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INTRODUCTION





  Being a six-time world record holder, best known as the Guinness Book of Records’ fastest talking woman (not to mention other crazy records, like book signings atop Kilimanjaro and at the wreck site of the Titanic), I have some wild world record–holding friends. Friends like Throwdini, the world’s fastest knife thrower (who was also the minister at our wedding and threw knives at us during the ceremony—yes, it was planned and that’s a whole other story), and Ashrita Furman, who holds over one hundred simultaneous world records in all kinds of things from pogo-sticking up Mount Fuji, to skipping with a tiger, to making the world’s biggest seesaw. The point is that we are all living proof of something my mom taught me—nothing is impossible—and what my dad taught me—that you always have to have the ability to laugh at yourself and the world.




  So I approached this book with an open mind and sense of humor. In researching the myths and mysteries of New York, I could not always rely just on books. I often had to go into the trenches and talk to the neighborhood people to ask what they had seen, heard, and witnessed, and then I had to figure out which people I could believe, which people were nuts, and who was just looking for a fleeting moment of fame.




  I also had to figure out what part of a story was legend, what was fact, and why the story still exists today. I had to remember what had and had not been discovered during the period I was investigating. For example, some crimes of the past remain unsolved because tools we take for granted today, like a police force or DNA testing, were unavailable at the time. Researching the unknown past, I found, is like investigative reporting. But I had to go one step further as I asked myself if I could stretch my mind and believe the unbelievable.




  A place that is known for ghosts, murder, or the bizarre is not always a place you want to go to alone. So I often brought a trusted family member or friend to experience it with me. (Makes for a good photo album!) All the stories in this book fascinate me, but there are five behind-the-scenes experiences from my research adventures I’d like to tell you about.




  CHAPTER 3: THE MONTAUK PROJECT





  After all my research was done on this chapter, I went back to take a photo. With me was Dale Kilian and my good friend, journalist, and attorney Alan Chan. Alan was doing an article on me and wanted to shadow some of my activities. The night before, my then boyfriend Steve, Dale, and I looked at satellite photos to see what road would get us the closest to the SAGE radar. I also wanted to find an entranceway into the underground lab where the project took place.




  We arrived at Camp Hero State Park at 10 a.m. and went to a private area on a dirt road. Dale and I weren’t even out of the car for a minute when a security cop came along and said to us, “You know this is private property?” What do I say? “Hey, do you know anything about the time travel chair?” He would have locked me up immediately. So I said I was a history buff and wanted to get a picture of the SAGE radar. Then I asked if he knew anything about the Montauk Project. He immediately stiffened up. “Nope, no clue.” I kept pushing and finally he said, “Go into town, there’s a guy who works at a golf shop named Tom Dess. You might want to talk to him.” I asked the officer’s name, but he refused to give it.




  We then went over to the public area of the park and scouted around. We saw a vandalized, fenced-off section. I wanted to go underneath and take a photo, but Alan advised me not to. We wound up wandering through the silent woods and found some out-of-place, massive rock pilings. We believed it was to cover up something underneath. Most other areas of the base were cemented shut with big warning signs. We also noticed that the security guards were following us. We picked up a pamphlet and found out that visitors needed to be careful of UXO—Unexploded Ordinances—in other words, land mines that may not have gone off. The pamphlet warned, “Do not move closer. Never transmit radio frequencies near UXO.” And finally, “Don’t worry: The public is not in danger.”




  Later that day we went to the Montauk Library. A very sweet librarian who did not want her name associated with the Montauk chapter helped us tremendously in finding articles in the library’s files about government cover-ups and the like. We also searched for Tom Dess, but never found him.




  A month later, Dale and I drove up to Cairo, New York, to interview Preston Nichols, engineer, author, lecturer, and foremost authority on the Montauk Project. I told Steve if I wasn’t back by nightfall to assume I had time-traveled some place and to come find me.




  Upon arrival we went into Nichols’ home office, which had a vibrating musical bed with flashing fluorescent lights overhead in the middle of it. The bed was supposed to alter DNA, which is a whole other story (but, ironically, now I have a holistic healer, Ken Kobayashi, who uses a Quantum bed that is said to do the same thing, so maybe Nichols was onto something back then and ahead of his time!). Anyway, Nichols openly talked about his time travel experiences, his memory of his parallel lives, and the psychic and mind-altering experiments that were part of the Montauk Project. As an engineer Nichols had been involved in many other government projects in the past. He did not reveal names, but talked about quantum physics, radio waves, and a lot of heady technical stuff. I asked him outright if people thought he was a genius or a nut. He laughed and said, “Both.” Then he added, “You have to understand those kind of theories to find these things plausible.” The funny thing is I grew up with my mom teaching me about Wicca, the third eye, metaphysics, Egyptian flame rituals, Edgar Cayce, and the power of the mind; my classmates thought I was nuts. Clips of our interview are available on my YouTube channel, Fran Capo. I thanked Nichols for his time—in this dimension. I asked him to bring me back a lottery ticket next time he time-traveled. He looked at me as if I was nuts!




  
CHAPTER 6: THE MYSTERIOUS LEATHER MAN





  The next behind-the-scenes story involves me trying to test my endurance. The Leather Man was a homeless man who walked a 365-mile route every thirty-four days dressed in heavy leather. I took my son, Spencer, on this sojourn. On my birthday I wanted to find one of the many caves the Leather Man stayed in on his trek. To do this we journeyed to Ward Pound Ridge Reservation. The man at the information counter gave us a map and explained in detail how to locate the cave. (Thank you!) It was a long trek, and the cave was not easy to find. Finally, we found it way on top of a huge hill. We hung out inside, looked around for the buried treasure, waited to see if his ghost would shoo us away, and then trekked back. I was tired from traveling to that one cave. How he did all of them in thirty-four days is amazing, and then repeated it over and over again! At some point I’m going to try his entire loop just to see how long it will take me to do it in shorts and a T-shirt. Then people can yell, “The fast talker is coming, the fast talker is coming!” Okay, maybe not.




  I did have to update this story because almost a decade after he died they couldn’t leave the poor guy alone. They dug up his grave and then moved it, all to examine his corpse and test his DNA to try to learn more about him. But a mystery occurred, which I won’t tell you—you’ll have to read the chapter. But I will say on the day I went to investigate this—this time with my husband, Steve—the moment we drove into the cemetery it started to pour. Coincidence? Who knows? That video is on Facebook if you would like to see it though, just in case you need to verify.




  This story of the Leatherman so inspired me, that I penned a poem about him that I have added to the chapter and can also be read on my website, www.francapo.com.




  CHAPTER 7: THE LAKE CHAMPLAIN MONSTER





  My work on “Champ,” the monster of Lake Champlain, was perfectly timed. While doing research for this chapter, I happened upon a press release that said the town of Port Henry holds a Champ Day celebration the first Saturday of every August, which was two days away. I called my friend, Lisa Wernick, and asked if she wanted to try to get photos of a sea monster. She was game.




  We arrived in Port Henry around noon. There at the edge of this small, quaint town was a large sign with the names of dozens of upright citizens who had spotted Champ. After a few pictures we headed into town. The parade was already over and there were only about seven tents. We went into the library and met Mary Consadine, a spry, eighty-eight-year-old woman of many professions, including former trustee of Sherman Free Library for forty-eight years; third grade teacher; docent at the local iron ore museum; part owner of the church in town; and the list goes on. She invited us into her home and for several hours gave us the dirt on Champ, complete with newspaper clippings that were essential to my research. She believes there is something huge in that water and would like to know what it is before she leaves this planet.




  Then we headed over to The Inn on the Library Lawn in Westport, a combination bookstore and B&B. The owners, Alexandria and Anthony Wheeler, have a hidden picture of Champ that his father-in-law, Gary Gorman, created. After a few calls, we got in touch with Gary’s wife, Carol, who gave us permission to use this hysterical photo.




  Determined to get photos of our own, Lisa and I headed to Lake Champlain at night, figuring that’s when Champ might make an appearance. We threw some raisins in the water to bait him. (Hey, I never said I was an expert on what sea monsters eat; as long as it wasn’t us I was happy.) Anyway, we didn’t spot Champ but we did go country dancing that night. The next morning we got up at dawn to try again. We found out that the spot where we had stood the night before was only two feet deep. Unless Champ was a midget, chances are we weren’t seeing him on this trip. But apparently since I wrote the first edition, many other people have seen him and even managed to capture him on film. I’ll have to find out what bait they used.




  CHAPTER 8: BIZARRE TALES OF BUCKOUT ROAD





  This behind-the-scenes story takes us to Buckout Road in Westchester. My research led me to professional wrestler and Buckout expert Eric Pleska, aka Eric Tapout. After a one-hour late night phone chat on the multiple hauntings of Buckout Road, we decided to meet up one day at a Dunkin’ Donuts in the area and he would give me a guided tour of Buckout. Unfortunately on that morning, construction made me detour, and I couldn’t find where we were supposed to meet. Dale, my copilot, was with me, and my buddy Carson Tang was on the phone looking up all the Dunkin’ Donuts in the area, trying to locate which one Eric was waiting at, but to no avail. Finally, we decided to just head over to the road and take some pictures.




  When Dale and I got to the road, I saw a chained area that I remembered seeing on a YouTube video. On the other side of this chain was supposed to be the flesh-eating albino’s house. I wanted to grab a picture. I parked my car and all of a sudden this man pulls up and says, “Can I help you?” He was saying that, but his body language said, “What the hell are you up to?” I told him I was looking for a Dunkin’ Donuts. Then I finally blurted out, “I’m a writer, and I need to know the truth about Buckout Road.” He rolled his eyes and said, “Follow me.”




  He drove into this narrow gravel road. I looked at Dale. “Okay, are we nuts following a guy we don’t know into a back road off of the most haunted road in New York?” Dale shrugged and said, “Go with the adventure.” Joe (who doesn’t want his last name known) then brought us to his home. He took out a two-hundred-year-old map and some pictures. “The house I’m in used to be one of the three albino houses. Kids come here all the time looking to be spooked. I can tell you tons of stories of murders, suicides, and ghosts and I can give you names.” And he did. Then he offered to take us in the backwoods to the haunted “Negro cemetery” as marked on the map. He said, “You know my wife would kill me if she knew I was doing this.” I said, “Yeah, so would my boyfriend; he’d think I was nuts for going with a strange man into a desolate cemetery. How do I know you don’t have a grave dug for me?” He laughed. “You don’t.” I got chills and a bunch of photos, and then we left for our next destination. Dale forgot his camera on a tomb-stone, so we had to go back at night. It was creepy, but we obviously lived to tell about it. Joe asks readers to please leave him alone: It gets tiresome chasing all the curiosity seekers away night after night. By the way, we never heard from Eric Tapout again. But on another note, years later we did spot the “Ghost Deer” of Buckout Road up in Seneca Falls on protected land. Obviously, they left the area for a more low-rent location. Anyway, I snapped a picture of them as proof that the Indians’ legend actually turns out to be true.




  CHAPTER 13: EXECUTION ROCKS





  When you read this chapter you will see there are many horrible tales surrounding this tiny island and its lighthouse. Unfortunately, their tour season was already over when I decided to do this chapter and so could not go out there by their tour boats or stay overnight to see the island up close and personal. So my husband and I, along with my son, Spencer, and his fiancée, Heather, decided we would take our boat and get close enough to grab a photo, without trespassing, of course—no good getting arrested just to get a photo for this book. We have owned various boats for over a decade and have never had problems with them. We were coming from Ossining and had to head south to get to Execution Rock. On the way down we were stopped for an hour by a closed bridge, Devils Bridge (Spuyten Duyvil) of all names, but we were still determined to get the photo so we journeyed on. But all of a sudden as we got closer, the out-drive gave out! We had to putt-putt-putt all the way back home and were never able to make our destination. Did we hit something in the water or was it the tortured souls of Execution Rock who have made it abundantly clear they do not want people on their island? Ironically, though, they do have a bed-and-breakfast service, so the leftover souls can’t be too harsh on us humans. The owner, Craig Morrison, said, “A lot of comedians have chosen to stay overnight.” Being a comic myself, all I can say is, “They were looking for new material!” and, apparently, I got some without even getting to visit!




  Finally, a few general observations: First, there are always believers and people who swear what they have seen is true. Second, how come there are never any naked ghosts? All the ghosts that haunt places always have clothes on, and they are tattered. If there is an afterlife, can’t they get a better deal on clothes? Third, since I wrote the first edition, there are a lot more home videos online of the things I spoke about in these chapters. You can peruse them on YouTube and decide for yourself if it looks legit or Photoshopped. Fourth, in these chapters I’ve only touched on the details of these mysteries, as I was limited to the amount of words each chapter could contain. Each chapter subject alone has books and a massive amount of other information out there. My goal was to introduce you to it and pique your curiosity over whether these events and places even existed. You can go off and explore more about it on your own as you see fit. Lastly, the wonderful thing about being human is our creative mind and imagination; the world would be very boring without myths and mysteries, and everyone believing in the same thing. It’s up to you as an open-minded reader to decide if you need to have tangible evidence to believe something is true. May you always be curious, and one day become a legend, at least in your own mind!




  CHAPTER 1




  Is That an Alligator in the Sewer?




  On the cold, wintry day of February 10, 1935, a couple of teens decided to be good Samaritans by shoveling the snow around their East 123rd Street neighborhood in Harlem. They had their system down to a science. They would shovel the snow off the street and deposit it into an open manhole. One teen would act as lookout to make sure the manhole wasn’t piled too deeply and the others would take turns depositing their shovelfuls of snow. It was dusk and they had been going at it for a while, so the pile was getting higher and higher.




  It was sixteen-year-old Salvatore Condulucci’s turn at manhole rim duty. As he signaled, his teammates would drop the blackened slush into the hole. He would clean up any snow around the rim and then they would repeat the process. All of a sudden, as he was about to give the go-ahead for the next heap to be dumped into the manhole, he noticed that the area ten feet below him looked clogged up. He held up his hands to his friends, saying, “Hey, you guys, wait a minute.” He dropped to his knees to get a better look into the dark hole that led to the murky waters of the Harlem River.




  As he strained to look, he noticed that the pile of snow was starting to move. He looked closer. Maybe it was melting, and the settling of the snow was causing the movement. That’s when he saw it—a large black object breaking through the dirty, slush-filled heap. His eyes widened. He leaped back almost losing his balance and yelled to his friends, “Honest, it’s an alligator.”




  Sal’s two friends, Jimmy Mireno and Frank Lonzo, ran over to take a look for themselves. Jimmy nudged Frank out of the way and stuck his head in the manhole opening. He looked up and nodded in agreement. Frank, of course, wanted to look in as well to confirm with his own eyes the existence of this out-of-place reptile. Just as Frank was about to see for himself, there was a great crushing sound. More curious than scared, they stuck their heads in the hole to see what was happening. It was then they realized the poor creature’s dilemma. It was lodged in the ice, thrashing about, trying to free itself from its potentially icy grave. They looked at each other and decided that they would help the alligator out.




  The boys quickly ran to the Lehigh Stove and Repair Shop located at 441 East 123rd Street. Salvatore, the self-delegated leader of the group, looked around to see what was available. Since stores in New York City don’t usually have a “How to Catch a Wayward Alligator Kit” on hand, they had to come up with a makeshift solution. A fan of Western movies, Salvatore figured he could shape some clothesline rope that he spotted into a lasso. They bought the clothesline and ran back to the sewer where the reptilian victim was waiting. With his friends watching, Salvatore made a slipknot and carefully lowered the rope into the darkened sewer. Not having much practice in the capturing of wayward lizards, he had to lower the rope several times to get it around the alligator’s neck. After several attempts, the alligator was on the line. Salvatore yelled to his friends to grab the rope and help heave the behemoth up. The leathery creature was now struggling to get free from both the rope and the mounds of snow and ice that were heaped on him, and he was losing his strength. Slowly, with all the strength they could muster, the teens lifted the alligator out of the sewer and onto the snow-laden streets of New York City.




  The animal lay there dazed. The boys looked at the gator. The gator looked at the boys. Since it was still tightly lassoed, the boys decided to let the animal have some breathing room. One of them went over to loosen the noose. Since the alligator was confused, weakened, and stunned from its ordeal, as soon as it felt slack on the rope, it opened its toothy jaws and snapped. It wasn’t a vicious snap, but the snap of a tired, scared, homesick alligator that had no clue if these boys were friend or foe. Unfortunately for the creature, it found out very soon. It was not the answer it was hoping for.




  The boys, who a moment before had had sympathy for the reptile, were annoyed that this ungrateful animal had startled them. With their adrenaline rushing, their caveman instincts of flight or fight kicked in. Someone shouted, “Let ’im have it!” The group of gator avengers turned savage, bashing the weakened creature on the head with their shovels. The gator fought back but was too tired to put up a real fight. Within moments it lay there, dead on its snowy grave.




  With hearts racing, the boys dropped their weapons and looked at each other. They had killed the beast that they had struggled to rescue moments before. Brushing those feelings aside, they decided to drag their trophy gator to the store where only minutes before they had bought the life-saving rope. Intrigued by this unusual catch, the owner of the Lehigh Stove and Repair Shop helped the boys weigh and measure all 8 feet and 125 pounds of the dead gator. (A gator of this length would typically weigh about 300 pounds.)




  As with most unusual events, word quickly spread in the neighborhood and everyone came out to have a gander at the leathery beast. Speculation began as to where this alligator could have escaped from. Since there were no local pet shops or people who claimed to have a pet alligator living in their bathtub, these possibilities were ruled out. There were no reports of missing alligators from the zoo. The neighborhood consensus was that the gator had escaped from a passing steamer boat that had been carrying it from the Everglades. Somehow it fell overboard and found itself in cold waters, so it swam for shore. Disoriented, it found an opening to the sewer system through one of its conduits and ducked in there for cover, probably trying to use the tunnel as a way home. However, the gator couldn’t have gone far because it had to work its way through the melting snow in the system. Slowly starving and freezing to death, it lay under the only bit of sunlight it could find, beneath the open manhole where the boys had originally spotted it.




  At 9 p.m., after a few hours of gazing at the dead gator, the boys’ mothers rounded up the crew and took them home. At that point, someone called the police. The New York City police, being used to unusual things, did not rush over. After all, the alligator was already dead, and there was no law on the books that could be applied to dead alligators, escaped alligators, or killers of alligators if they didn’t know who the beast in question belonged to. The store owner was left to handle the creature as he wished.




  He decided to call the sanitation department, which incinerated the carcass at Barren Island. Shortly after, the story appeared in the New York Times. Statements were taken from the boys, the store owner, and some local eyewitnesses, but since the body had already been disposed of, some surmised that the event could have been the collective imagination of a neighborhood looking for attention.




  Although this Harlem tale was the first detailed story of alligators in the sewers of New York, it was not the first sighting ever reported. On July 18, 1831, the Planet, a local newspaper in Union Village, New York, made reference to an alligator spotting, reporting, “A live Alligator,” it is said, “was seen on Friday in the slip between Murray’s and Pine Street wharves, New York.”
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    This whimsical statue by Tom Otterness captures the spirit of one of New York’s most mysterious sewer dwellers. If you look closely, you can see the words NYC SEWER written on the cover. The statue is cleverly located in the subway station at the corner of the 8th Avenue and 14th Street station. It is tucked under the staircase that leads down from the A train, on the L train platform.




    PHOTO COURTESY OF SPENCER PATTERSON


  




  The idea that alligators lived in the New York City sewers first gained credence, however, when a rash of reported sightings (the Harlem story was one) occurred during the 1930s. Since then, for nearly ninety years, alligators have been said to thrive in the dark recesses of the Big Apple sewer system. With over 6,500 miles of sewer lines in the city, which range in size from six-inch pipes to giant shells, from brick sewers circa 1840 to concrete structures, it is possible that if alligators are there, they can easily move about without being seen on a daily basis.




  If this legend is true, how exactly did all these alligators come to live in the sewers in the first place? The most common explanation is that the snowbirds in New York were ignoring state law and returning from their tropical vacations with small alligators as exotic pets for their children. When the gators got too big, their owners would flush them down the toilet and the gators would end up in the sewers. (It seems a bit far-fetched that a large alligator would fit down a toilet. It’s more likely the owners would avoid the middleman by putting the alligators directly into the sewers themselves.)




  Some of the alligators were said to have survived the journey from toilet to sewer, managing to live in the dank atmosphere by dining on rats and garbage. These alligators then reproduced, and because they were in the dark, many of their offspring adapted and mutated into albinos. Colonies of the albino alligators were supposedly living in the sewers and menacing sewer workers.




  Indeed the story grew legs when a credible eyewitness report came in from Teddy May, a superintendent of the New York City sewers. May claimed that while he worked in the sewers in the 1930s he heard reports from his inspectors that there were alligators in the sewers. He refused to believe it and thought instead the men were sneaking booze on the job. So he hired spies to watch his inspectors to see if they were intoxicated and fabricating these wild tales. Reports came back that the men were sober and were indeed dealing with narrow escapes from the alligators. Still not convinced, May decided to go down into the sewers himself and put an end to these rumors. Instead he returned a few hours later, visibly shaken, saying that two-foot-long alligators were indeed alive and thriving in colonies. He further explained that they were not living in the main fast-water sewer lines but in the smaller, slower-moving water lines in the backwash of the city. He believed they were not dumped down toilets but instead down storm drains where they made their way into the sewers.




  After his shocking discovery, he made it his mission to supervise the eradication of the reptiles. To do this he used rat poison or corralled the alligators toward the larger pipes with fast-moving water so they could be swept out to sea or drown. According to May, other, more unorthodox methods were also used. Men were stationed outside the large pipes, and when gators exited, they were shot to ensure they wouldn’t lurk in the waters and make their way back in. Others of the subterranean freeloaders were hunted by inspectors in the tunnel system with .22 caliber guns and rifles and shot on sight.




  While this extermination was going on, stories of alligator sightings continued to appear in newspapers, which reinforced the idea of the sewer-dwellers in people’s minds. There was often just enough truth in the stories to perpetuate the legend. For example, the New York Times reported on June 30, 1932, that there was a “swarm” of alligators spotted near the Bronx River. Upon further investigation, it turned out that a child had found one dead, three-foot alligator. Other reports surfaced on March 7, 1935, when a live, three-foot alligator was rounded up in Northern Yonkers, and soon after that a dead, six-foot reptile was found at Grass Sprain. By 1937 May announced that he and his workers had rid the sewers of the gators. But apparently the creatures did not get the memo. While they might have been out of the sewers, according to May, they apparently were not easily intimidated and were still infesting the New York area.




  On May 31, 1937, a sober East River barge captain working at Pier 9 said he spotted a four-foot gator swimming toward him from the Brooklyn shore. Maybe it was a gator that had escaped the guns of May’s men in the sewers or, as theorized at the time, another escapee from the boats coming in from the Everglades. No one knew for sure. Why the alligators would hitch rides on these boats and how they escaped if they were unwilling passengers in transit in the first place are still mysteries. Either way the stories continued to surface, as did the reptiles. However, not all of the alligators wanted to reside in Manhattan. On June 6, 1937, one alligator apparently decided to try out the transit system. This adventurous, two-foot gator was caught by an unruffled New Yorker at the Brooklyn Museum subway station, and another five alligators were captured in 1938 in New Rochelle.
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