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Praise for the Lore podcast


‘Truth can often be much scarier than fiction - something Mahnke proves as he dives deep into the world of folklore and the darker side of history in a quest to root out the fragment of truth at the bottom of our fears’ Entertainment Weekly


‘Unlike so much horror that needs over-the-top viscera to scare you, this podcast leans on history-folklore, myth, the stuff people once thought were true – to tell its tales’ The Atlantic


‘Narrated by Mahnke in a style that evokes spooky campfire stories, Lore is a history lesson like no other’ Esquire




BY AARON MAHNKE


Destiny: A Fairy Tale


Indian Summer


Consumed


Grave Suspicion


THE WORLD OF LORE


Monstrous Creatures


Wicked Mortals


Dreadful Places






For Mom and Dad.


You spent my whole childhood encouraging me to do what I love instead of whatever you might have dreamed up for me. Thank you for having the selfless love it takes to set your son free, and for giving me the courage I needed to fly.







[image: image]


Searchers after horror haunt strange, far places.


—H. P. LOVECRAFT,
“The Picture in the House”
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THE PLACES WE live have a way of coming to look like us over time. It’s almost as if people inject their true nature—those passions and priorities and all the intimate details of the heart—into the very fabric of the place they call home.


Just look at the big cities of the world, and you’ll see human nature written in their architecture. The beautiful façades of London, one of the world’s leading financial centers, practically drip with wealth and power. The glassy skyscrapers of Dubai stand as an outward expression of an inward love of achievement. When we spend enough time somewhere, we have a tendency to build it in our own likeness.


And that’s true of the darker aspects of life as well. Think of the number of cities in America with neighborhoods built around social status or ethnic identity. Or the bright, attractive lights of Las Vegas surrounded by barren desert, as if that tug-of-war between our desperation and dreams had come to life. Our cities are a part of us. In some ways, they are us.


Cities are often described as being alive, as having a pulse and a heart, and we, the people, are their blood. We personify them to the point where they are indistinguishable from the humans who built them. In 1946, the well-known American-turned-British-aristocrat Lady Astor visited the city of Savannah, Georgia, and described it as “very much like a beautiful woman with a dirty face.” It had an aura about it, something dark and unclean, that seemed to blur the obvious beauty of the place. And maybe she was on to something. In the decades since, Savannah has become known as the most haunted city in America.


Now, I’m not sure how you measure that sort of characteristic, or if you can even declare something like that to be an indisputable fact. Still, according to those who live there, Savannah is home to a lot more darkness than we might realize.


And considering its grim past, it’s easy to understand why.


EBB AND FLOW


When Americans talk about the original thirteen colonies, they’re talking about the seeds that grew into the country we have today. Thirteen separate settlements that grew into territories, and then—eventually—the first thirteen American states. The oldest colony, Virginia, dates back to 1607, while Georgia didn’t receive a charter until over a century later, in 1732. They were the last to show up at the party, so to speak.


The leader of the Georgia colony was a man named James Oglethorpe, and he had two very specific goals for the settlement there. First, it would be a buffer territory between the other British colonies to the north and the Spanish to the south. And so slavery was actually illegal, because Oglethorpe didn’t want a colony full of soft, lazy white men; he wanted soldiers.


Second, he envisioned Georgia as a new home for the hopeless of England. People who had served time in jail for debt but were trying to rebuild their lives. Or—as Oglethorpe described them—the “worthy” poor. It was meant to be a humble community, with smaller estates and more purpose behind the land division.


Oglethorpe and his team of 120 colonists arrived on February 12, 1733, and immediately did what English settlers were experts at doing: they approached the indigenous people who already lived there and negotiated for the best land. As a result, those original native inhabitants had to move inland. Shocking, I know.


Oglethorpe’s prize was a bluff overlooking the mouth of the river, and it was there that he laid the foundation for a new city. He called it Savannah, named after the river itself, and set about planning every square foot of the place. In fact, it was America’s first planned city, with an almost obsessive arrangement of public squares surrounded by streets aligned to a tidy grid. And I’m going to be honest with you—as a former designer, I love it.


Four decades later, after the colonies broke off from England, Georgia legalized the ownership and forced labor of other human beings, allowing rich white Georgians to build a powerful economy on the backs of slaves. In fact, years later, in 1859, Savannah would be the location of one of the largest sales of human lives in American history. Nearly 450 men, women, and children were sold over the course of two days, breaking up nearly a hundred families. It’s said that torrential rains fell during the entire event, leading those who were trapped in that system to refer to it as “the Weeping Time,” as if the heavens themselves were broken by the tragedy of it all.


Slavery allowed the rich to get richer in Georgia, and as the port city, Savannah became the place through which all that wealth flowed. But it wasn’t all sunshine and roses for the white people of Savannah. As the years ticked by, the community there had to endure a number of darker events, moments of tragedy that left bruises on the city’s history. And the first of those happened in 1796.


That was the year that a fire broke out in the bakery owned by one Mr. Grommet. On the evening of November 26, a fire started in his unoccupied shop and then moved to neighboring structures. Thanks to a two-month-long drought and an inadequate fire service, the blaze spread quickly and eventually destroyed more than two hundred homes and 150 other buildings—roughly one-third of the entire city.


Another fire occurred in January 1820, destroying nearly five hundred buildings and leaving two-thirds of the city’s inhabitants completely homeless. Later that year, while so many people were outdoors rebuilding their homes, heavy rain and hot weather led to a perfect breeding ground for mosquitos, which began the spread of yellow fever. By the time it finally ran its course, the epidemic had claimed nearly seven hundred lives, more than 20 percent of the city’s population. It was described by one witness as a “scene of sickness, misery and ruin.”


Forty years later, after capturing Atlanta in September 1864, Union General William Tecumseh Sherman led sixty-two thousand soldiers south toward Savannah. Less than a month after their arrival, the city fell. And while the city was spared the destruction that Sherman had built a reputation for, smaller battles around the city took hundreds of lives. Five months later, the war was over.


A decade after that, yellow fever returned, moving across the city like a tidal wave and taking another thousand lives with it. There are rumors that city officials hid many of the bodies in underground tunnels beneath the former Candler Hospital in an effort to hide the severity of the outbreak. While those stories can’t be entirely validated, we do know those same tunnels were once used by the hospital for autopsies.


Everywhere you go in Savannah, it seems there’s a bit of history lurking in the background. It’s an ancient city, at least by American standards, and you can feel it in the genteel pre–Civil War architecture. Just take a walk along historic River Street, past the centuries-old warehouses that now play host to taverns, hotels, and boutiques, and you’ll see what I mean. It’s beautiful, in a haunting sort of way.


There’s something else, though. Something lurking at the edges like a shadowy figure, waiting to reveal itself. Maybe it’s the gloom of those shady squares, or the tangle of Spanish moss that hangs off so many of the trees like the web of some unnatural spider. Savannah has just as much darkness as it does beauty.


And then, of course, there are the ghosts.


DUELING FATES


I’m going to be honest with you: James Stark was a bit of a jerk. On the surface, he was everything you would expect from a southern gentleman in 1830. He was young, rich, and quite fond of climbing the social ladder. But like I said, he wasn’t the nicest of people.


He seemed to have a problem with another of the men in his circle, Philip Minis. That’s because, while Stark was descended from English plantation owners, Minis was the son of the first Jewish settlers in the area. So Stark, believing that someone’s ancestry somehow made them inferior, used every opportunity he could find to mock and insult poor Minis.


In the spring of 1832, this apparently led to a confrontation between the two of them. One version of the legend says that the pair had been playing a game of horseshoes and that Stark became angry when Minis beat him. Stark called the other man some derogatory and racially based names, and Minis demanded an apology. Stark refused, and instead offered a different solution: they should settle it with a duel.


Minis agreed, and both parties began to prepare for the appointed day. Except something came up and Minis couldn’t make it. He told Stark, but his request for a delay was ignored. So on the day of the duel, Stark arrived in his finest coat and pulled out an ornate and expensive dueling pistol. After waiting for a while for his opponent to arrive, he simply fired it into the air, and then declared Philip Minis a coward.


But you can’t do something like that without word spreading, and eventually Minis caught wind of what had happened. Naturally, he was outraged, and went looking for Stark. According to the story, he tracked him down to the City Hotel, and on August 10, 1832, he made his way there, took a seat at the bar, and had one of the staff take a message up to Stark’s room. And then . . . he waited.


A few minutes later, Stark descended the stairs and locked eyes with Minis. There was a moment of intense, palpable tension, and then Philip Minis shouted across the room, “I pronounce you, James Stark, a coward!”


Both men reached for their pistols, but Minis was faster. He fired just once, and Stark toppled over, landing at the foot of the stairs in a puddle of his own blood. He never stood back up.


After a short trial that ended in his acquittal, Minis moved north to Maryland, where he served as a physician to the Native Americans in the Baltimore area, and died there decades later of natural causes. James Stark, though, seems to have never left the City Hotel. The building later became a hospital and is now home to a brewery, and sightings of his ghost there are as common as the sweet smell of beer.


Eight years after that fateful duel, architect Charles Cluskey was supervising the final touches on an enormous 16,000-square-foot mansion at the intersection of Bull and Harris Streets. The owner was a wealthy shipping merchant who had moved there from Haiti, where his family had long owned a large and profitable plantation. Judging by how many secrets he had to hide, he was going to need every single spare room in that house.


For starters, he had moved to Savannah at a time when there were more slaves in the city than white European Americans. That social divide was ever-present, like a cultural Grand Canyon, and people were very good at maintaining the status quo. Which presented a challenge to François Sorrel des Rivières, because in addition to speaking French, he had the blood of African slaves in his veins.


After moving to Savannah in 1812, François transformed himself. He learned to speak perfect English, changed his name to Francis Sorrel, and pushed his ancestry deep into the dark. And it seems to have worked, however tragic it is that he had to do that at all.


His first wife, Lucinda, passed away from yellow fever in 1817, leaving him alone with three children. He married again two years later to a woman named Matilda, and they went on to have eight children of their own. Together, the family filled that mansion with laughter and noise and . . . well . . . more secrets, apparently.


Matilda was said to struggle with severe depression, and would often stay in bed for days or weeks at a time. Her needs, along with those of Francis and the children, were all taken care of, though, because the family, in a textbook example of irony, actually owned a large number of slaves.


One of those slaves, according to the legend, was a young woman named Molly, whose beauty caught the eye of Francis. So much so that he carried on an affair with her, right under the same roof as his wife. It was bold, and—if history has taught us anything about slave owners and the way they treated the women they owned—it was also probably against Molly’s consent.


This went on for some time, until one day Matilda opened a door to one of the bedrooms, only to find Francis in bed with Molly. It’s said that the discovery was so shocking that Matilda ran back to her own bedroom, threw open the balcony doors, and jumped out. She died where she landed on the street below. A few days later, Molly ended her own life in the carriage house.


With a past that bloody, it’s no wonder that for many decades visitors to the house have claimed to experience unusual phenomena. Tourists have reported being touched by unseen hands, or feeling the pain of being struck by an invisible force. Others have described shadowy figures that move across hallways and the sounds of voices crying out from different parts of the house. If these stories are true, the house might be unoccupied, but it’s certainly not empty.


Whether or not the reports are true, this series of events is far from the darkest tale to have come out of Savannah. The city’s past is checkered with moments of violence and evil, and it’s easy to get lost in the shadows. But the most tragic story of all happened just two years after the city was founded.


It seems that the first settlers of Savannah brought more than hope to the New World; they also brought death.


BOUND AND GAGGED


Oglethorpe had a lofty goal for the colony of Georgia. On the surface, it seemed like a great opportunity: either you could stay in jail for the debts you might never be able to pay back, or you could board a ship and travel to the New World and make a fresh start. You just had to work hard and be willing to take up arms if there was a need. To get the word out, Oglethorpe used agents in England and Ireland to recruit new settlers. As you would expect, the terms were spelled out clearly to these candidates.


Except you know how tricky contracts can be, right? Phrases that sound good on the surface but hide a catch or a trap that you don’t notice. This was indentured servitude, sometimes called debt bondage, because once you agreed to the deal, you were barely better off than a slave for the next seven years.


That’s the path Alice Riley took to reach Savannah. She’d been recruited from Ireland, and boarded a ship with nearly a hundred others just like her—poor, Irish, young, and single. The Atlantic crossing was treacherous, though, and by the time the ship arrived in Georgia, winter storms and a lack of food had left only six women and thirty-four men alive. Alice was thankful to be among the living.


She served for a brief time in the home of a widower named Richard Cannon, but she was eventually reassigned to a farm on a small island in the river, called Hutchinson’s Island. Her new master there was an old, unhealthy man named William Wise, and he was quite the piece of work.


William Wise was a gentleman of status who had lost his family fortune back in England. He had requested permission to travel to Georgia, boarded the ship with a woman he claimed was his daughter, and then set sail. A day or two later, his request was denied, but it was too late. And that “daughter” turned out to actually be a prostitute. Needless to say, most people didn’t like William Wise.


Still, Savannah represented the same hope for him as it did for people like poor Alice—a chance to start over and build something better. However, he did so on the backs of others, with a number of indentured servants working on his farm and in the home. We’ve already met Alice, but another of those servants was a young man named Richard White.


Richard and Alice became fast friends, and because both of them were assigned to work inside the house, they saw a lot of each other. They also, if the legend is true, saw far more of William Wise than either of them wanted, because they were in charge of his bathing.


While Wise sat in the large basin, it was Alice’s job to clean his body and wash his hair. Richard would then dry and comb it. The journey from England had made Wise rather ill, and he spent most of his days alone in bed, but those moments in the water were different. He came alive, tormenting both Alice and Richard. And they hated it.


As you can imagine, this was a lot to deal with. It pushed the limits of their patience, and dehumanized them in a way that neither of them had ever experienced before, whether back home or here in this new land of hope. But thanks to the legal constraints of their agreement, they could do nothing other than grin and bear it. They were little more than prisoners in that house, so they pushed their disgust and hatred deep down inside themselves.


We don’t know exactly what happened on March 1, 1734, to set Alice and Richard off. We don’t have a recording of what they experienced, or even a full understanding of what the months leading up to it had been like. But we can all agree that everyone has a breaking point. For some, it’s right below the surface, while others have more endurance. What we do know is that Alice and Richard both hit theirs on the same day.


It happened during one of those baths. Wise provided more of his typical rude and creepy behavior, and continued to humiliate Alice and Richard. Then, with her anger finally reaching a boiling point, Alice took the rag that she was cleaning the old man with and wrapped it around his throat.


Rather than stop her, Richard moved closer to help, forcing the old man’s head beneath the surface of the water. Together, both servants held their breath as they waited for his to run out. Soon enough, it did; William Wise was dead.


They ran, of course—attempting to make their way to the Isle of Hope, ironically—but they were easily captured. Then they were held until James Oglethorpe was available to preside over their trial. They were guilty of the first murder in Georgia, after all. This had to be done right. But when it came time for a verdict, Alice threw a wrench in their plans, telling them all that she was pregnant.


Sure enough, she was. Judging by the events that led up to her trial, we can probably guess that Richard White was the father, although I think it’s impossible to rule out William Wise. Either way, that pregnancy delayed her fate . . . for a while, at least.


In late December 1734, Alice gave birth to a baby boy. Perhaps in an effort to sway Oglethorpe’s decision, she named the child James, after him. It didn’t work, though; the child was taken away and she was placed in jail to await her execution. She never held her baby again.


There’s no record of what happened to Richard White, although without a pregnancy of his own, the odds are pretty high that he’d been executed months before the birth. On January 19, 1735, Alice was taken from her jail cell and transported to the place where she would meet the same fate. She rode in the back of a horse-drawn wagon that brought her to Wright Square, where it parked beneath a tall tree.


Then she was asked to stand, and a rope was thrown over a high branch, one end looped around her neck. She screamed for her baby, calling out his name and scanning the gathered onlookers for someone who might have been cruel enough to bring James to his mother’s execution, but he wasn’t there.


They say she cursed everyone there, but that’s not unique. We’ve all heard stories of curses muttered from the gallows, and it’s one of those elements that always adds an extra bit of drama to the tale. Still, she cursed them. She cursed Oglethorpe, the man who drove the wagon, even the trees there in the park.


When she was done, someone gave a nod, and the horse slowly walked away, pulling the wagon out from under her.


Moments later, Alice Riley was dead.


IMPORTS AND EXPORTS


Every city has a nuanced history. Sure, not all are as old as Savannah, but there’s no shortage of places where humans have settled in and built new lives. But we’re far from perfect, and if Savannah is any indication, people brought a lot more than their hopes and dreams to its port; they brought their flaws.


Today you can still walk past the old cotton warehouses on River Street where slaves worked under horrible conditions, ground down by the economic machine. Some of these warehouses still have stalls with chains in them, where newly arrived slaves were locked up until they were sold.


And if you have a chance, visit the First African Baptist Church, one of the first black churches in America, and look for holes in the wood floor. They’re small holes, maybe the diameter of a pencil, arranged in an old African pattern. But they’re also breathing holes. The church, you see, was once part of the Underground Railroad, and slaves who passed through would hide beneath the floorboards until it was safe to move on.


It’s a past we’d like to forget, and at the same time we would do well to remember it. Humans aren’t just debris floating through life on a river of tragedy; most of the time, we craft that pain ourselves.


For Alice Riley and Richard White, that pain and suffering ended up destroying their lives. It’s said that Alice’s body was left hanging from that tree for three days before it was taken down. Less than two months later, her infant son, James, passed away as well. It’s a tragic story that’s left a dark mark on the pages of Savannah’s history—a mark that some say can still be found, if you know where to look.


Local legend says that the tree from which Alice was hanged in Wright Square is the only one there with no Spanish moss growing on it. It’s a sign, they say, of the blood that was spilled so cruelly. Or maybe it’s a product of the curse Alice shouted out from beneath it. Whatever the reason, it’s a reminder of what she did, and the price she paid.


Back on Hutchinson’s Island, where Alice and Richard worked for William Wise, other remnants of their grim tale can be found. Some visitors to the island have reported seeing a man and woman in eighteenth-century clothing. They’re always described as hiding in the shadows, huddled together as if avoiding someone, but disappear the moment you glance away.


The most common report, though, is that of a pale woman seen walking through Wright Square. They say she wears an old, weathered dress, and approaches people at night with thin, outstretched arms.


“Do you know where he is?” she asks the people who see her, a mournful expression on her face. “Where’s my baby?”


EPILOGUE


Across the street from the southeastern corner of Lafayette Square, on Abercorn Street, is a large, historic mansion with a complex past. It’s old, too, having been built in 1873 for a wealthy man named Samuel Hamilton. He earned his fortune a variety of ways, including war profiteering during the Civil War, and set up his home to be a reflection of his social status and achievements. He would even go on to be mayor of the city for a time.


He was also an avid collector of art, in much the same way as his contemporary in Boston, Isabella Stewart Gardner. His mansion there on Abercorn Street was full of valuable paintings that he loved to show off. So much so that he set up the house as a private museum of sorts, which included protecting what was inside. Guards worked in the house around the clock, including a man on the roof armed with a rifle.


Local legend says that one morning, after it was noticed that the guard had failed to come down from the top of the mansion, someone was sent up to retrieve him. What they discovered, though, was the man’s corpse lying in a pool of his own blood, but no discernible cause of death or sign of theft inside the house. When other guards refused to take his place, Hamilton himself sat up through the night, rifle in hand, for a number of months—that is, until he became ill and passed away in 1899.


The second owner of the house, Dr. Francis Turner, took over in 1915, and set up his medical practice in the basement of the building. Turner was also well respected and socially prominent, hosting frequent parties at the mansion. Whenever he did, though, it was said that his children were forced to stay upstairs, where they would be out of the way.


They usually passed the time playing billiards, but on one fateful night the girls became bored and rolled a few of the balls down the staircase. One of the girls slipped, though, and tumbled down the steps. Her injuries, they say, were fatal.


Today the mansion serves as a local inn, but it’s also home to a number of unexplainable sights and sounds. The figure of an older man smoking a cigar has been reported on the roof of the building, while guests indoors have heard sounds they can only describe as billiard balls dropping to the floor somewhere above them.


Savannah is indeed a beautiful city, but like so many old communities in our world, that façade hides a darker underbelly. The people who live there today may no longer have to deal with yellow fever or slave markets, but there are still shadows everywhere.


And if the Hamilton-Turner Inn is any indication, that darkness has never really checked out.
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WHEN THE TRUCKER pulled up to the tollbooth on Route 895 in Virginia, it was the middle of the night and the look on his face was one of confusion and fear. The tollbooth attendant listened to the man’s story, and then sent him on his way.


The state highway is referred to as the Pocahontas Parkway, so maybe the man’s story was just a play on the name’s motif. But when the highway department received more than a few phone calls that night from distressed motorists, each telling essentially the same story, the authorities began to take notice.


What the trucker saw—what all of them claimed to have seen—was a small group of Native Americans standing on the median between the eastbound and westbound lanes of traffic near Mill Road. The trucker described them as standing motionless in the grass, each holding a burning torch. He’d assumed they were picketing, of course. After all, the parkway is rumored to cut through land that’s sacred to local Native American tribes. But the middle of the night didn’t seem like the right time for a peaceful protest. So it didn’t sit well with him. Or the others who claimed to see the very same thing.


The Times-Dispatch caught wind of the story, and soon people were flocking to the Mill Street overpass to see if they, too, could catch a glimpse of the ghosts. And that’s what it all comes down to, isn’t it? We all want to see the ghosts. To witness history press its face against the glass of the present. To cheat reality, in a sense.


Each year, thousands of people around the world claim that they have seen a ghost. They tell their stories, and pass along their goosebumps like some communicable disease. But the reality is that most of us never see a thing. History is often nothing more than a distant memory.


In some places, though, that history floats a bit closer to the surface.


A SEAT OF CONFLICT


When the English arrived in what is now Virginia way back in 1607, they found the land heavily populated by the original inhabitants of the region. The English called them the Powhatan, although that was just the name of their leader. If you don’t recognize his name, that’s understandable, but everyone certainly remembers his daughter, Pocahontas.


Before Richmond was Richmond, the land where it now stands was an important Powhatan settlement. In 1607, a party from Jamestown traveled inland and claimed the location as their own. Possession of the land bounced back and forth between the Native Americans and the English for years, but in 1737 the tribe finally lost and Richmond was born.


Early on, Richmond played host to important figures in the American Revolution. Patrick Henry, the man who shouted “Give me liberty, or give me death!,” did so from St. John’s Church right there in town. And in the middle of the Revolutionary War, Thomas Jefferson served as the governor of Virginia out of Richmond.


Less than a century later, Richmond became a key city in the Confederacy as the Civil War tore the country apart. From its munitions factory and railroad system to the seat of the new government under Jefferson Davis, the city was powerful. And right at the center of it all is Belle Isle.


It sits right there in the James River, between Hollywood Cemetery to the north and Forest Hill to the south. It’s easy to overlook on the map, but far from being an afterthought, Belle Isle is actually home to some of the most painful memories in the history of the city.


Before the English arrived and Captain John Smith stood atop the rocks there, it belonged to the Powhatan. Shortly after the English took control of it in the early 1700s, it was a fishery, and then in 1814 the Old Dominion Iron and Nail Company built a factory there. Positioned on the river, where the strong current never tired, it was in the perfect location to harness the power of the water.


As the ironworks grew, so did its footprint. The factory expanded. A village was built around it, and a general store even popped up to serve the hundreds of people who called the island home. But they wouldn’t be the only ones to live there.


In 1862, Confederate forces moved onto the island and began to fortify it. Their plan was to use the isolated island as a prison camp, and they began to transport Union captives there by the thousands. Over the three years it was in operation, the prison played host to more than thirty thousand Union soldiers, sometimes more than ten thousand at a time. And the crowded space and resentful feelings between the Confederate and Union sides led to deplorable conditions.


In 1882, after living with memories of the prison camp for nearly two decades, New York cavalry officer William H. Wood wrote to the editor of the National Tribune with his observations.




Many froze to death during the winter, others were tortured in the most barbarous manner. I have seen men put astride a wooden horse such as masons use, say five feet high, with their feet tied to stakes in the ground, and there left for an hour or more on a cold winter morning. Often their feet would freeze and burst open.





He also wrote of their lack of food:




A lieutenant’s dog was once enticed over the bank and taken into an old tent where it was killed and eaten raw. Your humble servant had a piece of it. For this act of hungry men, the entire camp was kept out of rations all day.





There were only a few wooden shacks to house the prisoners, so they lived out their days completely exposed to the elements. Blistering heat, freezing cold, rain, and frost. All of it contributed to the suffering of the men who were held there. Estimates vary depending on the source, but it’s thought that nearly half of those who were brought there—that’s close to fifteen thousand—never left alive.


Today, Belle Isle is a public park haunted by a dark past, and by those who lived and died there long ago. You can’t see their ghosts, but you can certainly feel them. It’s a heavy place. Visitors to the island claim to have felt its dark past in the air, like the stifling heat of an iron forge.


But there are other places in Richmond that are said to be haunted as well. Unlike Belle Isle, though, these locations aren’t in ruins, or nearly forgotten by the living. They’re right in the middle of everyday life, and each one has a unique story to tell.


They have their own past. And according to those who have been there, it can still be seen.


MEMORIES LOST


Technically, Wrexham Hall is in Chesterfield County, just south of Richmond. But when you speak to people about the city’s deeply haunting past, it’s always brought up as a perfect example of local lore. And while it doesn’t have a large number of stories to tell, what it does offer is chilling enough.


The house was built at the end of the eighteenth century by Archibald Walthall, who left the home to his two daughters, Polly and Susannah. It was Susannah who later sold her childhood home, but she stipulated that the new owners must always preserve the family graveyard.


Time and the elements, though, have allowed the site of the burial ground to slip from memory. And according to some, that’s why Susannah has returned to Wrexham Hall, perhaps in an effort to make sure some piece of the past is remembered.


It was years after her death, when the home was owned by a man named Stanley Hague. He and a handful of other men had been working in the field near the house when they looked up to see a woman in a red dress sitting on the front porch. They all saw her, and even commented to each other about it. It was hard to miss that bright red against the white home.


Later, when Stanley headed home, he asked his wife if her mother had been on the porch that day. No, she told him. She’d been away all day in Richmond.


In Hollywood Cemetery, just north of Belle Isle, there are other stories afoot. The graveyard was established in 1849, and it is the final resting place of a number of important figures. Former U.S. presidents James Monroe and John Tyler are buried there, along with Confederate president Jefferson Davis. There are also two Supreme Court justices buried there, along with twenty-two Confederate generals and more than eighteen thousand soldiers.


The soldiers are honored with an enormous stone pyramid that reaches up beyond the trees, and even though no one is buried beneath it, there have been several reports of moans heard coming from the stones. Others have claimed to have felt cold spots near the base. But it’s really a nearby grave that’s the site of the most activity there.


The grave belongs to a little girl who died at the age of three from a childhood illness. And standing beside her tombstone is a large cast-iron dog. According to the local legend, the dog once stood outside her father’s grocery store, but when she passed away in 1862, it was moved to her grave to look after her.


That might not be completely accurate, though. In the early 1860s, many iron objects were melted down to be used for military purposes, and so the dog was most likely moved to the cemetery as a way of protecting it. That hasn’t stopped the stories, though—stories that include visions of a little girl playing near the grave, or the sounds of barking in the middle of the night.


Nearby on Cary Street is the historic Byrd Theatre. It was built in 1928 and named after the founder of Richmond himself, William Byrd. The space inside is enormous; it can seat over nine hundred on the lower level, and another four hundred or so in the balcony. And it’s up there that some of the oddest experiences have taken place.


[image: image]


When the theater opened its doors in December 1928, Robert Coulter was the manager, and he continued to serve in that role all the way up to 1971, when he passed away. For over four decades, he was a permanent fixture in the theater, often found sitting in his favorite seat up on one side of the balcony. And if we can believe the stories, Robert never left.


The current manager has been told by a number of people that they’ve seen a tall man in a suit sitting in the balcony at times when no one else was up there. Others have physically felt someone pass by them while they were operating the projector. The former manager has even been seen on more than one occasion by employees locking the front doors at night, as if he were coming out to help them.


The stories that are whispered about places like the Byrd Theatre aren’t alone. There are dozens of locations across the city that claim unusual activity and equally eerie stories. But none can claim to have played host to a flesh-and-blood monster.


None, that is, except for one.


DEAD ENDS


In 1875, the Chesapeake and Ohio Railway was looking to connect some track in Richmond to another spur seventy-five miles to the south. Newport News was down that way, and that meant the ocean and shipping. It was a gamble to make their railroad more profitable in the wake of the Industrial Revolution and its increasing demand for things like coal, something mined in western Virginia.


Part of the new railway line would cut through Richmond near Jefferson Park, and it was decided that a tunnel would be constructed for the track to pass through. Trains would enter on 18th Street, and then exit four thousand feet away on the eastern end, near 31st Street. It was one of those ideas that sounded perfect on paper. Reality, though, had a few complications to throw at them.


Richmond sits on a geological foundation of clay, as opposed to the bedrock found in other parts of the state. It’s the kind of soil that changes consistency depending on the season and weather. Rainy months lead to more groundwater, and that swells the clay. Dry months would cause the opposite. As you could imagine, it’s difficult to build on ground that constantly changes density.


During construction, there were a number of cave-ins. Between the project’s inception in 1875 and its completion six years later, at least ten men died while working in the tunnel. Even after it was opened, water had a tendency to seep in and cause problems, something that went on for decades.


Around 1901, though, alternative routes were created, and the Church Hill Tunnel was used less and less. But when the railroad wanted to increase capacity in 1925, they remembered the old tunnel and began work to bring it up to modern standards. Maybe now, they thought, they could do it right.


By the autumn of 1925, the tunnel was playing host to a crew of brave men, supported by a work train powered by steam. They were slowly making their way along the length of the tunnel, making repairs, improving the engineering, and hopefully making the tunnel safe for future use. But even after claiming so many lives decades before, the tunnel didn’t seem to be done just yet.


On October 2, while doing what they had been doing for weeks, dozens of men were working inside the tunnel when the ceiling collapsed. Most escaped, but five men were trapped inside, buried alive. And to make matters worse, the steam engine exploded when the weight of the debris pressed down on it, filling the tunnel with steam and dust, and contributing to even further collapse.


According to the story as it’s told today, something did in fact walk out of the tunnel, but it wasn’t human. They say it was a hulking creature, covered in strips of decaying flesh, with sharp teeth and a crazed look in its eyes. And because witnesses reported that blood was flowing from its mouth, many have since referred to it as the Richmond Vampire.


No one could explain why the creature was there. Some suggested that it had been attracted to the carnage and had come to feed. They say that’s why the early rescue attempts only found one of the five missing men, still seated at the controls of the work train. There was no sign of the other victims of the tragedy, though, so some suggest that perhaps the vampire had something to do with that.


Witnesses say that the creature fled out the eastern end of the tunnel, past the gathering crowd of workers, and then made its way south to Hollywood Cemetery. Some of the workmen who had managed to escape the collapse and witness the creature’s getaway were able to give chase, following it through the graveyard for a distance. And then, they claimed, it slipped into one of the tombs, the final resting place of a man named W. W. Pool.


Pool, it turns out, was a relatively unknown accountant who had died just three years before. According to the local legend, this made sense. The blood on the mouth, the jagged teeth, the return to the mausoleum—all of it pointed to one undeniable fact. And the story quickly spread across the city, becoming one of the premier legends of Richmond.


Pool was a vampire, of course.


It’s said that people returned to the cemetery for many nights, eagerly waiting to see if the vampire would emerge from his hiding place once more, but there are no other stories that tell us what happened next. If the Richmond Vampire had been active before the Church Hill Tunnel incident, it seemed he went into retirement immediately after it.


Like many tales of local lore, this story ends on an unsatisfying note. Just as the mysterious creature’s trail from the collapsed tunnel finally ended in the shadowy doorway of a cold mausoleum, the story of what happened seems to end in shadows of its own.


Much like the tunnel itself, it was now nothing more than a dead end.


ALTERATIONS


A funny thing happens somewhere between real-life events in the past and the stories we tell each other around the campfire or dining room table. Much like the tried-and-true telephone game, where the message is passed from person to person through a long chain of possession, these old stories shift and change.


The change is never visible; the tales adapt to a new culture, or take on elements that are only relevant to a particular generation. But after decades, sometimes even centuries, these stories stand before us transformed. Which is the difference between history and folklore, after all. With history, there’s a paper trail, a clear image of the original that time and distance have a more difficult time eroding. Folklore is like water, forever shifting to fit the crevice as the rock breaks down.


Richmond is an old city by the standards of most Americans. Yes, there are older places on the East Coast, but Richmond has a storied history that makes it feel almost timeless. Jamestown. The Revolutionary War. The Civil War and the Confederacy. American history would be lacking something essential without the role Richmond has played through it all.


Some of that history is unchanged, but some, it seems, has undergone deep transformation over the years. And the prime example of that is the story of the Richmond Vampire.


The collapsed tunnel and the train inside it are all fact. There’ve even been modern-day efforts to recover the train and clear the rubble, but the tunnel is now flooded with the same groundwater that made it unstable in the first place. The events of that dark October day in 1925 were real, though—at least, to a degree.


A lone survivor did crawl from the wreckage, as the story tells us. His teeth were sharp and his mouth was bloody. Even the condition of his skin, hanging from his body like wet linen bandages, is documented fact. But the survivor had a name: Benjamin Mosby.


He was a twenty-eight-year-old employee of the railroad and was described as big and strong. At the moment of the accident, he had been standing in front of the train’s open coal door, shirt off, covered in sweat, and shoveling fuel into the fire. When the tunnel collapsed, the boiler burst under the pressure, washing Mosby in a flood of scalding water.


He somehow survived, crawled free from the rock and twisted metal, and walked to safety. He died the following day at the local hospital. And it was his appearance—with bloody, broken teeth and skin boiled from his body in ribbons—that fueled the story we still whisper today.


It’s almost a cliché to say it, but it’s true: sometimes the real-life events that birth a legend turn out to be more frightening and horrific than any folktale could ever be.
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SOME TRAGEDY TAKES no effort at all to happen. One moment life is perfect and normal and everything we expect it to be. Then it changes in an instant. No warning. No chance to avoid it. It just happens.


Natural disaster is one of those agents of tragedy that seem to sneak up on us and bring ruin into our lives. Fire, flood, tropical storms. Just watching the news each night can give us a glimpse into yet one more episode of pain and suffering that no one saw coming.


Other tragedies, though, exist only because we have ushered them into our world. Sometimes that “we” has been humanity as a collective, and sometimes it’s been just one broken individual. Genocide or patricide, school shootings or terrorism—regardless of the source, these are tragedies that couldn’t have existed without human involvement. It doesn’t make them any less painful, mind you. Sometimes it even makes them worse.


These moments of tragedy are, thankfully, very spread out. We have a chance to breathe and move on. But give a city enough time and those tragedies can start to pile up. The older the place, the deeper the pain. A murder here, a disaster there. Throw in a war or two for good measure. Soon its entire history can feel like one long nightmare.


Nowhere is that more true than in the city that most would call the Big Easy. Underneath its eclectic architectural mix of old Creole, French, Spanish, Victorian, and even Greek Revival, amidst the parties and lights and music that all seem to pulse through the streets like blood, there’s something darker.


Because there’s one thing that’s hard for anyone to deny: if it was tragic, painful, or eerie, it probably happened in New Orleans.


A DARK PATINA


It’s safe to say that New Orleans is one of those cities that just about everyone has an impression of, whether correct or incorrect. It’s a cultural icon, and a showcase of just how textured and diverse America’s history truly is.


We can blame much of that on the age of the city. The city, which celebrated its tricentennial in 2018, was founded by the French Mississippi Company in 1718. Other than the early settlements of New England, many of whom can claim incorporation in the early to mid-1600s, there are few places in the United States that are as old as New Orleans. And that age has brought the city more than its fair share of pain and tragedy.


It was land that had once been occupied by the local Chitimacha tribe of Native Americans, and the Europeans, of course, took it from them. From the outset, it was seen by everyone as a valuable territory. Sitting at the mouth of the mighty Mississippi River, it acted like a doorway into the heart of the continent, and for nearly fifty years the French controlled the gate.


When the French and Indian War came to a close in 1763, a treaty was signed between Great Britain, France, and Spain. One outcome of that document was that New Orleans fell under the control of Spain, which held on to the city until the French reclaimed it in 1800. Three years later, Napoleon sold it to the United States as part of the Louisiana Purchase.


The War of 1812 brought the first major dose of tragedy to New Orleans. In late summer of 1814 the British attacked Washington, D.C., and burned the White House, the Capitol, and much of the rest of the city. Then they turned their eyes to New Orleans, that doorway into the heart of America.


It was Andrew Jackson, future president of the United States, who was charged with defending the city as over eleven thousand British troops marched toward it. And he found help in one of the most unlikely places: two brothers known across the city as pirate outlaws.


Jean and Pierre Lafitte were smugglers who operated out of their blacksmith shop in New Orleans. In Star Wars terms, Jean was the Han Solo of the pair, the daring sailor and smuggler of illegal goods. Pierre, in contrast, was Lando Calrissian, managing the business and acting as the public face of the operation. But after American naval vessels captured their offshore hideout in the fall of 1814, the Lafitte brothers found themselves in legal hot water.


They found salvation, though, in a deal with Andrew Jackson. In return for gathering troops and supplies for the approaching battle—things like sorely needed gunpowder and flint—Jackson promised to pardon the brothers and turn them into heroes. The brothers delivered the supplies, the Americans won the battle, and Jackson made good on his word—although he had to become president to do so.


Today, Lafitte’s Blacksmith Shop is a bar on Bourbon Street, and one of the oldest buildings in the French Quarter. And with a past as daring and dangerous as Lafitte’s, it’s no wonder that stories of ghosts still echo through the establishment. The most common sightings speak of a figure who sits at the bar near the fireplace, dressed in the attire of a late eighteenth-century sailor.


Ghosts aren’t unique to old bars, though. Just outside the borders of the French Quarter sits the historic St. Louis Cemetery Number 1. Founded in 1789, it’s the oldest and most iconic cemetery in the city. In some ways, it has an appearance and atmosphere similar to Highgate Cemetery in London. It’s a maze of small aboveground vaults, many playing host to entire families. It’s crowded, and old, and feels more than a bit creepy.


But it’s not what’s inside the tombs that gets talked about the most. Visitors to the cemetery have frequently encountered mysterious figures, ghosts who apparently haunt the narrow spaces between the tombs.


One common sighting is a man known as Henry Vignes. He’s said to have been a young sailor who was scammed out of his family tomb by a dishonest landlady. When he died, his body was buried in an unmarked pauper’s grave, and because of that, he still wanders the cemetery today, searching. Multiple visitors have claimed to see him approach, and after he asks where the Vignes tomb is, he’s said to turn around and vanish from sight.


Another frequent sighting is the ghost of a young man known only as Alphonse. Witnesses claim that they’ve seen him floating toward them and asking for help finding his home. Others say they’ve seen him gathering flowers from random graves before walking off with them. Maybe he’s lonely, or perhaps he’s just looking for a little beauty in such a somber place. No one really knows.


St. Louis Cemetery Number 1 plays host to dozens of well-known figures from the early days of New Orleans. But the most famous resident, according to most, is someone that very few graveyards in the country can lay claim to: a real Voodoo queen.


SOCIAL AND POLITICAL MAGIC


When the Atlantic slave trade brought millions of people from Africa against their will and deposited them all over the New World, these people—Africans from dozens of distinct tribal groups, cultures, and languages—were forced to find a common ground. At home, they might have been rivals, or even enemies. In captivity, though, unity meant survival.


Today we call it the African diaspora, the dispersal of the continent’s cultures and peoples and beliefs throughout the world. And everywhere the seeds landed, they sprouted into something slightly different. What was known as Vodu in Africa became Voodoo, Hoodoo, Vodun, and more. And each had its own character and uniqueness.


Voodoo is considered to be a religion, with its own core beliefs and leaders. The Voodoo of Louisiana has a distinct flavor thanks to what’s called syncretism, the blending of its practices and beliefs with those of the Catholic Church. Much as the Church has priests, Voodoo honors practitioners called kings and queens.


A Voodoo queen was someone who conducted ceremonies and ritual dances, sometimes before crowds in the thousands. To earn a living, these queens would make talismans for others to purchase and use. Things like gris-gris bags, which were filled with all sorts of ingredients, then blessed with intention and meaning. These bags function similarly to crosses, and are even worn around the neck.


One Voodoo queen who is still mentioned throughout New Orleans is Julie White. She practiced in the late 1800s, and legend says that her cabin was near the edge of Manchac Swamp. She was more reclusive than most Voodoo queens, but visitors still came for her blessing and predictions. What she preferred to dole out, though, weren’t kind words. Julie, they say, was cranky and threatened everyone.

OEBPS/images/p1.jpg
___/

& CITIES OF SHADOW






OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
DREADFUL PLACES





OEBPS/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/images/pix.jpg





OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch2.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg
&g

Dark Imports

W)
&





OEBPS/images/p21.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch3.jpg
Evervthing Eloats





OEBPS/images/9781472251718_FC.jpg
<+ the world of >

o

P

b

Dreadful Places

W





OEBPS/images/Art_P332.jpg





