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  This is for the skeptics.
Their challenges make telling the stories fun.


  











  
INTRODUCTION





  In Charleston, many of the residents who live in old houses will tell you, “There are ghosts in this house, sometimes more than one.” These residents are rarely impressed by their permanent house guests. They’ve become accustomed to living with weird happenings. They’ve accepted the facts: former residents of the glorious Charleston homes who once lived there, should also return there after dying. As these are almost always friendly hauntings, their experiences seldom develop into full-fledged stories. Instead, those shadows and mists become a chapter in household lore.




  It takes the storytellers to develop a good ghost tale. The guides who narrate ghost tours in Charleston often tell their groups that one needs two factors to breed ghosts: dead people and dramatic history. Charleston has it all. Conflict and war, natural disasters, personal tragedy, wickedness, and cruelty have spawned ghostly tales for centuries. The nickname “Holy City” comes not because the settlers were particularly saintly but because they established churches of every denomination when they arrived.




  The city’s stories continue to evolve as they are passed from one generation to another. Before the stories were written, they were oral tradition, with details and emphasis of a story varying from one storyteller to the next. Capturing the stories in writing added new dimension to the anecdotes by giving them a different kind of permanence. John Bennett’s book The Doctor to the Dead, first published in 1943, is a collection of tales based on folklore from the Gullah tradition. When Bennett began working on his book, he found that the old stories were disappearing, and he often had to talk to many sources to piece together one full narrative, allowing himself some invention when he couldn’t get enough detail.




  In the late 1960s, Nancy Rhyne began collecting ghost stories that had been in the oral tradition of descendants of emancipated slaves, both through interviews and reviewing Works Progress Administration (WPA) documents. Similarly, Margaret Rhett Martin began gathering Charleston ghost stories, many of which were published first in the Columbia, South Carolina, newspaper The State, then later revised and expanded in her book Charleston Ghosts. New versions of Low-country ghost stories, including mine, owe credit to the writers who’ve worked before us—and, of course, to those early storytellers who spun tales by the fire-place or around a campfire on long evenings, well before radio or television.




  The electronic world has added yet another dimension to our knowledge of ghostly happenings. The Internet and YouTube carry personal accounts of experiences that could have happened as recently as yesterday, and, especially around Halloween, the local media inevitably sends reporters and camera operators to allegedly haunted sites to talk with people about what they’ve seen and experienced. Their accounts are immediate and personal (whether invented or real) and often breathe new life into old legends.




  In Charleston, local authors Ed Macy and Julian T. Buxton III have developed the idea of verifying a haunting by interviewing people who have had similar ghostly experiences at the same place. Their book, The Ghosts of Charleston, published in 2001, contains stories based on their interviews plus documented background history to explain the details.




  And then there are those who specialize in paranormal investigation, either professionally or as amateurs. Charleston is their hot spot. Working as teams, they often use an astounding variety of devices to measure magnetic fields, sounds, ultraviolet light, motion, etc. They post detailed reports of what they’ve experienced on social media. In Charleston, the Old Jail, for example, has been the subject of intense study by Joshua Warren and his group, the League of Energy Materialization and Unexplained phenomena Research (LEMUR). Their findings indicate, at the very least, that something unexplained often happens at the jail.




  For all the storytelling, scientific testing, and observing, some of the most famous unexplained manifestations in Charleston have been captured by amateur photographers who weren’t even trying. A tourist walking by the house at Poogan’s Porch snapped a picture of a second-story window covered by a lace curtain. The picture shows the shadowy, but unmistakable, image of a woman’s face in the window. And a local man winding up a day of photographing architecture snapped a few pictures in the fading evening light at the St. Philip’s graveyard. One of his photos, now widely distributed, shows the pale figure of a woman kneeling at the gravestone of a child buried with its mother more than a hundred years ago. Kodak inspected the film and assured the man that his photo hadn’t been tampered with.




  Nor can we discount the experiences of various guests who have stayed at the 1837 Bed and Breakfast, where a ghost seems to want to join them in their rooms. Here it’s good to distinguish between malevolent and benevolent spirits. The malevolent ones may interact with humans by scratching, pinching, or pushing, for instance, while a benevolent spirit just wants to be friends. Other apparitions don’t appear at all aware of living people around them. While the ghosts at 1836 Meeting Street seem friendly, for example, those at the Old Jail don’t, and those wandering about Dock Street Theatre show no sign of noticing anyone. In Charleston you can take your pick.




  Ghosts have become big business in Charleston. Nobody is sure who came up with the title “Most Haunted City”; it might have been either historians or the chamber of commerce. When one tourist commented on that title, a tour guide said, “It’s not that we have more ghosts than anywhere else. We just do a better job of marketing them.” Oddly enough, the proprietors of lodgings said to be haunted often kept their ghostly guests subdued for fear of losing business. Now, it seems, a ghost or two seems to attract guests. The more you learn about the city’s history, the easier it is to believe that, for whatever reason, spirits still hang around. They come from the city’s earliest days of pirates and colonists, the later revolution against England, the Civil War, city-wide fires, and ongoing weather disasters.




  Julian Buxton, who established a ghost tour company with Ed Macy, wrote in The Ghosts of Charleston that he once felt so haunted by ghosts in Charleston that he moved away. Getting into the ghost business, so to speak, made it easier for him to come home. John Harden, a North Carolina journalist who wrote accounts of supernatural experiences as they were told to him, said that the longer he worked with such stories, the more he became aware of unseen presences. He didn’t mind; they didn’t seem to want anything from him or to cause harm in any way.




  It all comes down to this: No matter where you fall on the continuum from skepticism to belief, the stories persist and evolve. Sometimes skeptics meet a spirit in Charleston that scares them, while believers may go away wondering why they haven’t had a spooky experience. One tour guide says, it is often the skeptics who have encounters that leave them believing in ghosts—and not always eager to repeat the experience.
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  HOSPITALITY HAUNTS





  Rumors that some of the lodgings and eateries in the Carolinas are haunted have circulated almost from the moment they opened for business. For years, owners tried to suppress the stories for fear they would keep people from patronizing their hostelries and restaurants, assuming that a scary experience was the last thing a customer on vacation would want. But, of course, the stories got around anyway, and as they did, the mood shifted. Magazines published stories about inns’ resident ghosts, and people booked reservations specifically to meet them. As interest mounted, books began to appear containing listings only of haunted places to eat and sleep. People bought them. Inevitably, seeing a new trend in the hospitality business, owners began promoting the ghost stories of their properties instead of suppressing them, and now some places even publicize their hauntings on their websites.











  
SPOOKY FULL HOUSE





  BATTERY CARRIAGE HOUSE INN, 20 SOUTH BATTERY STREET




  The house at 20 South Battery Street was built in 1843. The home changed owners a number of times before Drayton Hastie bought the mansion and opened its carriage house as a bed-and-breakfast inn in 1976. Since then, it has come to be known as Charleston’s most haunted inn. The two most frequent sightings reported are a headless male torso and a young, well-dressed man.




  The Battery Carriage House Inn has eleven guest rooms, but so many ghosts hang around the place that you almost wonder if there’s room for guests. Apparently, they share the space. Visitors have recorded so many strange experiences in the guest books that Hastie has compiled them and posted them on the Internet (batterycarriagehouse.com/ghosts.htm). The travel blogs pay more attention to the amenities of the place: four-poster beds, lush gardens, and turn down service in the evening.




  Travelers who stay in room 8 typically report charm and comfort in a “simply but nicely appointed room.” They like “breakfast served on a silver tray in your room or the rose garden.” A modern steam shower gets enthusiastic mentions. And a couple celebrating their 15th wedding anniversary were overjoyed to find a bottle of champagne in the room.




  But some folks report more frightening experiences. The headless ghost of a burly, growling, threatening man visits in the middle of the night. A man and his wife who were staying at the inn for the first time wrote that the staff was lovely and hospitable, with an atmosphere that transported them back to a time when the pace of living was slower. It was, as usual, the wife who took the trouble to write in the guest book. She wanted to talk about the ghost.




  According to her account, she and her husband stayed in room 8. She described herself as “a believer” and her husband as a skeptic. Both of them, however, had a restless night. The husband kept waking up because he felt someone hovering over him. His wife saw and took pictures of orbs and dancing lights in the room. She even went outside while her husband slept to take more pictures, including some from the courtyard, facing the door of their room. Then, at about 2:00 a.m., a frightening, loud noise—like something being slammed into a wall in the bathroom—woke up the skeptical husband again, and at this point he pursuaded his wife to look around with him. They didn’t see a thing. Mrs. Believer’s story doesn’t end there, though. After she got home and uploaded the pictures she’d transferred to her computer, she saw what looked like a man’s headless torso outside the room, as well as several clear shots of the unexplained orbs and lights in the room. Believer or not, she wasn’t afraid, and she wrote to Hastie that they’d be back for the silky sheets, delicious breakfast, friendly staff, and frosty air-conditioning.




  But other guests have had experiences they aren’t anxious to repeat. (It is one thing to see a ghost, quite another to touch one.) One man and his wife went to sleep in room 8 without giving it much thought. A room with a haunting ambiance wasn’t a concept they took seriously. When he was awoken by an overwhelming sense of being watched, the man might have dismissed it as a dream—even though he was seeing the torso of a burly man without head, arms, or legs hovering at the end of the bed, breathing heavily and moaning. The man thought it was probably some kind of picture the innkeepers projected to meet the ghostly expectations of bed-and-breakfast guests, but when it didn’t go away, he reached toward the apparition’s torso. He felt his arm go right through it and stick there, as if the ghost didn’t want him to let go. In the course of managing to wiggle free, he felt a coarse wool fabric and his arm got cold. The ghost made a growling sound and disappeared.




  According to many, this is the spirit of a Confederate soldier ordered to stay toward the end of the Siege of Charleston and blow-up munitions left behind by fleeing soldiers and families. That way, the Federals could not turn the Confederacy’s own munitions against them. The building, which later became the inn, had been used as temporary accommodations for nine Confederate soldiers—one of whom was blown up by the explosives the soldiers were trying to destroy.




  But the ghost’s coarse wool clothing leads some to speculate that the visitor was a pirate hanged at the Battery point, where hangings of captured pirates were common. Whoever he is—or was—this guy is not friendly now. Some guests in room 8 have reported the blinds closing by themselves and sticking so they cannot be opened again. All who have experienced the unexplained phenomena in room 8 agree that while they’ve not been harmed by the visiting (or perhaps resident) spirit, they’ve felt threatened by him.




  The haunt of room 10 seems to be a much sweeter, nicely dressed presence who likes to be near the ladies. His story is a romance that didn’t work out. He was engaged to marry his local sweetheart, but he agreed to his parents’ wish that first he travel to study at Yale University. It happens often enough; romances fall apart when colleges based in separate cities separate a couple.




  In this story, the events happened in a hurry. Just a week after her fiancé headed off for higher education, the young woman ran away to marry a boy who had stayed home. Long before the days of iPhones and fast communication, the young man’s parents decided to spare him the sad news until he came home. Maybe somewhere in New Haven, Connecticut, their son would meet a young woman more suited to their social status and his education. As many parents know, children often don’t fulfill family hopes. So, the relationship developed with the young Yale scholar. When he arrived in Charleston during a break, eager to see his sweetheart and never having even thought of another girl, his parents had to tell him that she’d married someone else.




  In a sense, you could say he died of a broken heart. He dressed in his nicest suit, climbed to the roof of what is now the inn, and jumped. Some say this was the house where his parents lived at the time, and he meant to punish them with his death there; others believe he worked at this house when he was home to earn money for college and just wanted a familiar place to end his misery. Now, as resident ghost, the tall, slender young man seems to be looking for his lost love. Could it be that his extreme gesture was a final declaration to his parents that he would remain faithful to his first love forever, in this life and the next? Or is he now looking for a new love? As a ghost, he is attracted to the ladies, and hence, he is also sweet to them.




  Take the story of the twin sisters, for instance. One of them was asleep, while the other lay still awake. The sister who was awake saw a nicely dressed young man materialize through a wall and lie down next to her on the bed. When she tried to wake her sister to show her, the apparition stood up, gave a courtly little bow, and left the same way he’d come in. He might have been looking for one girlfriend, but not two. He had been a gentleman once, after all. According to other reports, any time a woman expresses alarm when he lies down next to her, he leaves immediately—through a wall, of course.




  Sometimes the spirit may get confused about whether the lady in the room is already “taken.” Alan Brown writes the story in Ghosts and Strange Phenomena of the Palmetto State about a couple who booked room 10 to celebrate a wedding anniversary. The wife was stretched out on the bed watching television while her husband was downstairs talking to Cathy Jo Connor, the concierge, about how to spend the next day. The woman was distracted from the TV program by a shadow passing outside the window. She then was overcome by the scent of an unfamiliar cologne—something like Old Spice and definitely not what her husband used—as the shadow crept into the room. She was filled with fright and ran to open the door. The shadow disappeared immediately, while simultaneiously, her husband was ascending the steep stairs and into their room. The couple went ahead with their plans to spend the night, and nothing more happened. Later, they wrote a note to the innkeeper about the experience, with adoring comments about their stay in the inn.




  Unlike the haunt of room 8, the ghost of room 10 is a fully formed body, with arms, legs, and head intact, though his facial features are undefined.




  While these are the two most distinctive ghostly personalities who call the inn their home, they aren’t the only signs of paranormal activity. The Ghostly Congregation, as it has come to be called, is a collection of unexplained activities that puzzle inn guests in room 3, another popular haven. Mobile phones that are turned off often chirp and flash, without a charge. When that happens, the bathroom faucet starts to drip. Also at night, a large blob of light occasionally floats from one room to another, and people see shapes that appear to be energy masses of various sizes moving around the room, congregating like a group of people. This room used to be part of the wine cellar, as likely a meeting place for otherworld spirits as any.




  One guest awoke in the early hours of the morning and saw the interior shutters of room 3’s door moving. Shutters opening from rooms into other parts of a house were once the only way to provide ventilation, and even though modern air conditioners keep rooms cool now, the shutters are still part of many structures. In this case, the activity seemed almost rhythmic. As Mr. Hastie described it, “First it was the top shutter. After a few moments, the two bottom shutters started moving at the same time. Then the top two shutters moved. A shadow moved over just the top two sets without casting a shadow over the bottom two. Next, the bottom left shutter closed, then the bottom right, then the top left, leaving only the top right open.” The guest turned on a bathroom light so that the room would not be completely dark no matter what happened, but did nothing more after that. In the morning, when she mentioned the experience to her husband, he said he’d seen a ghostly human face in the mirror. The face quickly disappeared, and the husband went back to sleep. Mr. Hastie writes that neither the man nor his wife had known the inn was haunted. Of course, word has gotten around now.




  Guests aren’t the only people to experience odd events at Battery Carriage House. Sometimes in rooms 8 and 10, the housekeepers get soaking wet when the showers they are trying to clean turn on full force by themselves. Those housekeepers insist they could not have turned them on accidentally. Cleaning showers is their daily duty and they are well versed in turning the water on without getting drenched.




  Terrance Zepke, the author of Best Ghost Tales of South Carolina, had a series of unnerving experiences when she met a television production crew at the Battery Carriage House to tape an interview about hauntings. Although it was July, an extremely hot and muggy time of year in Charleston, Zepke shivered and felt cold when she got to the notorious room 10, where the television broadcast equipment had been set up for the interview. The hair on her arms stood up. This is a phenomenon often reported by paranormal investigators working in a spot where they don’t actually see anything—at least, not right away. When the broadcast crew did a final check of their equipment before the interview, they found that the lights had been changed from the way they’d first been set up and had to be reset. Then, some of the lights abruptly burned out, even though they were freshly charged.




  After that, the interview went on without further complication, except for some distortion at the end of the tape. When the job was over, the crew packed up their equipment quickly. Zepke didn’t exactly run away, but she didn’t loiter, either. Any of them might return to the eleven-room inn for further investigation, but you probably couldn’t get Zepke or the crew to sleep in rooms 8 or 10. All that paranormal activity might make it a nice place to visit if you’re seeking a thrill, but you sure wouldn’t want to live there.











  
GEORGE’S PLAYGROUND





  THE 1837 BED AND BREAKFAST, 126 WENTWORTH STREET




  Long before the house at 126 Wentworth Street became a bed-and-breakfast, it was a newly built home with a room on the third floor housing a slave couple and their nine-year-old son, George. Apparently, the spirit that stayed after his death never really grew up. People report that his ghost hangs around the old house, playing jokes on guests in the inn.




  Maria just wanted a nap. A day of walking the streets of Charleston in June heat and humidity will do that to you. A late afternoon nap before heading out to enjoy some Lowcountry cuisine in one of the city’s fabulous restaurants was just what she needed. But every time she dozed off, the sound of the chair rocking just outside her door jarred her awake. A polite request would probably be enough to get the lively rocker to stop. Guests staying in a bed-and-breakfast tend to be considerate of one another. But when she looked out the window, the chair was empty. Rocking, but empty. Just then, the inn’s manager came to the bottom of the stairs and yelled, “Stop!” The rocking stopped. No big deal, in the manager’s view. “Just George, playing again.” In their book, Haunted Charleston, Ed Macy and Geordie Buxton attribute the story to an entry written in the bed-and-breakfast guestbook in 1999.




  There’ve been lots of similar stories, before and since that entry. Events that triggered the stories date back to 1837, when the house was built. The building is a three-story, Federal-style single house. Charleston has many such structures, so called because they were built just one room wide, usually with stairs to the upper floors outside the building, and covered piazzas on the two long sides. (Piazza is Charleston speak for “porch.”) These houses were set with the narrow end facing the street and the long piazzas facing the lawns, angled to catch as much cooling breeze as possible.




  These days, guests at the 1837 Bed and Breakfast may stay in the house or in a carriage house room. Guests indulge in extravagant breakfasts each morning and take tea on the piazza later in the day. The rooms in the house impress guests with restored crown molding, wainscoting, high ceilings adorned with ceiling medallions, and the added benefit of modern amenities such as air-conditioning and minifridges.




  It wouldn’t have been quite so comfortable back in the day. The third floor, where the slave family lived, was probably hot. And unless they were working, George’s parents wouldn’t have spent time on the cooler piazzas. George worked in the stable on the property, sometimes ran errands, and found time to play along the banks of the Ashley River. As slaves’ lives went at the time, it wasn’t bad, especially for a little boy who liked to run in the grass, toss stones into the water, and watch other children play.




  But it didn’t last. The homeowner came on hard times and sold George’s mother and father to a wealthy planter for a large sum of money. If he had been the owner of a big plantation, finances would not have deteriorated as seriously as they did for citizens limited to small properties in town. Slave families on large plantations were less likely to be broken up by such sales, although it did happen from time to time. George may have witnessed the transaction, during which his parents demonstrated their woodworking and weaving skills, were bought, paid for, and taken away by their new owner. After that, he would have had no choice but to return to the house on Wentworth Street with his owner—and without his parents.




  So, what would a nine-year-old kid do? He had lost his parents without understanding why. According to one story, George discovered that his parents were aboard a slave ship in the Charleston Harbor. So he stole a rowboat so he could paddle to the ship and join them. It has been said that the boat capsized and George drowned. Now his spirit hangs around the place where he last saw his mother and father, waiting for them to come back.




  But maybe it didn’t happen that way at all. A more realistic and well-documented story is that George ran away, got caught somewhere outside Charleston, and was brought back and confined in one of Charleston’s many barracoons, buildings used to house slaves about to be put up for auction. George wasn’t for sale, but where else could officials put a young slave until they found his owner?




  The conditions in the barracoon would have been awful. The Old Slave Mart at 6 Chalmers Street, now maintained as a museum by the city of Charleston, is an example of the typical barracoon. The buildings had rooms where potential buyers could talk to the enslaved men and women, as well as a balcony from which the slaves were displayed on auction day. Slaves were placed high on a balcony so that any flaws in their appearance would not be visible from the street. When displays and auctions were not going on, the enslaved could be chained hand and foot to the basement floor and walls. Even though he was still a boy, George might have been chained that way.




  The next day his owner came for him, hauled him bodily from the building onto the carriage, and took him “home” to 126 Wentworth Street, where he went back to working in the stables. When George’s owner came, he probably was carrying a bullwhip. Bullwhips were a standard part of life at the time, used to motivate and control slaves as well as animals. The whips were large and heavy and made a frightful noise when cracked. The phrase “crack the whip,” used these days to suggest keeping people in line, probably came from those early times. If George’s owner never used the whip on humans, it still might have been part of stable discipline. The unforgettable sound would have both motivated and frightened his slaves. George probably lived the rest of his life working in and around the stables hearing that sound every day.




  It might have been a short life. Nobody really knows when or how George died because records of slaves were sometimes sparse, except for information about when and where they were purchased and for how much. It seems likely that a young slave, missing family care and company, might have died young, perhaps of loneliness or while trying again to escape to find his parents. He probably never did.




  Even though nobody has actually seen his ghost, people say George is still around the only home he ever had, where, for a while, he was happy as a boy. The unseen spirit is so lively and full of mischief that people who encounter it say it must be a kid. Moreover, since it would be hard to discipline a ghost, George can do pretty much whatever he feels like doing. Over the years, guests and employees at the bed-and-breakfast have reported continuous activity in and around the third-floor space, where George and his parents would have lived. Some of the mysterious events happen in the daytime. Doors spring open and, when closed, open again. Lights that were turned off turn back on. The TV turns on by itself.




  Maybe George is a stubborn little ghost. He wants things his way. Or maybe he is like a little kid who just wants attention. People who work at the inn don’t even bother to investigate, especially if he’s on the second or third floor. They just go to the bottom of the stairs and yell, as the innkeeper did when he set a chair on the balcony to rocking, “George, stop that!” Sometimes he does.




  More mischief happens at night, which isn’t surprising. What kid ever wanted to go to bed at night? Maybe this spirit doesn’t need to sleep and wants someone to stay awake with him. Sometimes George shakes the bed to wake up sleeping guests, but there’s nothing to see when they do wake up. The staff’s usual response is, “Oh that’s just George.” One guest thought her bed’s shaking was caused by an earthquake, but the innkeeper said that couldn’t have been because the chandelier hanging above the bed never even swayed, nor had the weather service reported any seismic activity. Usually, it’s all kind of fun for guests, experiencing a young boy’s high spirits without actually seeing him.




  The story has a dark side, though. Sometimes people hear the sound of a bullwhip cracking. A couple who stayed at the 1837 Bed and Breakfast for Thanksgiving in 1997 recorded a worrisome experience in the inn’s guestbook. After a night’s sound sleep following a big meal, they awoke to the sound of a cracking whip when it was barely light out. As they turned on a bedside lamp, they both noticed the smell of hay and, looking for its source, saw indentations that appeared to have been made by two small feet at the foot of the bed. Then they felt the bed bounce, as though a small person had been standing on it and jumped off. What kid hasn’t loved bouncing off beds?




  The couple could have just smiled at the notion of a stable hand’s spirit jumping on their bed as he might have jumped in the stable hay—if it hadn’t been for the terrible sound of that whip. Let’s hope it was just a residual memory, a sound the spirit of young George remembered hearing from his work around the stables.
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