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Introduction

WHEN THE UNIVERSITY PRESS OF MISSISSIPPI ASKED ME TO WRITE Ghost Hunters of the South, I had only a very general knowledge of Georgia’s haunted past. I had been to Savannah on a ghost story collecting trip in 2002, but I had little knowledge of Georgia’s other haunted places. When I began interviewing the directors of ghost-hunting groups throughout the South, however, my opinion of Georgia as a repository of ghost stories changed considerably. More Georgia ghost-hunting groups—eight—agreed to be included in my book than any other southern groups. Before long, names like Anthony’s Restaurant and Tunnel Hill were added to my personal list of America’s most haunted places. Several of these groups were so knowledgeable of Georgia’s haunted history that I asked them to assist me with the writing of Haunted Georgia. Naturally, I began wondering why Georgia has so many ghost stories, aside from the fact that it is the largest state east of the Mississippi River. This book was written in an attempt to answer that question.

According to Troy Taylor in The Ghost Hunter’s Guidebook, the spirits of some deceased individuals linger on in our own world because of murder, a traumatic event, or emotions that tie them to earth. Looking over these stories, I have found three historic events that could have produced the kind of trauma that results in hauntings in Georgia. The first is piracy. Pirates, strictly speaking, were individuals who committed acts of robbery on the high seas. In the eighteenth century, pirates were welcome in coastal towns in North and South Carolina as long as they preyed on Spanish ships. Some found a home in Savannah. Pirates from as far away as the Red Sea and Madagascar swaggered around the docks, looking for rum and women. In fact, Savannah was so associated with piracy in the early days that the city is mentioned several times in Robert Louis Stevenson’s novel Treasure Island. The best known of Savannah’s pirates, Captain Flint, is said to have been the model for Long John Silver. Legend has it that the drunken pirate died in an upstairs room of the Pirate’s House.

By the time Georgia had become a colony in 1734, the Golden Age of Piracy was practically over. The invention of the steam engine and the growth of the British and American navies in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries seriously reduced the threat of piracy to people living and working along America’s coastline. Conventional pirates were replaced by privateers, who robbed merchant ships for the good of a patron nation. The most famous American privateer, Jean Lafitte, had more than a hundred pirates under his command. He was instrumental in preventing the United States from losing control of the city of New Orleans in the War of 1812. Lafitte too is said to have visited Georgia on occasion. The violence perpetrated by cutthroats like Black Dog and Billy Bones lives on in the ghost tales of Georgia, especially in cities along the coast.

Another historic event that generated countless ghost stories in Georgia is slavery. Ironically, the Georgia Trustees who drew up plans for the Colonial experiment in Georgia in the early 1730s wanted to avoid the slave-based economy on which the other colonies were reliant. But Georgia’s first settlers quickly yielded to the temptation of easy profits that slavery offered. By the time of the American Revolution, more than half of the people living in Georgia were slaves. Georgia became so committed to maintaining slavery that its delegates to the Continental Congress forced Thomas Jefferson to soften the language dealing with slavery in his initial draft of the Declaration of Independence in 1776.

For most of the eighteenth century, slaves were used on rice plantations in the state. During the Revolution, however, planters changed over to cotton, which was in high demand by the textile industry. The cotton gin, invented by Eli Whitney on a Savannah River plantation in 1793, made cotton Georgia’s most important cash crop. Cotton plantations covered most the state by the 1830s. The banning of the African slave trade in 1808 had no discernible effect on slavery in Georgia. On the eve of the Civil War in 1860, slaves made up 44 percent of the state’s population. Although slaveholders were prohibited by law from abusing or killing them, slaves were not allowed to provide evidence of their victimization in court. Most slaveholders employed a variety of physical punishments to keep their slaves in line, including the use of whips, boots, dogs, and wooden rods. The most effective means of keeping slaves obedient was the threat of selling them away from loved ones. Slaveholders also used threats of punishment to coerce female slaves into sleeping with them.

Throughout the antebellum era, slaves could be found both in the countryside and urban areas. Some thirty thousand slaves worked and lived in the Lowcountry, a 200-mile-long region stretching from Charleston, South Carolina, to St. Mary’s Island, Georgia. Cholera epidemics frequently decimated the slave population in the Lowcountry within a matter of months. Infant mortality in the region was much higher than that experienced by white Americans at this time. Because the environment was so unhealthy, most slaveholders turned over supervision of the slaves to small groups of white overseers. Therefore, slaves living in the Lowcountry had more freedom than slaves who worked in the rice fields in Georgia, such as being allowed to return home as soon as their work was completed.

Slaves who worked in the cities also enjoyed a high degree of autonomy. In Savannah, for example, slaves were allowed to socialize in brothels and bars without supervision. Some black artisans who sold their wares in the marketplace were able to accumulate wealth. By contrast, slaves who labored in the cotton warehouses in Savannah were subjected to deplorable working conditions. Hundreds of slaves died from the summer heat and winter cold. On the whole, though, the slaves who worked in the rice fields suffered the most. On one Savannah rice plantation, 10 percent of the slave population perished in the fields between 1833 and 1861. Not surprisingly, the suffering of Georgia’s slaves made a lasting imprint on the ghost lore of the state.

Undoubtedly, the majority of Georgia’s ghost stories were produced during the Civil War. One of the most daring raids of the entire war, the Great Locomotive Chase, took place in Georgia. The second-bloodiest battle in the entire war, Chickamauga, was fought in Georgia. And the most notorious of all Civil War prison camps, Andersonville, was located in Georgia. General Sherman’s infamous March to the Sea brought the war to the home front and changed the face of warfare forever. During the Atlanta Campaign, massive armies clashed in what became the final turning point of the war. The fall of Fort Pulaski is noteworthy because it marked the first time rifled cannons were effectively used against brick and mortar fortifications. Nathan Bedford Forest defeated an entire invading force of cavalry mounted on mules in Rome, Georgia. The Massachusetts 54th, composed entirely of black soldiers, burned Darien. Wilson’s Raiders, a huge Union force of 14,000 soldiers, fought what many experts believe to be the last battle of the Civil War in Columbus. An armed contingent of Georgia women called the Nancy Harts prevented Wilson’s army from burning LaGrange. Confederate president Jefferson Davis was captured by the Union Army near Augusta. Georgia supplied the second-highest number of soldiers to the Southern cause—112,000. Thousands of these brave young men are buried in the cemeteries dotting the landscape. The exploits of the brave men and women who lived and died during the Civil War are celebrated in some of the state’s most harrowing ghost stories.

Taylor gives one possible explanation for the appearances of ghosts who died as a result of piracy, slavery, or war, suggesting that sometimes strong emotions imprint themselves in a place where someone died, either accidentally or as the result of foul play. Occasionally these violent scenes are played out over and over again, like a film loop. Parapsychologists refer to this phenomenon as a residual haunting. This theory could explain why Captain Flint’s death throes are still witnessed in the Pirate’s House, why spectral soldiers reportedly wage war at Chickamauga Battlefield, or why echoes of the wailing voices of the drowned slaves at Ebo’s Landing are still heard on St. Simons Island.

Some ghostly manifestations, however, have nothing to do with these monumental historic events. Folklorists have devised their own explanations for the return of these restless spirits. In The Encyclopedia of Ghosts and Spirits, Rosemary Ellen Guiley gives several reasons why sometimes the dead apparently come back. Some of the sightings included in this book follow Guiley’s motifs. One of these motifs—that the ghost reappears to take care of unfinished business—may explain the little girl who seems still to be searching for her mother at Six Flags over Georgia. Some ghosts, according to Guiley, reenact their own deaths. A good example can be found in the Ezekiel Harris House, where the groans of the patriots who were hanged there reportedly are still heard by tourists. A number of ghost stories from Georgia suggest that some ghosts return to engage in the same activities they pursed when alive. These are the dutiful ghosts, like the vigilant sentries at Fort Pulaski. But the most fearsome spirits are those who return to punish the living. In Georgia’s ghost lore, curses are used by vengeful spirits to vent their wrath through eternity. In Millidgeville, some believe that it was the curse pronounced on the town by Dixie Haygood, an epileptic with superhuman strength, that has turned the Yates family plot into a sinkhole.

Some of Georgia’s most endearing ghost stories are those featuring ill-fated lovers. One might say that the unfinished business these spirits are trying to take care of is their unrequited or unconsummated love. A good example is the ghost of the young soldier who fell in love with Emily Galt, the daughter of the Confederate commandant of the arsenal at Augusta. Some students at Augusta State University say that the lovesick soldier is still searching the grounds for Emily. Many of the ill-fated lovers in Georgia’s ghost stories committed suicide, such as Agnes Galloway of Brenau University, who hanged herself because the piano teacher she loved became engaged to a flapper. An even more famous example is Anna Powers, who was said to have jumped from the balcony of the 17Hundred90 Inn because her boyfriend went to sea and never returned. Suicide is considered by many Christians to be a mortal sin, and many believe these poor souls still walk the earth because they have been denied entrance into heaven.

In Ghosts along the Cumberland, Kentucky folklorist William Lynwood Montell says that sometimes ghosts return for no reason at all. Many of these ghosts are poltergeists, which Guiley defines as “a mischievous and sometimes malevolent spirit or energy that is characterized by noises, moving objects, and general physical disturbances.” Some of these playful ghosts are the spirits of children, such as the little ghosts who roll billiard balls down the stairs of the Hamilton Turner Inn. Georgia’s most famous poltergeist, the Surrency Ghost, reportedly threw a pair of irons at a minister’s head and flung china ornaments on the floor.

Ghosts are not the only preternatural creatures believed to populate the psychic landscape of the state. In Georgia, some say, unseen beings push cars up hills. Prehistoric lizards cavort in the backwaters of the hill country. Werewolves stalk sheep—and human beings—in the light of the full moon. UFOs streak across the night sky and leave a lasting impression on a future president of the United States. Giant hogs hunt the hunters on a Georgia plantation. A doglike beast fuels the nightmares of Native Americans.

Clearly, peaches, peanuts, and pecans are not the only noteworthy products of this southern state that we think we know so well. Read on, and take a good look at its dark side. Chances are that Georgia will stay on your mind for a long time to come.



Augusta

AUGUSTA IS THE SECOND-OLDEST AND SECOND-LARGEST CITY IN Georgia. Named in honor of the mother of King George III, Augusta’s spiritual roots extend all the way back to the mid-eighteenth century. Fifteen years after Augusta’s founding in 1735, St. Paul’s Church was built to meet the needs of the increasing numbers of settlers in the area. Years later, Augusta became the birthplace of the Southern Baptist denomination, as well as the site of the nation’s oldest autonomous African-American Baptist church.

But Augusta’s religious history is not the only reason why it is a spiritual city. Ghosts seem to abound in Augusta, likely due in large part to its violent past. During the Revolutionary War, when Augusta became the new state capital, it was captured twice by the British. Even though General William T. Sherman did not burn Augusta in 1864, the city suffered mightily during the Civil War. Two thousand of the soldiers trained at the arsenal were sent into active duty; hundreds of these young men never returned. And Augusta’s tragic legacy of slavery generated one of the city’s most gruesome ghost legends: the story of the Resurrection Man.


The Grisly Secret of the Old Medical College

The Medical Academy of Georgia opened on October 1, 1829, in Augusta. The college went through several name changes before settling on the Medical College of Georgia in 1833. The institution’s first academic building, the Old Medical College, was constructed between 1834 and 1835 by architect Charles Blaney Cluskey at a cost of $14,567. The Old Medical College exemplifies the Greek Revival style, with its Doric portico and central rotunda. Classes were taught in the Old Medical College from 1834 to 1913, when the college moved to a larger building. The Old Medical College was used by the Academy of Richmond County for training and teaching until 1926. Later, the building was leased by the Garden Club of Augusta. It also housed the Augusta Genealogical Society. In 1989, when the Medical College of Georgia Foundation began restoring the old building, workers made a gruesome discovery in the basement that lent validity to the campus legend of a mysterious figure called the Resurrection Man.

The Resurrection Man was a nickname doctors gave to a slave named Grandison Harris. The Medical College bought the thirty-six-year-old Gullah slave off an auction block in Charleston, South Carolina, for $700. His new owners broke the law by teaching him to read and write. They also had him sit in on anatomy classes. Their goal was to transform Grandison into a first-rate grave robber. Dissection was illegal in Georgia until 1887, so medical schools procured their cadavers from unscrupulous men who dug up recently interred corpses in graveyard.

Like most grave robbers, Grandison kept abreast of burials by reading the obituary column in the newspaper. Then, under cover of darkness, he sneaked into the largest black graveyard in Augusta, Cedar Grove Cemetery. Before he started digging, Grandison memorized the placement of the flowers and grave marker so that he could replace them exactly the way they were originally. In an interview conducted in 1938, Eugene Murphy, a professor at the Medical College of Georgia, said that Grandison usually smashed the upper end of the coffin with an ax and pulled the dead body out of the grave. Grandison was so skilled at his work that it was almost impossible to tell that the contents of the grave were stolen.

After the Civil War, Grandison left the Medical College briefly but then returned as the school “porter,” or janitor. His unofficial role, however, was the same as before: Medical College grave robber. Rumors of Grandison’s nocturnal activities were finally confirmed in 1889. Members of Augusta’s black community were so upset that the city narrowly avoided a riot. Understandably, they were horrified by the thought that their loved ones might have been exhumed and dissected. But Grandison miraculously escaped retribution from the relatives of the corpses he had stolen. He died in 1911 at age ninety-five. Ironically, he was buried in the same cemetery that he had pillaged for more than half a century, Cedar Grove Cemetery.

Grandison Harris remained a shadowy historical footnote until the proof of his handiwork was uncovered in the basement of the Old Medical College. Stephanie Hunter, writing for the Augusta Chronicle online, says that workers discovered the remains of four thousand cadavers in the basement. Grandison apparently believed that the best way to dispose of the dissected corpses was to bury them in the basement’s earthen floor. An article published in the spring 1995 edition of the Newsletter of the African-American Archaeology Network reported that a team of archaeologists recovered hundreds of cadaver parts during the excavation of the basement. Some of the bones had specimen numbers written on them with india ink. Evidence indicated that the Medical College of Georgia’s professors preferred as cadavers African Americans over Euro-Americans, adults over children, and males over females. A foul-smelling vat that held organs and body parts preserved in whiskey was also found in the basement. After the bones were subjected to intensive study, they were reinterred in Grove Hill Cemetery in 1998, not far from the grave of the man who had “resurrected” them.

Even though all of the players in this tragic period in the college’s history are dead and buried, some of them might not be entirely at rest. In recent years, construction workers and employees have heard groaning sounds on the third floor of the Old Medical College late at night. The sources of the eerie noises have never been found. Some people believe that renovations have disturbed the spirits of the people whose graves Grandison Harris robbed. In recent years, there have been reports of Grandison Harris’s ghost walking along the headstones in Cedar Grove Cemetery, possibly ruminating over the heartache his grave robbing brought to his own people.


Ghostly Patriots at the Ezekiel Harris House

The Ezekiel Harris House, the second-oldest house in Augusta, is a relic of the days of tobacco farms and slavery. Ezekiel Harris came to Georgia from Edgefield, South Carolina, in the waning years of the eighteenth century, with the intention of founding a town that would some day rival Augusta. This town, which he planned to call Harrisburg, would grow up around a tobacco warehouse and inspection station. In 1797, he began construction on a three-story inn where tobacco planters would receive free accommodations during their stay in Harrisburg.

The inn, now known as the Ezekiel Harris House, has also been known as the White House and the MacKay House. It is remembered today as the site of a fierce battle that raged between British and American forces during the Revolutionary War in 1780. Because the Ezekiel Harris House was not built until after the Revolutionary War, the White House or MacKay House was probably an entirely different building. Indeed, evidence discovered in 1975 indicates that the White House or MacKay House actually stood across the street from the Ezekiel Harris House. Many residents of Augusta believe that ghosts from a tragic act of injustice are now residing in the old building.

In September 1780, Colonel Thomas Brown, along with a group of loyalists and Cherokee Indians, was holed up inside the MacKay Trading Post. General Elijah Clarke and his army of three hundred patriots decided to engage the British forces who had burned their farms and slaughtered their cows. Following a fierce exchange of gunfire, the loyalists dug in around the trading post while waiting for the next assault. With no food or water readily available, Brown’s men subsisted on urine and seasoned pumpkins. Just when it seemed as if the loyalists could hold out no longer, a British colonel named Cruger arrived with more men and munitions. Bolstered by the new additions to his forces, Brown’s men routed Clarke’s forces and emerged victorious. After Clarke’s retreat, Brown decided to punish the twenty-nine patriots who had been left behind. According to the legend, Brown hanged thirteen of the patriots and turned over the remaining sixteen to the Cherokees to be tortured. Years later, Brown denied that this incident ever occurred.

In the absence of the McKay Trading Post, which was destroyed in battle in 1781, the unquiet spirits of the twenty-nine patriots apparently have been making their presence known in the Ezekiel Harris House. For generations, people walking up the stairs have claimed that when they stop on the thirteenth step, they can hear the groans of the executed patriots. Others say they have heard the creaking of swinging ropes, straining from the weight of dead patriots, inside the house. The only actual sighting is that of a woman, supposedly the ghost of the mother of two brothers who were hanged by Colonel Brown. Dressed in a white gown and holding a white handkerchief, the sad, lonely figure passes through the rooms on the third floor, searching for her lost sons. Ghost stories like the ones generated around the Ezekiel Harris House are still told because of the messages they convey regarding the true cost of war, both in battle and on the home front.

The Haunted Pillar

Without a doubt, Augusta’s best-known ghost story is based around a very unusual landmark in the middle of town. In 1829, the story goes, a preacher was trying to make himself heard amid the hustle and bustle of the Lower Market, where people had come to buy fruit, vegetables, and livestock. One version of the story has it that a policeman asked him to stop preaching because he was disturbing the shoppers. In another version, the preacher became frustrated because the people were paying more attention to their material needs than to their spiritual needs. At any rate, the preacher cursed the city of Augusta. He foretold of a great wind that would sweep away the marketplace. Only a single stone pillar would be spared. The preacher added that anyone who touched or tried to move the pillar would die.

On February 8, 1878, the preacher’s prophecy came true. A freakish winter tornado leveled the Lower Market; only a single pillar was left standing. Soon afterward, a writer for the Augusta Chronicle suggested that a new market should never be built on the same location because “it was, at best, an unsightly edifice and marred the grand boulevard upon which it was mistakenly located.”

The ill-advised attempts of people to defy the preacher’s warning regarding the pillar has been the stuff of legend in Augusta for  over a century. According to one tale, one of the people who were clearing the debris left by the tornado in 1878 wanted to impress the crowd by tying ropes to the pillar and attempting to pull it down. He had no sooner finished fastening the ropes to the pillar than he dropped dead of a heart attack. Another legend has it that a grocer who had purchased the pillar for $50 moved it to Fifth and Broad Streets. He died shortly after that. A few years later, during construction on Broad Street, two more men tried to pull the pillar down with ropes, only to be struck by lightning. Visitors who tried to take away fragments of the pillar became ill and were forced to extend their stay in Augusta. Not long ago, a man driving along Broad Street accidentally hit the pillar. Though the car was barely damaged, the driver died at the scene.

[image: image]

The truth is, however, not everyone who has come into contact with the pillar has died. In 1935, the Augusta Chronicle reported that a car ran into the pillar “and reduced it to a pile of brick and cement,” but the driver escaped injury. The pillar was rebuilt by a local market owner. In 1936, the column was moved to the southwest corner of Fifth and Broad Streets, but none of the workmen suffered any ill effects whatsoever. On Friday, June 13, 1958—certainly not a good day to tempt a curse—a bale of cotton on a passing truck bumped into the column and knocked it over. Once again, the driver was not injured. Following this incident, the pillar was moved eight feet from the curb to prevent future accidents.

The Vain Ghost in the Benet House

Augusta State College has two faces. Although the academic face predominates today, vestiges of its military past still remain. In 1793, President George Washington established an arsenal near the river. Black fever made the arsenal unlivable, so it was moved across the river in 1826. The original barracks, jail, and headquarters building still remain and have been converted for academic purposes. The commandant’s house is now the president’s home. In 1911, Stephen Vincent Benét, who was born in 1898, began his writing career here after moving to Augusta in 1911. Benét, who wrote poetry and short stories, won a Pulitzer Prize in 1928 for his Civil War poem John Brown’s Body but is best known today for the short stories “I Remember Babylon” and “The Devil and Daniel Webster.” Benét is gone now, having died in 1943. But legends about an earlier occupant of the house still remain.
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