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      I’ve been pretty much all over the world. For the last twelve years I’ve traveled about the United States and I’ve learned a few things,” remarked Jim Chamberlin, structural engineer and my closest friend and co-worker.




       




      “Yeah?” I answered. “What, for instance?”




       




      “Well,” drawled Chamberlin, a husky Westerner, “the most beautiful natural park within a city is Glen Oak in Peoria; the most beautiful city is St. Joseph, Missouri, in summer; the most gorgeous and breath-taking scenery is among the Colorado Rockies, and the backdoor to Hell is this same Snake Swamp.”




       




      “No doubt about that,” I agreed, “but I am not going to swallow any old-ladies’ yarns about spooks. I am of the opinion that we will find a perfectly sane cause for every one of the many deaths in that devilish morass. They certainly cannot claim that ghosts are responsible for those who died by bullets.”




       




      “They can claim most anything. There is no reason to believe that gunmen don’t have spooks, the same as medieval maiden ladies, is there?” he replied jocularly.




       




      [image: ]




       




      “Oh, go to the devil, with your spooks,” I exploded, but nevertheless I was forced to confess defeat in the next breath. I said:




       




      “But to be frank I must admit the local lore about that Snake Swamp has got me plumb cuckoo, and I’m no chicken-hearted parlor pet, either. It all sounds like a damned joke, but you can’t fake bullet-riddled and fume-poisoned cadavers and that’s that.”




       




      “The place must be crowded with spooks,” ventured Jim.




       




      “It’s crowded with snakes, but all I’ve seen so far are harmless and they surely don’t account for the fatalities. There is something mighty uncanny about that swamp. Anyway you look at it.” I gazed off into the murky depths of the forbidding morass as Jim emptied his pipe by knocking it against the log on which we were sitting. He put the pipe in its case with a snap, and arose to his full six feet.




       




      “Well then, what do you say?” queried my pal Jim.




       




      “You’re on,” I agreed finally as we started to walk back along the trail, “I’ll stay here with you and hunt spooks. It will be a change and a chance for some excitement, anyway.”




       




      Had I known the fate that awaited me in the dank depths of that murky hole of Hell, there is little doubt that I would have taken the first train back to New York, instead of walking to our backwoods lodgings and preparing to stalk phantoms in an almost impassable bog.




       




      I 'm Matthew Walters, so you’ll know, and my forte is salesmanship. I began by selling breakfast food by the case. Then I sold it by the carload. Then I began selling railroad locomotives and finally steel and concrete bridges. When I took my job with the Swenson Steel & Construction Company, I teamed with Chamberlin to sell bridges at $650,000 and up. Jim was the engineer and I was the orator and convincer. We drew down a straight ten percent gross for actual sales and paid our own expenses. The smallest commission we could earn was $65,000, so if we made one sale a year we were not doing so rotten. As a matter of record we sold fourteen bridges in ten years, and one of them was a $6,000,000 structure. We were the same age within a week—just thirty-five years—and we had banked more than $2,000,000 between us.




       




      After each sale it was our habit to take a protracted vacation. It is true that in ten years we had not worked, on actual sales, longer than three months of each year. Our success and our fees were such that we did not have to work long at a time, although we did work unceasingly while we were putting over a deal.




       




      Our vacations we spent like the mail-carrier who took a long walk on his day off. We traveled about looking for spots where somebody might need a steel and concrete bridge.




       




      It was in this way we found Snake Swamp in Southeastern Virginia. A railroad had to bridge this two-mile reeking, deadly hell-hole and we sold them the bridge. So we were ready for another vacation. This time Jim suggested we take a real vacation and chase spooks around in muddy circles. It will be easier to realize the appeal of this undertaking to a moderately rich and adventurous young galoot like myself when more has been told about Snake Swamp.




       




      And how!




       




      I get goose pimples and shiver a little even now when I look back over it all and I have my scars to show for my part in as strange a real-life drama as ever has been recorded, I do believe.




       




      Snake Swamp was really a part of the Great Dismal Swamp. While there were quite a few settlers around its edges, the country was what might have been described as primitive. The natives for the most part had never seen a railroad train, and were weirdly superstitious.




       




      The railroad to which we sold the bridge was traversing the country to reach coal and iron deposits further inland.




       




      We had put up at a farm house with a native named Jim Todd, his wife and sixteen children of all ages. The girls were dainty and the boys strong and hearty. They were good people but illiterate and ignorant of all modern scientific progress. All the natives believed firmly in ghosts, demons and phantoms, but for that matter so did my pal Jim, the engineer. With him psychic research was a well-coddled hobby.




       




      “Now listen,” I said to Jim, as we ambled back over the trail, through a wild but beautiful country. “The natives hereabouts cannot be relied upon for accuracy. They are like children, fond of fairy tales and goblin lore. Our only chance to get a true account of these snake swamp murders is from old Dr. Long. He must be an educated man and, I am sure a sane one.”




       




      “O. K.,” said Jim and we walked the remaining distance back to the Todd farmhouse in silence.




       




      Todd was waiting for us, surrounded by his younger children. The girls were like flowers, the boys like cornstalks.




       




      “Well how be ye?” sang out Todd.




       




      “Fair ter middlin,” sang back Jim good naturedly, imitating Todd’s Southern twang.




       




      “Ye all bin down by Snake Swamp?” queried Todd.




       




      “Yep,” twanged Jim.




       




      “Wall I thought so an’ we was all mighty fidgety fearin’ ye might not come back, I’d stay plumb outen that neck o’ the woods if I wuz you all.”




       




      Neither of us answered, but went to a shed where we kept our general-utility car. It was a big car, that is, it had a big engine and a good one. It was an altogether good car but the outside of it did not look good, it had been battered around too many rough roads. Style and class do not mix with selling steel and concrete bridges.




       




      “Goin’ ter hitch up the ole wagon?” laughed Todd and the children giggled.




       




      “Yep,” twanged Jim again.




       




      We tuned up the old boat and piling in started on the five-mile trip to Dr. Long’s place. We had heard a lot about the demons of Snake Swamp and we wanted to hear more, but I am not exaggerating when I say that we were in no way prepared for the weird uncanny and almost unbelievable account we were to hear at Dr. Long’s.




       




       The Longs were childless. The doctor greeted us and when we had started our mission he waved us to chairs in his neat combination reception and living room and said:
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