be found.


The clock was ticking, though. The villagers were living in such fear that they had been gathering together in large groups each night, taking turns keeping watch for the creatures they believed were responsible. They even threatened to pack up and move elsewhere. Something needed to be done, and quickly.


Thankfully, there were suspects. The first was a young woman named Stana, a recent newcomer to the village, who had died during childbirth early in the outbreak. It seemed to have been a sickness that took her life, but there were other clues. Stana had confessed to smearing vampire blood on herself years before, as protection. But that, the villagers claimed now, had backfired, most likely turning her into one instead.


The other suspect was an older woman named Milica. She too was from another part of Serbia and had arrived shortly after Arnold Paole’s death. Like so many others, she had a history. Neighbors claimed she was a good woman who had never done anything intentionally wicked. But she had told them once of how she’d eaten meat from a sheep killed by a vampire.


And that seemed like enough evidence to push the investigators to go deeper—literally. With permission from Belgrade, Glaser and the villagers exhumed all of the recently deceased, opening their coffins for a full examination. And while logic and science should have prevailed in a situation like that, what they found only deepened their belief in the supernatural.


Of the seventeen bodies, only five appeared normal, in that they had begun to decay in the expected manner. These five were reburied and considered safe. But it was the other twelve that alarmed the villagers and government men alike, because these bodies were still fresh.


In the report filed in Belgrade on January 26, 1732, signed by all five of the government physicians who witnessed the exhumations, the witnesses claimed that these twelve bodies were completely untouched by decay. Their organs still held what seemed to be fresh blood, their skin appeared healthy and firm, and their nails and hair apparently had grown since burial.


We understand decomposition much better today and recognize that these are not uncommon findings, but three centuries ago it was less about science and more about superstition. This didn’t seem normal to them. And so when the physicians wrote their report, they used a term that, until that very moment, had never before appeared in any historical account of such a case: they described finding the twelve bodies in a “vampiric” condition. In the face of so many unanswered questions, this was the only conclusion they could commit to.


With that, the villagers did what their tradition demanded: they removed the heads from each corpse, gathered all of the remains into a pile, and then burned the whole thing. The threat to their village was finally dead and gone.


But something new had been born. Something more powerful than a monster, something that lives centuries and spreads like fire.


A legend.


THE IMMORTAL ONE


Many aspects of folklore haven’t fared too well under the critical eye of science. Today we have a much deeper understanding of how disease really works and what happens to the body after people die. And while experts are still careful to explain that every corpse decomposes in a slightly different way, we have a better grasp of the entire process now than at any previous time in history.


Answers, when we find them, can be a relief. It’s safe to say that today we don’t have to fear a vampiric infection when the people around us get sick. But still, at the center of these old stories were people, normal folk like you and me, who simply wanted to do what was right. We might handle things differently today, but it’s hard to fault them for trying.


Answers don’t kill every myth, though. Vampire stories, like their immortal subjects, have simply refused to die. In fact, they can still be found if you know where to look for them.


In the small Romanian village of Marotinu de Sus, near the southwestern corner that borders Bulgaria and Serbia, authorities were called in to investigate an illegal exhumation. But this wasn’t in 1704, or even 1804. No, this happened just a decade ago.


Petre Toma had been the clan leader there in the village, but after a lifetime of illness and hard drinking, his accidental death in the field came almost as a relief to his family and friends. That’s how they put it, at least. So when he was buried in December 2003, the community moved on.


But then individuals from Petre’s family began to get sick. First it was his niece, Mirela Marinescu. She complained that her uncle had attacked her in her dreams. Her husband made the same claim, and both offered their illness as proof. Even their infant child was not well. Luckily, the elders of the village immediately knew why.


In response, six men gathered together one evening in early 2004. They entered the local graveyard close to midnight and made their way to the burial site of Petre Toma. Using hammers and chisels, they broke through the stone slab that covered the grave and then moved the pieces aside.


They drank as they worked. Can you blame them? They were opening the grave of a recently deceased member of their community, but I think it was more than that. In their minds, they were putting their lives in danger. Because there, inside the grave they had just uncovered, lay the stuff of nightmares: a vampire.


What these men did next will sound strangely familiar, but to them it was simply the continuation of centuries of tradition. They cut open the body using a knife and a saw. They pried the ribs apart with a pitchfork and then cut out the heart.


According to one of the men who were there, when the heart was removed, they found it full of fresh blood—proof, to them at least, that Petre had been feeding on the village. When they pulled it free, the witnesses said that the body audibly sighed and then went limp. It’s hard to prove something that six incredibly superstitious men—men who had been drinking all night, mind you—claimed they witnessed in a dark cemetery. But to them it was pure, unadulterated truth.


They then used the pitchfork to carry the heart out of the cemetery and across the road to a field, where they set it on fire. Once it was burned completely, they collected the ashes and funneled them into a bottle of water. They offered this tonic to the sick family, who willingly drank it. It was, after all, what they had been taught to do.


Amazingly, everyone recovered. No one died of whatever illness they were suffering from, and no one reported visits from Petre Toma after that. In their mind, the nightmare was over. These men had saved their lives.


Maybe something evil and contagious has survived for centuries, spreading across borders and oceans. It’s certainly left a trail of horrific events in its wake, and it’s influenced countless tales and superstitions, all of which seem to point to a real-life cause. Far from being unique to Serbia or Romania, this thing is global.


And as if that weren’t enough, this horrible, ageless monster is—and always has been—right inside each of us. Like a vampiric curse, we carry it in our blood. But it’s probably not what you’d expect.


It’s fear.




[image: image]


THE VAMPIRE FOLKLORE of our ancestors is as varied and textured as the countless modern versions that Hollywood presents us with each year. Most, however, still focus on some aspect of Bram Stoker’s famous novel. It’s fair to say that our love for the story of Dracula is just as undying as the monster himself.


One of the results of this obsession is that we often ignore or forget the other major players in the Dracula story. For example, Mina Murray is the powerful, heroic woman who spends the bulk of the story fighting to destroy Dracula, rather than wallowing in self-pity. Quincey Morris sacrifices himself to defeat the monster. And Jonathan Harker, Mina’s eventual husband, strikes one of the killing blows. The novel is full of characters, but all seem to fade into the shadow cast by the vampire lord himself.


All except for Abraham Van Helsing, that is. Over the decades, his character has received a good amount of attention from fans of the book, and honestly, how can you blame them? He was intelligent, brave, and skilled in his craft. And in a lot of ways, Van Helsing represented something we all aspired to be.


It’s a side effect of growing up with stories of creatures who want to hurt us. If there really is something living under the bed, or in the closet, or in that dark, damp corner of the basement, then shouldn’t someone care enough to protect us? If these creatures are the antagonists of our nightmares, then surely there are also protagonists. The heroes. The champions. Those brave souls who are tasked with fighting back.


Van Helsing was a fictional construct, of course, but his character echoes an ancient, widespread belief that can be found, in some form or another, within many folktales. No matter what the monsters might be, there are always those who fight them.


Amazingly, those hunters still walk among us.


BORN TO HUNT


Some of the earliest folktales involving hunters of the supernatural can be found in Bulgaria and nearby countries. After five centuries of occupation by the Ottoman Empire, the Bulgarians finally pushed out the Turks in the 1890s. During those first few years of freedom, the country’s rich folklore and traditions were gathered up and recorded for the first time, and right at the center of these records were stories of the vampire.


These tales have such power that people today still believe them and follow their prescriptions, such as the ritual exhumation of suspected vampires. It’s a belief that runs deep, mostly because of intense fear and superstition. To many, though, vampires were real, and they needed to be hunted down.


As a result, there were people in these Bulgarian villages called sâbotnik, who could detect vampires. They were called upon when a community suspected a vampire was hunting and harming them. Once the grave of a suspect was dug up and the body exposed, the sâbotnik would determine whether or not the corpse was really a vampire. If it was, the sâbotnik was also responsible for destroying it.


This was a power each sâbotnik acquired at birth, according to the stories. You just had to be lucky enough to be born either on one of the days between Christmas and January 6—a time known to ancient Catholics as the Unclean Days—or on a Saturday, which sounds pretty random to me, but hey, whatever.


Another group of vampire hunters was known as the vampirdžia. These were more akin to the modern movie version of Van Helsing that we know today. Destined to hunt vampires from birth, they traveled the land armed with weapons and tools, looking for battle. And they did all of this while following prescribed methods, like hunting vampires on Saturdays and leading the vampires into graveyards, where they were somehow weaker.


And these vampirdžia were heroes, often earning a good living from the gifts and donations of fearful villagers. There are even records of a provincial capital, Veliko Târnovo, actually employing a number of them and sending them out to investigate and hunt when reports of vampires popped up. Honestly, you could film this stuff and pass it off as an Underworld sequel. But it really happened, and to me, that’s what makes it so much more compelling.


The idea of hunting individuals who threatened society wasn’t isolated to Bulgaria, though, or even limited to the concept of the vampire. Contemporary to these vampirdžia tales were stories that highlighted another dangerous creature, one that walked right among us: the witch. And yes, we all already know that there was hysteria and persecution. Yes, there were hangings and burnings and other superstition-fueled acts of violence. But at the center of much of it, there were hunters.


In 1486, a German Dominican friar named Heinrich Kramer wrote a book that he called the Malleus Maleficarum, “the hammer of the witches.” Kramer was more than a friar, though; he’d served for years as an inquisitor with orders from Pope Innocent VIII. After his retirement, he wrote what he believed to be the gold standard for understanding and identifying witches.


The Catholic Church condemned the book just three years after it was published, but it was too late. The Malleus Maleficarum acted like an accelerant, thanks in part to Gutenberg’s printing press, and spread across Europe, where it fueled the flames of religious hysteria and social unrest. The book was used for centuries to teach others about witches—where they came from, how to detect them, and what to do when you found one.


And this was the world that Matthew Hopkins was born into in England in 1620. The son of a Puritan minister, he was raised to fear the Devil and lash out at what he saw as heresy. By the age of just twenty-four, Hopkins had set up shop in Sussex under the title of Witchfinder General, and began a short but devastating career in the discovery and conviction of witches.


In the 350 years that spanned the early 1400s to the late 1700s, it’s estimated that less than five hundred people in total were executed for witchcraft in all of England. That’s less than two executions per year, right? During their short two-year operation, though, Hopkins and his team were responsible for three hundred of those deaths.


This is the man who invented the “swimming” test for witchcraft, which most people have heard about. The accused would be tied to a chair and tossed into a pond or lake, and then Hopkins would wait to see if the person floated. If so, that person was a witch and would be killed. If the accused sank . . . well . . . they still died, but with a clear name. It doesn’t make sense to us, I know, but in the 1640s, Hopkins could do no wrong. Everyone trusted him. His book, The Discovery of Witches, went on to fuel witch trials in the American colonies in the late 1600s, and some of his interrogation methods were even used in the Salem, Massachusetts, trials. Don’t get me wrong, the man was a monster. But he clearly left his mark as a witch hunter.


One last thing: according to the Bulgarian folklore surrounding vampire hunters, there was one big risk for those in the profession. Anyone who served as a sâbotnik or vampirdžia was most at risk of becoming a vampire themselves. Even in England, Hopkins didn’t die a hero. Instead, he was viewed as a monster and bogeyman. Rather than going down in history as some sort of heroic hunter, he acquired a reputation of having been evil himself.


Because sometimes, whether the creature is a thing of our own invention or simply the focus of a personal obsession, the hunter is always at risk of becoming the very thing they pursue.


JUMPING AT SHADOWS


In 1968, Paramount released Rosemary’s Baby, based on the hit novel from a year before. And 1973 saw the release of the original Exorcist, followed by The Omen three years later. There was a satanic craze sweeping through America—a mixture of fear and fascination—and Hollywood wanted to capitalize on it. But it’s often overlooked that this craze was preceded by an earlier wave of fear across the Atlantic, in England, that began when Londoners began to notice graffiti and vandalism inside the historic Highgate Cemetery.


Highgate is an old cemetery, established in 1839. While it was initially one of the city’s most fashionable burial places, with elaborate funerary architecture, over the years it became less popular. In World War II, German bombs damaged some of the vaults, and during the following decades it fell into disrepair, with trees and brush beginning to overtake the property. Youth and vandals began to spend more time inside the cemetery, and reports circulated of occult symbols, open graves, and bodies that had been moved for unknown reasons.


In 1969, a group calling itself the British Occult Society sought to investigate the unusual phenomena taking place in the cemetery, and they also listened to those in the neighborhood who had stories of their own to share. Which is where they first encountered the rumors of something—maybe a person, or maybe something else—that prowled the graveyard at night. The stories described it as a tall, dark figure that could paralyze those who encountered it.


A man named David Farrant was intrigued, and so on December 21, 1969, he camped out in the cemetery overnight. It was the winter solstice and he was a paranormal investigator, so it all sort of lined up, at least in his mind. And according to him, the night was a huge success. The way he described it, at some point during the hours between dusk and dawn, Farrant encountered a creature that stood over seven feet tall, with eyes that glowed brightly. But when Farrant looked away for a moment, it vanished. He wrote to the local paper and asked if others had seen the same figure. Amazingly, for about two months, letters flooded in from others who described similar experiences.


About the same time, though, another man who was interested in the same goings-on in the cemetery, Seán Manchester, made further discoveries—bloody ones. Manchester believed the stories of the mysterious, dark figure, but he also found numerous animals in the cemetery that had been drained of blood. Upon inspection, he reported that each of them had small holes in its neck. When the local papers asked him if he had a theory, he told them he did. The figure, according to Manchester, was clearly a vampire.


And not just any vampire. This was what he called a “King Vampire,” brought over from Wallachia in the 1700s by a curious noble, and then buried on the estate that eventually became Highgate Cemetery. All of the satanic activity, according to him, was the work of local occultists trying to resurrect this creature.


So Manchester offered to hunt it down and exorcise it. He acknowledged that the law made it a bit . . . ah . . . difficult to go around plunging wooden stakes into corpses, but he’d already done it twice before. According to him, he was willing to put his life on the line to track down and destroy the King Vampire.


Few people bought it. They did believe that something was going on inside the cemetery, though, so the police began to patrol the area, watching for anything out of the ordinary. Over the next few months they chased a number of vandals out of the graveyard, but none of them turned out to be anything more than teenagers pretending to be vampire hunters, just out looking for a thrill.


And then, on August 1, 1970, something happened that changed all of that. That night police were called to Highgate Cemetery and directed to one particular crypt that was deep inside the property. When they arrived, they found the tomb door standing wide open, and inside, stretched out on the cold stone floor, was a body. Not particularly odd, given the location, but it was the condition of the body that alarmed them.


It had been charred beyond recognition, and then decapitated.


DARK FORCES COLLIDE


The police went public with the discovery and admitted that this, of all the things they’d found in Highgate so far, could actually be the work of occultists. And that was all the public needed. The papers were filled with headlines. People couldn’t help but jump to conclusions. And both Seán Manchester and David Farrant were right there in the middle of it, examining the clues and trying to make sense of it all.


They weren’t on the same side—each man had his own methods of investigation, some of which were a bit unorthodox. Two weeks after the burned body was discovered, Farrant was discovered by police to be wandering the cemetery at night. When they arrested him for trespassing, he was found to be carrying a large crucifix and a sharp wooden stake.


His group didn’t stop, though. They began to camp overnight in the graveyard on a regular basis, finding more peculiar clues, all of which pointed—to them, at least—to the work of a group bent on resurrecting the King Vampire.
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