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Introduction

VIRGINIA ABOUNDS IN GHOSTS. IN FACT, IT MAY WELL BE THE MOST haunted state in America, and for good reason—it is the oldest colony in the New World, with a history dating back more than four hundred years. It is likely that more tragedy and trauma have occurred here than anywhere else in the country. The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries saw fierce Indian attacks, as well as the Revolutionary War. During the Civil War, more battles were fought and more men died prematurely in Virginia than in any other state.

The commonwealth still has a great number of old houses, manor homes, mansions, and plantations dating back to the 1700s and 1800s, which seem to frequently provide fertile ground for the return of spirits. In addition, Virginians have had a keen sense of history and tradition, and from the early settlers on, they have carefully preserved and passed down lore and legends from generation to generation, including numerous accounts of ghostly activity.

Are ghosts real? Who can say? Humankind has debated their existence for more than four thousand years. Certainly a great percentage of alleged hauntings can be explained away by scientific and rational means. Common sense and the application of simple logic can clear up most mysteries. But not all. Some extraordinary happenings simply defy explanation. And skeptical arguments are limited by the boundaries of human understanding. Can anyone say for certain that there is not a psychic realm that still lurks in the dark recesses of the unknown, the key to which may be found sometime in the future?

Well-respected author and ghost expert Hans Holzer may have said it best when he noted: “Throughout the centuries, the skeptical, the scientific and the credulous have attempted to solve the enigma of ghosts. There are theories, but no proofs, as to why things happen. But that the incidence of such happenings exceeds the laws of probability, and that their number establishes that there is something to investigate, is beyond dispute.”

Perhaps Dunninger, the great television magician of a couple generations ago, summed it up as well as anyone: “To those who believe, no explanation is necessary. To those who don’t believe, no explanation is possible.” And from the pen of the renowned author H. P. Lovecraft, “There is something marvelous beyond the horizon of death and the limit of our sight.”

Whether or not you believe in the supernatural, the incidents described in this volume offer a sampling of the colorful legends and traditions of Virginia. Here then is a choice blend of the macabre, the scary, the inexplicable, and in some instances of perceived phantoms, the humorous.

Enjoy!


Northern

Virginia

FROM THE OUTSKIRTS OF WASHINGTON, D.C., RUNNING SOUTH AND west is the heavily populated region of Northern Virginia. Included in these hallowed grounds are such historic places as Mount Vernon, George Washington’s home, and the great Civil War battlefields at Manassas and Fredericksburg, where thousands of heroic young men died well before their time. Here too are Arlington National Cemetery and other sacred burial sites. In Old Town Alexandria, Fairfax, Leesburg, and other areas are thousands of ancient houses with histories going back hundreds of years. All of these types of locales are thought to be some of the most fertile grounds for the presence of spectral entities still trapped within earth’s bounds.

The Snipping Poltergeist

One of the most bizarre episodes in the history of psychic phenomena in America occurred more than two hundred years ago at the tiny crossroads town of Middleway, West Virginia, north of Winchester. It is included in this volume because at the time, Middleway was still part of Virginia. The happenings that occurred here have been covered extensively in the media and were attested to at the time by scores of eyewitnesses, some of whom traveled long distances to see for themselves. Alfred E. Smith, a respected twentieth-century magazine editor, called it “the truest ghost story ever told.”

In 1790, Adam Livingston moved with his family from Lancaster, Pennsylvania, to the then-remote area of Jefferson County, Virginia. He bought a seventy-acre farm and began carving out a living in the wilderness. On a stormy, windswept night four years later, a stranger knocked at Livingston’s door and asked for refuge for the evening from the heavy rain.

During the night, the man suddenly became seriously ill, and it appeared that he was dying. He asked his startled host if he could have a Catholic priest come to the house to administer his last rites. Livingston’s wife, a devout Lutheran, told her husband she would not have a Catholic priest in her house, and anyway, the farmer didn’t know where to find one in the first place.

Soon after, the stranger died. Livingston arranged for the body to be placed in a crude coffin in his house to await burial. As was the custom in that day, he asked a neighbor to come over to “sit up with the dead.” That evening, a succession of strange happenings began. The two men lit several candles as darkness fell, but then stepped back in fright as they were snuffed out by what seemed to be unseen hands. There was no wind or any other natural cause for the extinguishment. The men relit the candles several times, and the same thing happened. The neighbor was so shaken that he immediately left.

Following the burial the next afternoon, Livingston and his family returned home and built a roaring fire in their fireplace. Inexplicably, the fire flared up, and blazing logs leaped from the fireplace and whirled around the floor in a weird dance. Showers of sparks and glowing embers cascaded over the handmade rug, and Livingston and his wife jumped about, stomping them out. Each time they returned a log, it mysteriously hopped out again. This continued through most of the night and then suddenly stopped. The farmer and his wife collapsed on their beds, physically, mentally, and emotionally exhausted.

The next night, the perplexed farmer awoke to the thundering sounds of a herd of horses galloping around the house. He roused his wife and they looked outside. The moon was bright, but they saw nothing. Yet the sounds continued off and on for more than an hour, and the couple spent another restless night.

As the days and weeks passed, the terrifying manifestations intensified. Inside the house, showers of hot stones, appearing out of nowhere, sailed through the air; dishes and cooking utensils were tossed about by invisible hands; and heavy pieces of furniture moved across rooms, untouched by any mortal. At night, footsteps were heard, and flashes of what seemed to be ghostly apparitions materialized. Livingston’s savings, a fairly large sum of money, disappeared from a locked chest in his bedroom.

Nor were the supernatural activities confined indoors. One day, while walking down a dirt road that passed by his house, the beleaguered farmer was confronted by an irate man on a wagon. The man demanded to know why Livingston had stretched a rope across the road, impeding passage. Livingston thought the man was either drunk or crazy. He saw no rope. Then the man leaped down from his wagon, took out a large hunting knife, and began slashing madly at the unseen rope. Another man in a buggy came up, and he too cursed the farmer, demanding to know why there was a rope across the road. He also tried to cut it with a knife and became frustrated at slicing through the thin air. Livingston finally suggested they get back in their wagon and buggy and drive their horses through the phantom rope, which, to their amazement, they did.

Word soon spread through the region that some very curious things were happening at the Livingston farm. Many began to believe that it was infested with demons, a conjecture fueled by the fact that the farmer’s animals, including cattle, horses, hogs, and other stock, began dying of unexplained causes.

All of this, however, odd as it was, served merely as a prelude to what happened next. Out of nowhere, an eerie clipping sound began to be heard. It was like the sound made by an invisible pair of giant tailor’s shears. And they were destructive shears. Wielded by indiscernible hands, they cut crescent-shaped holes in the family’s clothes, in blankets and sheets, even in leather boots. This created an even greater stir in the community, and people came from miles around to catch a glimpse of the Devil at work. Many were not disappointed.

One woman who came to the farmhouse, upon leaving, discovered that the ghostly scissors had cut half-moon-shaped holes in her valuable Oriental shawl. Another lady, who had come from Winchester, took the precaution of carefully wrapping her handsome new cap inside a silk handkerchief before entering the house. Later, she found it had been cut to ribbons. A skeptical man arrived one day in his new swallowtail coat and denounced the proceedings as a hoax. As he departed, he looked down and was shocked to see that the tails of his coat had been neatly snipped off!

One day three young men arrived and proclaimed they had come a long way to face the Devil himself if he was the author of these things. They left the farmhouse abruptly when the hearthstone in the room in which they were sitting arose from its place and whirled around the room. On another occasion, a woman visiting Mrs. Livingston was strolling in the yard with her, admiring her fine flock of ducks. Suddenly they heard the dreaded “snip, snip” sound and looked on in total astonishment as, one by one, each duck’s head was clipped off by the diabolical shears. It is recorded that other witnesses saw this incredible sight.

And still the curious came. One was a local German tailor who announced that all the proclaimed occurrences were the result of stupid superstition and wild imagination. Then he happened to pass by the bewitched farm one day carrying a package containing a suit he had made for a neighbor. He heard a loud “clip, clip” sound about his head and, nonplussed, shouted at the unseen noise to “go to damn.” When he arrived at the house of the man he had made the suit for, he unwrapped the package and found the cloth full of crescent-shaped slits and utterly ruined.

The weirdness had been going on for about three months when, one night, Livingston had a vivid dream. He envisioned himself climbing up a steep mountain. When he reached the top, he saw a man dressed in clerical robes, and he heard a voice saying, “This is the man who can help you.” He believed the dream to be an omen. He then began a fevered search to find the man in the robes. Eventually he was led to a man named Richard McSherry, a Catholic. With McSherry’s help, he met the Reverend Dennis Cahill, a Roman Catholic missionary priest. Livingston immediately recognized him as the man in his dream.

With the corroborative testimony of others who knew of the demonic activities going on at his farm, Livingston was finally able to persuade the priest to help him. At first the efforts of sprinkling holy water in the house seemed to have no effect; the clipping sounds continued unabated.

The next day, however, Father Cahill performed a mass in the very room where the stranger had died three months earlier. With this, the clipping ceased. As the priest was about to leave the house, one last otherworldly manifestation materialized. As the father had set one foot over the doorsill and the other in the hall, the money that had disappeared from Livingston’s chest earlier suddenly appeared between his feet.

And with that, the ninety-day onslaught of poltergeist activity halted as abruptly as it had began. Livingston was so overcome at the deliverance from whatever evil spirit had plagued him and his family that he and his wife converted to Catholicism, and he subsequently deeded thirty-four acres of his farmland, still known as Priest’s Field, to the Catholic Church with the understanding that a chapel would be built there.

Today no trace of the old farmhouse remains. Yet the legend still lives. And the town, although officially called Middleway, is better known, and more often referred to, as Wizard’s Clip.

The Enduring Legend of the Female Stranger

One of the highlight stops on the popular ghost tour of Old Town Alexandria is the richly historic Gadsby’s Tavern at Royal and Cameron Streets. It has been a well-liked watering hole for nearly 250 years. In its heyday in the late 1700s, it hosted many of the most famous figures of the early Republic, including the man who seemed to get around to just about every place in Virginia—George Washington.

The original house dates from 1770, and the large, three-story section, the ultimate in elegance and comfort for its time, was opened by a man named John Wise in 1792. The building was named for John Gadsby, who operated a tavern from 1796 to 1808. It was at this site that Washington, in 1775, presided at a meeting that led to the adoption of the first document asserting Colonial rights, the Fairfax Resolves. During the American Revolution, many important meetings and discussions were held here by such gentleman patriots as John Paul Jones, George Clinton, and Benjamin Franklin, not to mention Baron de Kalb and Lafayette.
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Under the genial guidance of Gadsby, who had been an English pubkeeper, the fame of his establishment’s hospitality spread, it is said, from New York to New Orleans. With such an auspicious background, it is little wonder that the tavern’s ballroom woodwork is now displayed at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City. The rest of the complex has survived pretty much intact and has been handsomely restored.

Gadsby’s also is the scene of the spectral return of a beautiful young woman, a woman of consummate mystery, who died there in 1816 under the most suspect of circumstances. Ever since, visitors have reported seeing her looking out a bedroom window, holding a candle. Others have spotted her walking the halls or standing by her tombstone nearby. Intrigue and legend over who she was and why she reappears in ghostly form have swirled around the tavern for nearly two hundred years.

The most common theory is that when she and her husband sailed into the Alexandria port in October 1816, she already was deathly ill. She was taken to Gadsby’s and treated by a doctor and several nurses. When it became evident that she was not going to recover, her husband asked everyone involved to promise never to reveal the lady’s identity. She died a few days later and was buried in St. Paul’s Cemetery. A finely carved tabletop tombstone read, “In memory of the female stranger, died Oct. 14, 1816, age 23 years 8 months.” Soon after, the “husband” inexplicably disappeared without paying his bills, including $1,500 for the tombstone.

Speculative versions about the woman’s identity abounded in the city for years, and still go on. Some believed her to be the daughter of Aaron Burr, the man who shot Alexander Hamilton in a duel. Others ascribed to the contention that she was one of four orphaned children who were separated from each other at a young age. Many years later, she unknowingly married her own brother, and she didn’t want the horrible secret to be revealed.

Another popular offering, told by ghost tour guides, is that she was the ward of an English nobleman who had fallen in love with her. He was seventy-five, and she but twenty-three. She loved him too, but like a father. The nobleman allegedly walked into the garden at an undisclosed location one day and found her in the arms of a British officer. The old man reacted violently, and when he attacked the lover, he was pushed hard, fell, hit his head, and died. The frightened couple then got on a ship and sailed to Alexandria, although she took sick en route and never recovered.

The mysterious woman’s most notable appearance came one evening a few years ago, when a man said he saw her in the tavern ballroom. He followed her upstairs to what had been her bedroom, where she disappeared. It was dark, but in the corner of the room was a lit candle in a hurricane lamp. He picked it up and searched the premises but found nothing. Then it dawned on him—what was a lit candle doing in the deserted room? He raced downstairs and got the tavern manager to go back up with him. When they got there, not only was the candle not lit, but the wick was still white, as if it never had been lit. The manager thought the man either was seeing things or had imbibed too much that night.

As he left the room, the man who had witnessed the apparition felt the lamp. It burned his fingers!

A Spectral Summons for Help

The following narrative is extracted from an old family history written more than half a century ago. Out of privacy concerns, the details, such as names and exact locations, are not revealed, although the incident described is believed to have occurred in the mid-nineteenth century in Northern Virginia. It was passed along from generation to generation as being a true account.

It was a cold, blustery night in the dead of winter. The priest was bone-tired from a long day’s work. He took off his shoes and stretched out in a comfortable chair before a crackling fire in the rectory. He was alone, and in the silence of the house, silent save for the rain pelting down against the windows, he dozed off.

It was well past 11 P.M. when the priest was roused by a persistent noise. At first he presumed it was a branch being blown against the door by the winds of the storm outside. But then he realized it was someone knocking at his front door. Who could it be at this hour? he wondered. He didn’t want to get up, but he knew he had to. If someone was in trouble—and what else could it be on such a bleak night?—it was his job to listen and to help if he could.

He opened the door, and there, under a large umbrella, were two small children, a boy and a girl. Surprised, the priest asked where they had come from, but they answered only that they had come for him. They said their father was very ill and needed him. The priest asked if it couldn’t wait until morning, but when he read the anguished looks on their faces, he answered his own question.

He asked them to come inside while he put on his shoes and got his coat and hat, but they steadfastly refused to enter, saying they would wait outside. This disturbed the priest, because the weather was so nasty, but there was something about these children—something that told him not to insist.

In a few minutes, he returned to the door and told the boy and girl to lead the way and he would follow. They moved very rapidly, and he had a difficult time keeping up with them. They walked briskly several blocks away from the rectory and toward a poor section of town. Finally they arrived at the entrance to a tenement, and then waited to make sure the priest would follow. Inside the building, they climbed a steep flight of stairs and went down a darkened hallway, and then the priest saw the children go into a room past an opened door through which a dim light shone.

Breathing heavily from the long walk and climb, the priest entered the room. It was completely bare of furniture except for a mattress on the floor in one corner. A small gas flame flickered in an old bracket on the wall. The priest looked around for the girl and boy, but they were nowhere to be seen. It was as if they had suddenly evaporated. Strange.

An old man was lying on the mattress, wrapped in dirty blankets. Even in the poorly lit gloom of the room, the priest instantly realized that the man was dying. He knelt down beside the man and said to him, “You have sent for me and I have come.” The old man looked completely puzzled. He whispered, “I didn’t send for you. I haven’t anyone to send.”

“You forget, my son,” the priest replied. “You sent your little boy and girl through all the rain to bring me here.” There was a long moment of silence, and then the man answered.

“Oh, no, father! How could I send them? They died thirty years ago!”

The Librarian Who Will Not Leave

Purcellville, population about twenty-two hundred, is located at the northern tip of Virginia, east of Winchester and twelve miles west of Leesburg. It was here, more than seventy years ago, that a domineering, charismatic woman named Gertrude Robey ruled the local library with an iron fist. She was austere to the extreme, in both appearance and actions. She always dressed in black, sometimes crowned with a broad-brimmed black hat. She could be spotted walking down the street from several blocks away.

Sometime in the 1930s, she persuaded area residents to build a town library that would double as a cultural center. As chief librarian, Gertrude Robey took it upon herself to determine what was readable and what was not for her patrons. Anything in the romance vein with even a hint of eroticism was absolutely banned from her shelves. But she went further than that. Many classics were also deemed unworthy of presentation, and some of these were not sex-oriented, but of historical significance.
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