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Introduction





  Virginia may well be the most haunted state in America. Why? There are multiple reasons. To start with, Virginia was the site of the country’s first permanent English settlement, at Jamestown in 1607. The early settlers, and those that followed them, brought many traditions with them, including age-old superstitions. They believed in such things as evil omens, ghosts, witches, demons, and the existence of the Devil. As soon as they arrived, they were met by the native Indians, long-time exponents of the supernatural. Later, other Europeans came, such as the Pennsylvania Dutch and the Scotch-Irish, bringing still more legends, myths and fables, as did the slaves who were brought over from Africa.




  Paranormal experts contend that sites where trauma and tragedy have occurred are fertile spawning grounds for ghosts and the like, and no state has seen more bloodshed and early deaths than Virginia over the past four hundred-plus years. There were two centuries of constant conflict between the pioneers and the Indians. Then came the Revolutionary War, with many battles fought on Old Dominion soil. The American Civil War followed eighty years after this, and much of the major fighting occurred here.




  Another reason for so many hauntings, experts say, is the preponderance of old manor houses and plantations in Virginia. A great number of these still-standing structures date to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.




  Among the alleged ghosts in the commonwealth are some of the most famous names in history: George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Patrick Henry, William Henry Harrison, John Tyler, Woodrow Wilson, Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson, Jefferson Davis, and scores of other notables.




  In short, more history has been written on these storied grounds than anywhere else in America. That alone is possible just cause for the abundant amount of psychic phenomena that is still prevalent here, from the northern tip of the Shenandoah Valley to the hills and hollows of the state’s southern border, and from the mountains of the west to the Eastern Shore. Ghosts abound in Virginia!








    
Northern Virginia










  
Chasing George Washington’s Ghost





  During more than a quarter century of research on the ghosts of Virginia, I have been fortunate enough to find some form of psychic phenomena associated with many of the famous names of the commonwealth: Thomas Jefferson, James Monroe, John Tyler, George Wythe, Peyton Randolph, Patrick Henry, Stonewall Jackson, and Robert E. Lee, among others. But such data on the biggest name of all, George Washington, is relatively scarce.




  There is a ghostly legend linked to his mother, Mary Ball Washington; his favorite niece, Nelly Custis; and his brother-in-law, Fielding Lewis. There is, too, a persistent rumor of a psychic vision Washington was said to have experienced during the Revolutionary War. There have been several accounts of this alleged vision, and most of them seem to stem from an article published in the National Tribune, a military service newspaper, that first appeared in December 1880. The publisher of that paper told of an interview he had in 1859 with one of the last surviving veterans of the Revolutionary War, a man then said to be ninety-nine years old. His name was Anthony Sherman.




  Sherman claimed that he had overheard a conversation Washington had at Valley Forge during the harsh winter of 1777. The Commander in Chief was reported to have said he saw a “singularly beautiful being” in his tent after he had given orders not to be disturbed. Sherman quoted Washington as saying, “Gradually the surrounding atmosphere seemed to fill with sensations, and grew luminous. Everything about me seemed to rarify, the mysterious visitor also becoming more airy and yet more distinct to my eyes than before. I began to feel as one dying, or rather to experience the sensations which I have sometimes imagined accompany death.”




  Sherman said Washington then witnessed “dark manifestations inside the tent, including black clouds, lightning bolts, the light of a thousand suns . . . the thundering of the cannon, clashing of swords, and the shouts and cries of millions in mortal combat.” Some have theorized that Washington was sensing the continuation of the Revolutionary War and a premonition of the Civil War and either World War I or World War II. Washington reportedly acknowledged that the vision said, “Three great perils will come upon the Republic. The most fearful for her is the third. But the whole world united shall not prevail against her.” The vision then vanished, and Sherman said Washington concluded: “I started from my seat and felt that I had seen a vision wherein had been shown me the birth, the progress, and destiny of the United States.”




  Whether or not such an event actually happened is thus based on the thinnest conjecture—the testimony of a very old man whose name could not even be found in Revolutionary War records. There are thousands of Washington letters and documents on file, not to mention the general’s voluminous diaries. In carefully researching the supposed vision, archivist John Rhodehamel concluded that “nowhere in any of this material is to be found a reference to a vision or any other mystical experience.” Could it have occurred and not been recorded because of its ethereal nature? Possibly, but not probably. It is an interesting legend nonetheless.




  Protected by the Great Spirit




  There also have been a number of reports of a “phantom rider” on a white horse sighted late at night galloping around Woodlawn Plantation, adjacent to Mount Vernon. Woodlawn was Washington’s wedding gift to his foster daughter (Martha Washington’s granddaughter), Nelly Parke Custis, upon her marriage to Lawrence Lewis, Washington’s favorite nephew. Some have speculated that this is the spectral return of the general, out surveying his property.




  In the Fairfax County Library there is an old newspaper clipping that quotes a security guard at Mount Vernon who couldn’t explain some happenings he encountered there several years ago. Gerald Pettit said he heard footsteps coming up the stairs behind him at the mansion one night. He turned to see who or what was there and was greeted with “an icy current of air that sent a shiver down his spine.” He could offer no rational explanation for the sensation. Pettit added that in his fifteen years of keeping watch over Mount Vernon he had become accustomed to strange occurrences. Among these were “door knobs turning on their own, furniture changing positions in locked rooms, and an eerie tapping on windows at night.” But he never saw an apparition of Washington.




  While the legends—some supernatural, some not—continue to swirl around Washington, embellished with the passing years, one intriguing and little-known anecdote carries more weight of authenticity than most others. It was related by Lawrence Lewis, the general’s nephew, and was recorded in the 1830s by Samuel Kercheval in his book History of the (Shenandoah) Valley. It occurred during the French and Indian War, probably sometime in the 1750s. At that time Washington was an aide to British general Edward Braddock. Lewis learned of the account from Daniel Craig, then of Winchester, Virginia. Craig had become acquainted with Redhawk, a distinguished Indian warrior. In conversations with Craig, Redhawk asked who the young officer was who was mounted on a fine young horse, who rode with great rapidity from post to post during the action between Braddock and the Indians. Craig said it was Colonel Washington. Redhawk then said, “I fired eleven deliberate shots at that man, but could not touch him. I gave over any further attempt, believing he was protected by the Great Spirit, and could not be killed by a bullet.” Redhawk added that his gun was never known to miss its aim before.




  The Gristmill




  It is known that Washington operated a gristmill, making flour and cornmeal, on his large estate at Mount Vernon for almost three decades. The structure now standing on Dogue Run was built on the original foundation of that mill. Washington ground wheat into flour, which he loaded onto Potomac River ships from a nearby wharf. After he died in 1799, the mill gradually fell into ruin, but it was restored in the 1930s by the commonwealth. It is now operated by the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, which oversees Washington’s estate.




  In a newspaper article written more than thirty years ago, Michael Malone, then the curator of the mill, was quoted as saying, “People often say Washington haunts this place, but you never know.” It is known that the building was the last place Washington visited before his death. On an inspection tour in December 1799, he caught the chill that led to his demise a few days later.




  “I enjoy and relish the thought of meeting a new spirit,” Malone said in an interview. “If you are good to them they will talk to you.” Malone noted that he had not had any personal conversations with the ghost, but admitted that several “eerie occurrences” had taken place in the mill. He said the spirit, or something, had carried a papier mâché statue of Washington up three flights of stairs in the building, leaving behind a trail of droppings from the mannequin. Malone at first suspected burglars or pranksters, but an examination revealed no damage, and, in fact, the locks on the doors were tightly in place.




  Sometime later, Malone said he and other employees had discussed buying a new broom, and the next day a broom mysteriously turned up on his desk. Everyone said they hadn’t bought it. “I know this mill inside and out,” Malone added, “and I know there wasn’t one here when I left the night before.” Other manifestations included a light bulb that was inexplicably unscrewed in a locked closet, and a cord to a lamp which was frequently found unplugged by unseen hands.




  Malone said stories of Washington’s reappearance have been told for more than two hundred years. “On stormy days on the old Colchester-Alexandria Highway, people said they heard Washington’s voice calming his horse.” It was also said that the general’s spirit-world horse was sometimes sighted tied to a sycamore tree in front of the old gristmill—a half century after it had died. It was as if the faithful horse was still waiting for its master to return from his inspection of the mill and head home to Mount Vernon.




  Mount Vernon Ghosts




  In February 2002, James Rees, executive director of Mount Vernon, said, “There are not a lot of ghost stories related to Mount Vernon, but several of our tour guides swear they have seen ghostly images in the mansion. On a few occasions furniture seems to have moved mysteriously in the locked and secure house. We know this because the furniture comes in contact with our ‘electric eye,’ causing a false security alarm.”




 



  One who claimed to see such images was a former employee named Rebecca Starbridge, who said she once had a “face-to-face encounter” with George Washington one night when she was closing up the place and was checking the doors. “I saw him sitting in a chair behind the desk in his study,” she recalls. “I could actually see right through him! He was busy writing something with a quill pen. It took him over a minute to notice me standing in the doorway. When he finally looked up and saw me, he motioned for me to come in. I took a couple of steps toward him, but he just faded away.”




  Two former resident directors at Mount Vernon had varying experiences. “I have sometimes felt that something more than myself takes care of the site,” the late Charles Cecil Wall, who was at Mount Vernon for forty-eight years, once said. Most mornings at seven, Wall jogged around the courtyard and hiked the trails. He said he would “occasionally see Washington riding horseback on his daily rounds.”




  Neil Horstman, the other former resident director, said that in 1990, “my wife, daughter, and I had a picnic after hours on Mount Vernon’s piazza to watch a full eclipse on the moon. At the moment of the full eclipse all three of us heard a loud noise. We all turned to look. The knob of the door from the dining room to the piazza was shaking and making a loud racket. The mansion was empty, locked up, and the security system was on. A week later, a guard dog on the piazza went berserk, chewed a hunk out of the dining room windowsill and gnawed the brass doorknob.” Horstman added that over the years many guards have heard whispers here from “beings” who passed undetected by the alarm systems, and, at times, perfume from invisible ladies scents the air.




  It is interesting to note that Mount Vernon now conducts a ghostly tour of the mansion each year during Halloween week. Does the great George Washington appear on these occasions? “Come and see for yourself,” says a historical interpreter there. “One never knows what one may find.”




  A Deer-killing Ghost




  The following narrative is extracted and excerpted from a January 1894 issue of the Washington Post, in an article headlined, “Ghost of Mount Vernon.” The subhead read: “Tale of a Bloodthirsty Wraith Which Used to Kill the General’s Deer, as Told by an Old Negro Mammy.” The mammy was known as “Aunt Weavy.” She lived at the mansion during the Civil War with a Mrs. Stewart, who was taking care of Mount Vernon for the Ladies Memorial Association.




  On New Year’s Eve, 1863, Aunt Weavy told her story. It concerned the old wine vault down under the hill by the deer park. It had a sinister reputation, “and not one of the stalwart Negroes on the place could be induced to take the (Potomac) river road past the fateful spot after the sun had set behind the heights above the river.” Aunt Weavy said the time of the haunting occurrences dated from before the beginning of the eighteenth century, and involved a man named West Ford and “his adventure with the wine vault spectre.”




  She said it had been a terrible time around the big house in those days, with “sumpin what dey say done haunt dat ribber shore eben befo’ the big house been built on the hill yonder. It was bout den de fust boats come up de ribber an’ bring de Injuns whisky to get drunk on. It mus’ a been some of dem got killed wid de devilment, but all I ebber heard—what they saw it say, it were a woman. It had been killin’ deer in de park, what lately been started. It warnt no common hant. De men, day lay fer it, and de dogs, dey run fer it, but after de fust time, dey jes cow down an’ wail pitiful. An’ ebbey mornin’ dey fine a deer down in the woods, killed stone murdered dead, an’ its throat cut on one side, jes like sumpin drink all de blood out de body an’ leave it lay there without takin’ de trouble ter tote it off.




  “West, he powerful bad drinkin’ man, an’ one night, when he had been crost de ribber dancin’ at Oxen Hill, he come back in de skiff late at night, most toards morning. He jes’ too drunk to know what he’s doin’, and jes as his boat run up on de shore, he see a wavering light through de trees. Fust, he thought somebody comin’ down from de house wid a lantern, and then he thought, it bein’ New Year’s Eve, an’ dat de time what de hant mos’ likely ter walk.




  “He took one big drink out’n his flask, an’ den walk up de bank, an’ dar were de door of de old wine vault standin’ open, an’ inside dey was shinin’ a light. An’ West, he look, dey come sumpin’ walkin’ out inter de moonlight. He say it were de most grand lookin’ woman he ebber saw. West say she were dress all in white an’ round her neck dey was a necklace of stones shinin’ like diamonds, only dey was red an’ flash like blood, wid de fire shinin’ on it. An’ her face was pale like she ben dead for days! An’ outta de corners of her moth dey was teeth, white an’ sharp, most jes like er big bat!




  “An’ West, he didn’t know what ter do, wheter to run or stay wher he was. Den dey come a deer, one of de young ones, down along de path, an’ when it see de woman in white, it jes crouch down and nebber try to move, but jest moan pitiful. An’ West say de hant woman nebber walk or run, jes glided like, and when it git whar the deer were layin,’ it stoop down an’ sink de teeth in de deer’s throat an’ drink de blood!




  “An’ West, he lit for de house, and when de thing see him run, it sweep round ter de front of him an’ he feel sumpin cold an’ white, an’ den he nebber know nuthin’ more till de hands dey found him dar on de groun’ in de mawning wif de teeth marks crost his throat. An’ dey do say dat de ole wine vault was de place what were all at de bottom of it!”




  Washington’s Death




  Did George Washington have a premonition of his own death? Quite possibly, according to R. M. Devens, who wrote about it in his 1877 book Our First Century. Devens wrote that Washington was “one who was accustomed to consider the brevity of life and the uncertainty of human affairs.” This was evident “from the tenor of his conduct and conversation, and from occasional passages in his correspondence.” Washington, a few months prior to his death, wrote to his secretary of war, “My greatest anxiety is to have all these concerns (private affairs) in such a clear and distinct form that no reproach may attach itself to me when I have taken my departure for the land of spirits.”




  Washington also had been making funeral arrangements just days before the attack of illness which terminated in his death. He had written instructions for the construction of an improved tomb, and speaking of this, said to a relative, “I am of a short-lived family and cannot expect to remain very long upon the earth.” Yet Washington was in excellent health right up to the days before he died, on December 14, 1799. He was sixty-seven years old.




  On December 11, Washington may have perceived an omen. He wrote in his diary, “The day was blustering and rainy, and at night there was a large circle around the moon.” His secretary, Tobias Lear, later said, “the general rode around his plantation for five hours on December 12 in weather very bad, rain, hail, snow falling alternately, with a cold wind.” The next day a heavy snow fell, and Washington “had taken cold.” Nevertheless, he went out again.




  On December 14, he was bedridden with a high fever and doctors were called in. At five that afternoon, he spoke again as if he had been given a glimpse of the future. He told a doctor, “I die hard, but I am not afraid to go. My breath cannot last long.” An hour later he said he felt himself going. “Let me go quietly,” he said, “I cannot last long.”




  Then, curiously, he added an odd request which could be interpreted as a fear of being buried prematurely while still alive, a common fear at that time. He said, “Have me decently buried; and do not let my body be put into the vault in less than three days after I am dead.” When his secretary acknowledged that he understood, Washington said, “’Tis well.” These were the last words the Father of the Country spoke on earth. He died shortly after 10 P. M. that night.




  The ancient family vault in which Washington’s remains first reposed was situated under the shade of a small grove of forest trees, a short distance from the mansion and near the brow of the banks of the Potomac River. His body was later removed to a lot near the corner of a beautiful enclosure—a site selected for a tomb by Washington himself in the later years of his life.




  Washington’s Tomb




  There is rather a strange footnote to the George Washington-Mount Vernon saga. In 1937, during the Great Depression, Works Progress Administration writers had this to say about Mount Vernon: “In such veneration is this spot held, that on every ship of the U.S. Navy, while passing by, the flag is lowered to half mast, the bell tolled, and the crew drawn up at attention. During the whole of the Civil War, this ground was tacitly held neutral by both sides. In 1814, when the British fleet sailed up the Potomac to attack the city of Washington, so great was their respect for the dead leader of the enemy that every ship fired a salute.




  



  “George Washington and Martha were originally buried in the old family vault on a slope overlooking the Potomac River. The old tomb was built in 1745 by Washington for his brother, Lawrence, in accordance with his will. Later, George, Martha, and his nephew, Bushrod, were buried here. Although the President had left express instructions in his will that a new brick tomb be built, even naming the site, the work was not undertaken by his heirs until 1831, shortly after an attempt had been made to steal Washington’s skull from the crumbling old tomb.




  “After the death of Bushrod Washington, John Augustine Washington, the elder, took over the management of Mount Vernon. Early in 1830, he discharged an employee who, in a moment of drunken rage, returned by night and broke into the old tomb, intending to steal the skull of George Washington. He was caught with a skull, but it was that of a nephew also buried in the tomb.




  “After the attempted theft, John Augustine Washington set about building the new tomb which Bushrod had neglected. It was completed in 1831, and the bodies from the old tomb were removed to it. In 1837, the open outer vault was added and the two sarcophagi set in it. The last person buried in the inner vault was Jane Washington in 1855.




  “The doors were then locked, and the key thrown into the Potomac River!”




  The Last Tantrum of Thomson Mason




  George Mason, many historians contend, is one of the most under-rated patriots of American Independence. A contemporary and friend of George Washington, he was a reluctant public servant who spent a considerable part of his life trying to avoid the spotlight of colonial politics only to be drafted into service time and again. Mason was sometimes called the “Pen of the Revolution,” because he was the author of the Fairfax Resolves, the first Constitution of Virginia, and the Virginia Declaration of Rights; the latter of which, scholars say, was used as the model and inspiration for the American Bill of Rights.




  

  Mason’s Declaration of Rights declares that all men are created equal, free, and independent; that all power is derived from the people; that government is instituted for the common benefit, protection and security of the people; that no man or set of men is entitled to exclusive or separate privileges; that all men having common interests in the community should have the right to vote; and that the freedom of the press should never be restricted. Not bad foresight. Little wonder this retiring farmer was so highly respected by his legendary peers—Washington, Jefferson, Madison, Henry, etc.




  A Virginia travel brochure reads: “These builders of our nation also built beautiful houses. Mount Vernon, Monticello and Stratford Hall are noted as much for their architectural beauty as for their historic associations. In this important company stands Gunston Hall.” This was the house Mason had built in 1755. It is located nineteen miles south of Washington, D.C., on the Potomac River at the town of Lorton. The Virginia Landmarks Register calls Gunston Hall “one of the nation’s most remarkable examples of colonial architecture.” It is open to the public.




  The travel brochure further points out, “There is more to a visit to Gunston Hall than the discovery of a beautiful house and gardens. It is also an introduction to the spirit of a great American patriot.” How apt, for it is also apparently haunted! In a 1990 newspaper article, Mary Lee Allen, assistant director at the site, said, “The real ghosts are shadowy images left on some of the eighteenth-century Georgian mansion’s walls that tell researchers where ornate carved decorations once hung.”




  But many, including both tour guides and visitors, contend there also are otherworldly spirits at “the Hall.” Employees have reported hearing strange sounds in the house when no one is there. And tourists occasionally claim to have sighted “glimpses” of shadowy figures. These brief encounters generally have been attributed to former Mason family members who had occupied the house at one time or another.




  And there is one fairly well-known psychic happening that transpired late in the nineteenth century and was experienced by George Mason’s great-granddaughter, Helen, when she was just seven years old. It has been included in Margaret DuPont Lee’s collection of Virginia Ghosts and elsewhere. Young Miss Mason was at Gunston Hall when, one evening around supper time, she peered out a window overlooking the garden and saw the apparition of her grandfather, Thomson Mason, who lived at Hollin Hall, five miles away. The sighting appeared only to Helen; when she called her mother to the window, she saw nothing.




  The incident was often recounted with relish by an old servant known as Uncle Jasper, who also was just a small boy at the time, but was present when Thomson Mason died. With some paraphrasing for clarity, here, in essence, is what Uncle Jasper used to tell: “I must have been a little brat, not more than five or six years old. It was like this: Master Thomson was one of those fidgety folks, always flying into a tantrum, and he just naturally despised to shave. He wouldn’t let anybody do it for him, but insisted on doing it himself. One day he put it off till tea time, and then he called for some hot water and he had Alec [a servant] hold the mirror, and he got two others to hold up some lights so he could see.




  “Alec got so tired of holding the mirror that it began to wobble in spite of everything, and the master cussed at him and told him to hold it still, and then Alec made faces at him from behind the mirror and I started laughing out loud. The master, he turned around with the razor in his hand, and he was raging mad.




  “And right there, he fell down in a fit. Alec dropped the mirror and it broke in a thousand pieces. Old Ike, he grabbed him quick and they laid him on the sofa. He was stone dead!”




  It was at that precise moment, five miles away, that little Helen Mason saw her grandfather in the garden. When she called her mother to the window to see, she exclaimed, “What is grandpa doing out there in the garden in the wet? And he’s got his neckcloth off, and his knee buckles are undone. Why, he must be shaving!”




  Terror in the Aquia Belfry




  What is it about an old house or building reputed to be haunted that fascinates people? Elmwood in Essex County near Tappahannock quickly comes to mind. When newspaper accounts of supernatural activities there were published eighty years ago, hundreds of people tramped through the woods every time the moon was full to see for themselves what eerie happenings might unfold in the then-vacant mansion. Near West Point, literally thousands of curious onlookers have braved many a cold and damp night on a set of railroad tracks in order to catch a glimpse of the mysterious train light that is said to appear and then mysteriously disappear on occasion. And in Portsmouth a half century ago, so many people clustered around a small frame house after it was reported there was a resident poltergeist inside that the police had to barricade the place to protect its mortal occupants.




  Aquia Church in Stafford County, about twenty miles north of Fredericksburg, is such a place. It has held generations of area youngsters spellbound with the oft-told tales of its haunted past. In fact, this venerable 260-year-old structure has to be guarded around the clock every Halloween because so many teenagers otherwise would descend upon it, as they did in years past, occasionally rendering it harm. Could it be the element of danger that is so intriguing, especially in the case of Aquia Church? One must wonder about the sanity of those who want to explore its ghostly interior to prove their manhood, so to speak, because it was on just such a venture, a long time ago, that a young man allegedly lost his life.




  The church itself, according to the Virginia Landmarks Register, is a “good illustration of rural Virginia’s use of ecclesiastical architecture endowed with urbanity and sophistication.” The register adds that its “elegant classicism contrasts with its isolated woodland setting.” Is that not a perfect setting for ethereal happenings?




  Ill winds swirled about the church even before its completion. Begun in 1751, it was seriously damaged by fire on February 17, 1754—three days before construction was to be finished. The interior was rebuilt over the next three years. The church preserves a unique three-tiered pulpit as well as the original Ionic reredos, west gallery, and pews—all excellent examples of colonial joinery. Three times in the history of the church, its precious silver—including an old dish, chalice, cup, and paten—have been buried for safekeeping: during the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, and the Civil War.




  The hauntings at Aquia stem from a night of horror in the church more than two hundred years ago, probably during the time of the American Revolution. A young woman was murdered in the chapel by a highwayman or men, apparently after a violent struggle. Her body was hidden in the belfry, and as the church was not in use during this period, it was years later before her skeletal remains were found, with her golden hair still intact.




  It is said, too, that the bloodstains from where the woman was slain were clearly visible for more than a century, until early in the 1900s when a new cement floor was laid. Not only was this physical evidence present, but there also has been, through the years, a continuous stream of scary psychic phenomena, so much so that reportedly, through most of the eighteenth century, even the parishioners were afraid to go into the church at night. The most prominent and persistent manifestations are said to be recreated by the victim. They include, with only slight variations, the sound of feet running up and down the stairs to the belfry, loud noises of a struggle, and the apparition of a terrified woman standing at one of the windows.




  While these oft-repeated happenings are the most common, they are by no means the only ones. There is, for example, the story of the prominent socialite who spent her summers in Stafford County in the 1920s, and who became interested in the church through the spectral tales related to her by her maids. She decided to see the spirits herself, but couldn’t get any of the strapping men in the area to accompany her. They all politely but resolutely backed off when they learned she was going at night. Undaunted, she recruited two “scientists”—likely early twentieth-century ghost busters—from Washington.They entered the church on a dark night, led by the determined socialite. But just after she walked through the front door, an unseen hand slapped her sharply across the face. The two men ran inside and searched everywhere, but they found nothing, and had no rational explanation for what happened. But that it did happen was evident in the fact that the mark on the lady’s face remained for several days!




  There is also a time-honored legend of a “whistling spirit” at Aquia who saved the lives of two Confederate soldiers during the Civil War. It has been passed down for generations. The originator was William Fitzhugh, who during a scouting mission in 1862 stopped off in the church with a comrade to rest. They had heard about the ghost there, but were too tired to care. They promptly went to sleep in the square pews.




  Sometime during the night they were roused by what Fitzhugh described as “unmistakable footsteps at the rear of the church on some stone flagging.” Then they heard someone or something whistling the tune, “The Campbells are Coming.” Frightened out of their wits, they jumped up and struck a light, but saw nothing. Then they went to the door and looked out. A troop of Union soldiers was advancing along the road heading directly for the church. They raced to the back of the building, leaped out of a window and escaped. Fitzhugh later attributed the whistling ghost to saving his and his friend’s lives.




  Was it the spirit of the murdered girl? And is it her apparition that Robert Frazier and his son have seen flitting among the tombstones in the Aquia cemetery? Frazier, a former caretaker there, told two reporters about thirty years ago that he had often sighted “things” running through the graveyard. He said they appeared “blurred and funny.” He added that they were white but not transparent. The sightings were all at night, and when Frazier and his son went over to see what or who it was that was darting about, the figures disappeared. “They just fade away, kinda slow like,” he told the journalists. He said he couldn’t tell if they were men or women because they were so blurry. But he was convinced he knew what they were. “Everybody says there’s ghosts up here. Me and my son seen ’em. They’re here!”




  The death caused by the ghost or ghosts of Aquia Church supposedly occurred more than one hundred years ago. “Supposedly,” because while the tradition has been told and retold with relish and enthusiasm enough so as to defy disbelief, there is no documented record of who the victim was or when the event took place. What is told is that in the days when everyone was afraid to approach the church at night, one young man—perhaps taunted by a dare— declared that no ghost could get the best of him. He said he would go inside, in the dark of night, and even climb to the haunted belfry. Those he made the boast to, however, were skeptical, so they gave him a hammer and a nail and told him to drive the nail into the wall, so they could tell for sure later whether or not he had lived up to his word.




  Alone, he set out through the woods toward the old church. When the young man had not returned hours later, his friends became worried and went to the church to find out what had happened. They found him in the belfry—stone dead! In the darkness, he had hammered the nail into the wall through his coat. When he turned to leave, he was held fast. Evidently thinking he was in the grasp of an evil spirit, it is said he died of fright.




  
The Brentsville Jail Ghosts





  One of the nicer historic sites to explore these days is the Brentsville Courthouse Historic Centre, located roughly halfway between Hay-market to the west and Dumfries on the east, a few miles directly south of Manassas. Here, on an 18-acre tract, one can jog or hike over scenic trails or have a picnic. Other Brentsville attractions include the original courthouse and jail (built in 1822), a church, a cabin, a one-room schoolhouse, and a wood-framed smokehouse. Brentsville served as the Prince William County seat from 1822 to 1893. The buildings and grounds here were damaged during the Civil War, when Confederate colonel John Singleton Mosby conducted some of his most daring raids on Union troops in the area. A long period of decay followed the war when the complex was virtually abandoned. But through the fundraising efforts of concerned citizens, the courthouse buildings have been lovingly restored to their nineteenth-century splendor, and reopened to the public in 2007.




  There is yet another reason for visiting. The courthouse and particularly the jail are reputed to be haunted. Site manager Robert Orrison says there are at least three tales of ghosts that make their presences known in the jail. “It’s one of those buildings that gives you the creeps,” he notes. “Your mind plays tricks on you sometimes, but, yeah, it’s a scary place, especially when it’s dark. There’s no electricity.” Adds a county resident who lives two miles away, “It’s truly haunted. Every time I’ve been there, weird and creepy things happen.”




  A Web site for the historic center says, “Search the woods and cabin for the ghost of a once-incarcerated mad man of the Brentsville jail.” Such intriguing paranormal enticements have drawn the attention of regional ghost-hunting groups. One such northern Virginia organization, DCMag, has been here a couple of times, and came away with some eerie sounds on tape recording equipment, made by suspected spirits. One angry voice thundered, “Get out! Get out of here!” Another said, “Don’t turn out the lights!” Another member said he had a spool of fishing line thrown at him by something unseen. Others have glimpsed shadowy figures darting about. Interest in the ghostly reports has been so keen, officials now conduct haunted jail tours in October.




  Just who these spirits are and why they return is open to speculation, but in researching the rich history of the center, a number of prime candidates pop out. Over the many years the jail was in operation, there were a number of murders and suicides. Then, in the years before the Civil War, the jail was used to incarcerate runaway slaves and even white abolitionists who protested slavery. One man, identified only as “Crawford,” was jailed for stating he believed “a Negro was as good as he was.” Some free blacks were also unjustly imprisoned and subsequently sold into slavery. Dangerfield Newby, a free black, tried in vain for years to free his wife and children, but they were eventually sold and sent to Louisiana. That may be the reason he joined John Brown in the infamous attack on the Harpers Ferry arsenal in 1859. Newby was the first person killed in that fighting.




  In 1839, a slave was accused to setting a fire in the jail. The court record reads: “He was moved and seduced by instigation of the Devil.” He was hanged. Six years later, in times when racial tensions ran high, a land owner named Gerald Mason was murdered by a slave named Katy, and she was convicted here and executed. In 1856, five slaves were brought to the jail and courthouse for the brutal slaying of their master, George E. Green. “Nelly” confessed to the crime, saying she and the others went into the house and she hit him with an ax. When the victim got up and ran outside, the five slaves pursued him with shovels, sticks, and the ax, then dragged him back into the house and set fire to it. When asked why they had killed Green, they said he was a “hard master” who would not let them go to meetings, starved them, and did not clothe them.




  The trial aroused widespread interest, and a most curious petition, submitted by a medical student at the University of Virginia. If the five were to be hanged, he wanted the bodies for dissection. “Anatomy without subjects for demonstration,” he wrote, “is as fruitless as geometry without diagrams.” Nelly and two others were executed, but two young twins, Elias and Ellen, were pardoned by the governor because of “their youth and feeble intellect.”




    The Leading Candidate?




  In 1872, a sensational story broke in Prince William County—one that led to an extraordinary sequence of events, including one of Virginia’s most famous trials. That trial attracted, in a circus-like atmosphere, national attention in the nineteenth century equal to that attained by O. J. Simpson’s trial more than a century later. It all began when the county’s commonwealth attorney, James F. Clark, considered a rising political star in the state, was accused of abducting and seducing a sixteen-year-old girl named Fannie Fewell, the daughter of a prominent Manassas citizen. She was described as “a great beauty and had a most engaging manner.” Clark protested his innocence, but he nevertheless was summarily placed behind bars in the Brentsville jail to await trial. Newspapers called it a “deplorable affair,” and the charges infuriated the populace. One report said, “Clark has attached to him a stain which can never be effaced.”




  The event also involved two prophecies, which turned out to be remarkably accurate. An armed guard was placed around Clark “to protect him from summary vengeance which he suggested might be inflicted upon him by the relations of Miss Fewell.” The second prophecy was offered by a reporter for the Alexandria Gazette, who wrote: “Excited interest in the case is on the increase and will undoubtedly continue until the trial has been concluded and he (Clark) shall leave the county, or, what is feared by many, been buried beneath the already blood-stained sod—the victim of vengeance of a grief-crazed father or an enraged and desperate brother.”




  On the morning of August 30, 1872, Lucien Fewell, Fannie’s brother, boarded a train in Lynchburg and arrived hours later in Brentsville with revenge in mind. Curiously, there were no guards on duty in the jail that day. Clark, inside in a cell, awaited trial, and the building was unlocked. Fewell calmly walked in the front door, asked a prisoner where Clark was being held, then marched up to his cell and opened fire with a pistol. The first two shots missed the terror-stricken victim, who then grabbed the gun when Fewell pushed it through the bars for a better shot. Fewell then pulled out a second pistol and shot Clark in the chest, killing him. He then walked out of the jail and proceeded, unhindered, up the street.




  



  Fewell was later arrested, charged with the crime of murder, and jailed. His trial triggered a second sensation. The courthouse over-flowed with viewers, and the defendant was represented by two former Confederate Civil War generals. One, Gen. Eppa Hunton, defended Fewell by saying, “When a man’s wife or daughter (or sister) has been seduced, the laws of Virginia confer upon the injured party the privilege of taking the life of the seducer!”




  The jury was out for just five minutes, then returned a verdict of “not guilty,” which was greeted by raucous applause in the courtroom— a verdict the New York Times called a stunning travesty of justice.




  And that is why many who have witnessed the paranormal manifestations that have been reported at the Brentsville jail believe at least some of them are caused by the ghost of James F. Clark—who never lived to have his day in court.




  The Vengeful Return of the Ghost Slaves




  During the first half of the nineteenth century, the meanest man in Loudoun County, and perhaps in all of northern Virginia, was Joel Osborne. Actually, he was known as Devil Joel Osborne because there apparently was a custom in those days, in this region at least, that anyone who habitually used profane language was commonly given the sobriquet “Devil” in front of their name. Joel, more than anyone around, earned that dubious distinction.




  He was a hard, embittered, and cruel man. For obvious reasons, he never married, and lived alone on a farm near the little village of Woodrow. Devil Joel’s only companion was an old slave named Ben, who lived a dreadful life. He was continually mistreated by his sinister master.




  It has been documented in the bulletin of the Historical Society of Loudoun County, and in the 1958 book, Tales of Old Virginia, by Joseph V. Nichols, just how harsh things were at the Osborne farm. There was no rest for Ben. He plowed, weeded, cultivated, and cleared the ground during the week, and on Sundays and at times when the land was too wet to work, Devil Joel made Ben dig out rocks from the stony soil and stack them up in piles that were six feet high and eight feet in diameter. It was said there were at one time at least a dozen of these piles surrounding the farmhouse.




  Whenever Devil Joel had been drinking, which was often, or when he thought Ben wasn’t piling rocks fast enough, he had a nasty habit of banging Ben over the head with a club. This usually knocked the slave to the ground and sometimes rendered him unconscious. Slowly, Ben would recover, stagger to his feet, and continue his arduous task. Ben’s friends and even some of Devil Joel’s relatives urged the poor slave to escape, but he never managed to summon enough courage to do so.




  As the years passed and Devil Joel’s drinking became heavier, the beatings increased. Finally, one particularly rainy day, as the two sat in a wagon husk waiting for the storm to let up, Devil Joel became enraged for no apparent reason and struck Ben a hard blow with a hoe handle, again knocking him senseless. But this time Ben did not get up. He was dead.




  Curiously, Devil Joel was brought before the county justices and no charges were filed. It was determined, according to the law at that time, that if a slave owner accidentally wounded or killed one of his slaves—if there was no intent to kill—there was no crime. Devil Joel was free. At least he was free according to commonwealth law. But perhaps there is a higher authority sitting in judgment, for after that brutal act, Devil Joel became a haunted man. He could not sleep at night. He had, he said, terrifying nightmares. He seemed to be withering away. His relatives became so worried about his condition that a cousin, Joseph Osborne, temporarily moved in with him to see if he could determine what was happening.




  The two men slept in the same room, with both doors bolted shut. One night Joseph was awakened at midnight. He looked up and heard Devil Joel cursing Ben. Joseph lit a candle and saw his disturbed cousin thrashing about at nothing that could be seen. Devil Joel then backed away, fell onto his bed, and begged the apparitional Ben to leave him alone. Joseph shook Joel but he was shaking violently and perspiration was running down his face. These ghostly visitations at night went on for several months, causing the frightened Devil Joel to drink more and more; one night he died in a delirium, at age fifty-five.




  There is a postscript to this affair. In the days following the Civil War several ex-slaves in the area swore that on certain bright Sunday evenings, as they passed by the Osborne farm, they could see the ghostly visions of Devil Joel, sitting on a stump with a big club in his hands, and Ben, nearby, stacking rocks in a neat pile.




  The Ghosts of the Hanged Slaves




  To understand one of the other prevalent ghostly legends of Loudoun County, this one in Leesburg, one must go back more than 250 years to when the county was formed, in 1757. At that time there was a major fear throughout Virginia that the increasing slave population would try to rebel against their white masters and fight for their freedom. Consequently, many slaves were treated very harshly. Runaways were severely whipped or beaten. They were rarely killed for trying to escape, however, because they were of substantial monetary value.




  African American criminals were treated even worse. For an assault, especially on a white person, or a murder, the penalty was most often death by hanging, either after a trial in which there inevitably was little or no hope for the defendant, or by lynching without even the semblance of a trial. And sometimes the body would be desecrated and displayed in public as a graphic example of what would happen to any potential perpetrators.




  Such was the case on July 28, 1768, when a slave named Mercer was brought to the Loudoun County Courthouse to be tried for murder. Following is an excerpt from the actual transcript of that trial:




  The said Mercer, being led to the Bar and publicly arraigned and asked whether of the Offence for which he stood charged, he was Guilty thereof or not Guilty, says that he is guilty of the murder aforesaid of which he is charged.




  Therefore, it is considered by the court that the said Mercer for his Offence be hanged by the Neck until he be dead, and that the Sheriff on Friday the twelfth day of August next drag the said Mercer to the Gallows and there hang him pursuant to the aforesaid judgment and then sever his head from his body and place the same on a pole near the said Gallows, and also set up his four Quarters, Vis-àvis one at Thomson Mason, Esq, his Mill, another at the forks of the Road at John Griffiths, one other at the place where the Ox road leaves Alexandria Road below Goose creek, and the last at the Fork of the Roads at Moss’ and Sorrells.





  



  Apparently, however, the powers that be may have had second thoughts and considered the post-hanging treatment to be excessive, for there is a handwritten note on a court document which states, “This sentence was mitigated as thinking it might prove too extreme, and his head only to be severed and set on a pole near the gallows.” Mercer was hanged, and his head was placed on a pole for all to see, to act as a deterrent to others who may have been contemplating mayhem.




  There are many today who believe the mutilated slave returns in ghost form at the site of the old courthouse, either seeking his severed head, justice, or both. Currently, guides who conduct haunted tours in Leesburg each Halloween stop in front of the courthouse and tell viewers the present structure, built in 1894, replaced an earlier building, which in turn was erected over the original edifice dating to the mid-eighteenth century. The guides then say, “Little remains of this first county courthouse, except, perhaps, there lingers the spirit of one who was tried, sentenced, and hanged here by the royal court back in the 1700s.” The guides’ prepared script goes on: “As you can imagine, today many people say that Mercer’s spirit still haunts the courthouse grounds. Several members of the court staff tell of hearing strange sounds, and some people even report seeing a phantom face staring out the courthouse windows.”




  “That’s true,” says Alice Alkire, administrative assistant to Judge Thomas Horne. “We do hear sounds. We first noticed it about ten years ago. Everyone in the courthouse has experienced it at one time or another. I never dreamed I would be saying this. I don’t believe in ghosts, but there is a definite presence.” Alice says voices are heard whispering in the courtroom and in the judge’s offices. “We hear papers being moved around and voices, but whenever we go to check it out, there is no one there.” There are other manifestations: the sounds of someone working the keyboard of a word processor, toilets flushing when no one is the restroom, books and papers being shuffled, mysterious footsteps on the stairs, doors opening and shutting on their own.




  “It almost always occurs at dusk or at night,” Alice adds. “No one wants to work late in the building. The main courtroom has a balcony. One night a young law clerk was working up there and heard a noise under the balcony. She said it sounded like a ‘whoosh.’ She thought at first another clerk was playing a trick on her, but he wasn’t in the building. She was alone. When she realized this, she raced outside. Sometimes when I come in to work on the weekend I bring my two dogs with me, a Brittany and a yellow Lab. They won’t go in the building. They freeze. Their ears go back against their necks and their tails tuck between their legs.”




  Alice says the phenomena come in waves. Things will be quiet for two or three months, and then a rash of inexplicable happenings occur. “If I could relate it to a specific case, I would, but so much has happened here over the years,” she says. “They used to hang people from large trees in the jailyard near here.”




  Could it be those victims who return? Or could it be, as many believe, the ghost of Mercer, still seeking vengeance for the dismemberment of his body more than two hundred years ago? Whatever the identity of the spirits, this is one stop on the October ghost tours in Leesburg where the building really is haunted.




  The Ironhorse Devil




  That the dread of superstitious fear could drive Virginia slaves to embrace the most absurd, preposterous beliefs is patently evident in a passage in James L. Smith’s 1881 autobiography. Smith was born into slavery in Northumberland County, near Heathville, and was so profoundly depressed by his hopeless condition that he tried to kill himself. Later, he “got religion,” and with two others successfully escaped to the north before the Civil War. The following episode, excerpted, took place during the escape, and dramatically portrays Smith’s unshakable, deep-rooted terror of the supernatural. It is reprinted here from the online edition of his book through the courtesy of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.




  “Griffin Muse, Zip’s wife, and myself started for Smith’s Plantation, about two miles from Heathville, where Zip was secreted. When we arrived where Zip and Lorenzo were just starting, it was nearly 11 o’clock; they had waited for me till they thought I was not coming. Two minutes more and I would have been left behind. When we came to the river, we stood on the beach and embraced, kissed, and bade each other farewell. The scene between Zip and his wife at parting was distressing to behold. Oh! How the sobbing of his wife resounded in the depths of his heart; we could not take her with us for the boat was too small.




  “We took a small canoe and crossed the river till we came to a plantation owned by a man named Travis. He had a large sail boat that we desired to capture, but we did not know how we should accomplish it, as they took a great deal of pains generally to haul her up, lock her up, and put the sails and oars in the barn. As it was on the Sabbath day, the young folks had been sailing about the river, and instead of securing her as they usually did, they left her anchored in the stream with the sails and oars all in the boat. This was very fortunate for us, for the house was very near to the shore, besides they had very savage dogs there. So all we had to do was to run our canoe along side the boat and get on board.




  “As soon as we got ready and the sails set, the wind began to rise, and all that night we had all the wind we could carry sail to. By the next morning we were a great distance from home. We sailed all day and night Monday and until Tuesday night about nine o’clock, when we landed at Frenchtown, Maryland. Then we took our bundles and started on foot. We went into the woods and laid down on the ground and slept for an hour or so, then we started for New Castle.




  “I found that I could not keep up with my companions, for they could walk much faster than myself and hence got far ahead, and then would have to wait for me; I being lame, was not able to keep up with them. At last, Zip said to me, “We shall have to leave you, for the enemies are after us, and if we wait for you we shall all be taken; so it would be better for one to be taken than all three.’




  “So after he advised me what course to take, they started, and in a few minutes left me out of sight. When I had lost sight of them I sat down by the roadside and wept, prayed, and wished myself back where I started. I thought it was all over for me forever. Then a voice spoke to me, ‘not to make a fool of myself, you have got so far from home (about 250 miles), keep on towards freedom, and if you are taken, let it be heading towards freedom.’ I then took fresh courage and pressed my way onward towards the north with anxious heart.




 



  “It was then two or three o’clock Wednesday morning. I came to the portion of the road that had been cut through a very high hill, called the ‘deep cut,’ which was on a curve. When I got about midway of this curve I heard a rumbling sound that seemed to me like thunder. It was very dark and I was afraid that we were to have a storm; but this rumbling kept on and did not cease as thunder does, until at last the hair on my head began to rise. I thought the world was coming to an end!




  “I flew around and asked myself, ‘what is this?’ At last, it came so near to me it seemed as if I could feel the earth shake from under me, till, finally, the engine came around the curve. I got sight of the fire and smoke. Said I, ‘It’s the devil, it’s the devil!’ It was the first (train) engine I had ever seen or heard of. I did not know there was anything of its kind in the world, and being in the night made it seem a great deal worse than it was. I thought my last days had come. I shook from head to foot as the monster came rushing on towards me.




  “The bank was very steep near where I was standing. A voice says to me, ‘fly up the bank.’ I made a desperate effort, and by the aid of the bushes and trees which I grasped. I reached the top of the bank where there was a fence. I rolled over the fence and fell to the ground, and the last words I remember saying were that ‘the devil is about to burn me up, farewell, farewell!’ After uttering these words, I fainted.




  “I do not know how long I lay there, but when I recovered, the devil had gone. Oh! How my heart did throb. After I had gathered strength enough, I got up and sat there thinking what to do. I made up my mind that I would not lose any more time; hence I crawled down the bank and started on with trembling steps, expecting every moment that the monster would be coming back to look for me.




  “Thus, between hope and doubt, I continued on foot till at last the day dawned and the sun had begun to rise. When the sun had risen as high as the tops of the trees, the monster all at once was coming back to meet me. I said to myself, ‘it is no use to run. I had just as well stand and make the best of it,’ thinking I would make the best bargain that I could with his majesty.




  “Onward he came, with smoke and fire flying, and as he drew near me, I exclaimed to myself, ‘why! What a monster’s head he has on him! Oh!’ said I, ‘look at his rushes (teeth), I am a goner!’ I looked again, saying to myself, “look at the wagons he has tied to him.’ Thinks I, they are all the wagons that he carries souls to hell with.




  “I looked through the windows to see if I could see any black people that he was carrying, but I did not see one—nothing but white people. Then I thought it was not black people that he was after but only the whites, and I did not care how many of them he took. He went by me like a flash. I expected every moment that he would stop and bid me come aboard, but he did not, so I thought that he was going so fast he could not stop. He was soon out of sight, and I, for the first time, took a long breath.”




  After recovering from his paralyzing fright, James L. Smith moved on northward and eventually gained his freedom. His graphic description of seeing a passenger train for the first time, and mistakenly believing it was the devil incarnate, is indicative of the enforced ignorance in which so many of the slaves were entrapped.




  Apparitions Aplenty in Old Alexandria




  There may well be more ghosts per square mile in old Alexandria, across the Potomac River from Washington, than in any other town or city in Virginia. Here are a few examples.




  A poltergeist named John Dixon is said to haunt the Michael Swope House at 210 Prince Street more than 230 years after he was reportedly erroneously executed for being a colonial spy during America’s war for independence. Many have felt his “presence” when they were alone in the house. A few have seen him in Revolutionary-era clothes. And neighbors have told of hearing him playing the piano when no one was home.




  There is also an account of an English lady who was inspecting the house in the 1930s with the intention of buying it. She was shown everything from the darkened root cellar to the rooms on the first and second floors. She liked what she had seen. But then, as she was ascending the stairs to the third-floor master bedroom, where Dixon had slept, “a force” stopped her dead in her tracks and refused to let her through. “I’d love to own this house, but something is preventing it,” she later said. “I’m very psychic, and I can tell you that there definitely is a ghost here—one that, for one reason or another, does not like me.” The reason, some think, is that she was British and Dixon was still harboring a grudge more than two centuries old.




  The Tragedy Atop Red Hill




  There is a house called the Anchorage atop what was once Red Hill and is now known as Braddock Hill in northeast Alexandria. There lived, in the late eighteenth century, a reclusive couple, a sea captain and his lady. When he was at home they were rarely seen in public, and, human nature being what it is, rumors sprouted. Some even thought they were witch and warlock. It seemed difficult for anyone to believe that they were simply a couple deeply in love who cherished their solitude.




  Whenever the captain sailed, usually for voyages to faraway places, which lasted several months, his wife would toil endlessly in her garden. Then, as time neared for his return, she would watch daily from the top of Red Hill for his ship to sail into harbor. On one mission, however, the captain was struck with a severe illness and had to stay over in Europe for a lengthy recovery. Another officer brought his ship home, and when the lady saw the ship dock but did not see her husband disembark, she assumed the worst. When she saw someone from the ship approach the hill, coming toward her, she feared he would tell her the captain had died. Grief-stricken, she went into her beloved garden and shot herself before the messenger arrived.




  In the 1920s, a woman then living on the hill saw a woman she didn’t know. She was tall and slender, had dark hair and “large lustrous eyes,” and wore a cloak thrown carelessly over one shoulder. She called to the woman and invited her into her house. The figure vanished! Startled, she related the incident to a friend, another woman who had lived in the area all her life. When she described what she had seen, her friend smiled and said, “You saw the ghost of the sea captain’s wife.”




  The House that Isn’t There




  It has been described as the largest and most beautiful mansion ever erected in Alexandria. At one time it occupied the entire 1100 block of Oronoco Street. Built in 1785, its traditions were deeply rooted in the soil of Virginia. Writes Betty Smoot, who owned the mansion in the mid-nineteenth century, “The grounds included a whole square block and were enclosed with an ancient brick wall ten feet in height.” The remains of an old garden flanked the Colonial-period house and there were airy rooms on either side, with impressive wings and various outbuildings. It was called Colross.




  Tragedy shrouded the estate. It is documented that Thomson Mason, son of the colonial patriot George Mason, won Colross in a game of cards. He is the one who built the high brick wall. It is known that a notorious bounty jumper by the name of Downey and at least two Civil War deserters were shot in front of the wall. This probably explains the legends of the ghost of a soldier who haunts the wall. But he is not the principal spirit, or rather spirits, of Colross.




  In the 1850s, Mason lived at the estate with his wife and their two young children, William and Ann. One spring day, as they romped in the yard, a terrible storm whipped up suddenly. William took shelter in an old chicken coop. Gale-force wind gusts toppled the creaky old building and killed him instantly. The house was in mourning for weeks, and none took it harder than young Ann. She walked about in a constant daze and seemed totally oblivious to reality. Soon after, she drowned in a bathtub. Both children were interred on the grounds in a small locked vault. The Masons, emotionally destroyed by the twin tragedies, moved away from Colross.




  From that time on, new residents of the house, including Mrs. Smoot, often reported hearing the distinct sounds of children playing on the grounds when no children were in the house or nearby. They heard giggling, singing, and talking sometimes on an almost daily basis. Their cheerful presence was so strong, in fact, that successive owners at Colross had great difficulty in retaining servants. Many past residents and servants also told of seeing the apparitions of a young boy and girl. And while these sightings recurred over a period of thirty to forty years, the children, always dressed in pre-Civil War clothing, never grew older!




  There was one other psychic oddity here that was never satisfactorily explained. The door of the vault where the children were buried was sealed with a large iron lock. Strangely, though it was exposed to the harsh elements of the weather for more than seventy-five years, the lock never rusted. Even more unbelievable was the fact that the lock, to which there was only a single key that never left the house, would never stay locked more than three days in a row. Mrs. Smoot, among others, could not explain this peculiar phenomenon. “Father would lock it himself,” she once said, “and open it would come. Never was the lock broken.”




  Was it the mischievous spirits of young William and Ann who regularly broke the iron bonds so they could play on the grounds where they once enjoyed such happiness? We may never know, for early in the twentieth century Colross was moved to a site in New Jersey. The vault, with its mysterious lock, was destroyed and the bodies of the two children were reburied at a neighboring cemetery. There were no further reports of gleeful activity from unseen youngsters at the new location. William and Ann, children of the Old South, apparently had no desire to venture north.




  The Stamp Collector From the Beyond




  Some years ago, a stamp collector in Killeen, Texas, successfully bid on the “mystery lot” at a major auction house. It was a trunk full of stamps on album pages, small collections, loose stamps, covers, packet material, plate blocks, and other items. The purchaser spent months going through the trunk, sorting and cataloging his stamps, and had so many left over he decided to sell them as a dealer. He placed ads in stamp newspapers offering three hundred stamps for one dollar.




  One day he received a letter from a lady who lived in the North Ridge section of Alexandria. “You sent a package of stamps to my father,” she wrote. “He was a stamp collector, but he passed away two years ago. Are you just now getting around to filling an order that he may have placed with you before his death?” The man who bought the trunk was thoroughly puzzled by the letter. He couldn’t remember sending any packet to Alexandria. But he had all orders on file, and he went through his lists, but he could not find the gentleman the lady had mentioned, nor anyone else from Alexandria. So he wrote her back telling her it couldn’t be an old order, because he had only been in business a short time, and he had no record of any order from her father. He couldn’t explain what had happened, but he did tell her about the trunk and how he acquired it.




  Shortly after that, he got a call from the lady. She asked him to describe the trunk he had bought. He did. “That was my father’s trunk,” she exclaimed. “And that was the auction house to which we consigned the stamps after his death.” So the man suggested that maybe the lady’s father had left a slip of paper with his name and address in the trunk and it somehow got mixed up with his sales orders. The lady agreed that it might be a logical explanation. But the man knew otherwise. He knew that nothing like that had happened. He himself had been a brigade commander in the Army, and he had gained a reputation for his organization and neatness.




  In passing along this incident to a newspaper reporter, however, he offered his own explanation. “The lady’s father was an accumulator,” he said. “And a little thing like death was not going to stop him.”




  The Vanishing Pitt Street Ghost




  The following account is extracted from the July 20, 1885, issue of the Alexandria Gazette.




  “A year or two ago several individuals, at different times, were scared out of a seven years growth by catching glimpses, at night, of a somber clad tall figure, supposed to be of the feminine persuasion, whose way it was to glide noiselessly along the pavement in front of St. Paul’s Church, or to suddenly emerge from either of the alleys on that thoroughfare and stand in front of some related pedestrian until each separate hair on the latter’s cranium assumed a perpendicular position.




  “From whence it came or whither it went—Hades, the abode of the blessed, gehenna or sheol—none were able to tell. The spook, or whatever it may have been, rendered many credulous persons nervous, and caused others to go out of their way on more than one occasion rather than risk a sight of the supposed spirit by walking to their homes over the dreaded square.




  “All sorts of suggestions intended to clear up the mystery were advanced, the generally received theory being that the apparition was nothing more than a harmless colored woman, slightly demented, who was accustomed to leave her home in the witching hour of night and walk around the neighborhood.




  “The sensation, however, like all mundane things, died out, until last Saturday night, when it was once more revived by the ‘ghost’ making its appearance to Mr. James Wood, who was on his way home at the time. Mr. Wood lives on the north side of Wolfe, between Pitt and St. Asaph Streets. It was twelve midnight, that lonely hour when the grave yards yawn, and lunar’s gibbous form had just sunk behind the western hills, when this gentleman, with a box of fried oysters under each arm, started from the Opera House restaurant for his home.




  “He had arrived at the southwest corner of Prince and Pitt Streets, intending to pass over the square opposite St. Paul’s Church, when directly in front of him there suddenly appeared the irrepressible figure he oft had heard of—not in sable habiliments, however, but snowy white. Mr. W. claims to be no believer in ghosts, hobgoblins, fairies or spirits, so he determined to catch up with and carefully survey whoever or whatever it was that glided—not walked—so stealthly before him.




  “Accordingly, he accelerated his gait to the utmost to overtake the specter, but despite his every exertion, he could get no nearer than five feet of the apparition. He smoked up vigorously on a cigar he had in his mouth, for the purpose of shedding as much light on the scene as possible, when, in the twinkling of an eye, the spook vanished as suddenly as a ring of smoke or a burst soap bubble.




  “At this denouement, our hero, sultry as the weather was, felt a cold chill meandering down the spinal column which soon eventuated in a tremor throughout the frame, and concluding that he had had enough of that adventure, became panic stricken and beat a lively retreat back to the restaurant he had previously left, arriving at which he rushed up to the proprietor in such a disturbed state of mind that the latter imagined him to be in a bellicose humor and prepared himself to act upon the defensive.




  “Mr. Wood, however, soon explained himself by giving a thrilling account of his adventure, which he closed by informing some of the bystanders that they would have to accompany him to his home, as he was completely unnerved. A ‘committee’ kindly volunteered for that purpose, and the course of half an hour, Mr. W. was safe within his own domicile.




  “His disbelief in visitants from the unseen world is not so strong now as formerly.”




  The Multiple Haunts of Woodlawn




  It is perhaps the least known among the great plantations of Virginia. It also may be the most haunted. This is Woodlawn.




  The land and manor house were wedding gifts from George Washington to his foster daughter (Martha Washington’s granddaughter) Nellie Parke Custis, upon her marriage to Maj. Lawrence Lewis, Washington’s favorite nephew. The generous gift included two thousand acres adjacent to Mt. Vernon. The location was well chosen. It commands a breathtaking view of the surrounding countryside, including the Potomac River and Maryland on the other side. Washington called it “a most beautiful site for a gentleman’s seat.” Unfortunately, the first president died before construction on the house began. When completed in 1805, it consisted of a large central block with north and south wings connected to it.




  Designed for lavish entertaining, Woodlawn in time acquired a reputation throughout the region for outstanding hospitality. Many elegant parties on a grand scale were held here, and leading dignitaries of the day were feted. But the plantation has known more than its share of sadness as well. Of the Lewises’ eight children, only three survived. Most died in infancy at the house.




  In the nineteenth century, after Woodlawn was passed along to other owners, it suffered greatly from neglect. In 1896, it was severely damaged by a hurricane, and for the next six years was left abandoned, battered and desolate. Two eccentric brothers moved in at the turn of the century, along with their aged mother and sixty-seven cats! They helped restore the great mansion to its former glory. Today, Woodlawn is lovingly maintained by the National Trust for Historic Preservation.




  There are two things that are different about the spirits which apparently haunt Woodlawn. The actual manifestations of psychic phenomena, which are commonly witnessed there, are not necessarily out of the ordinary. They run the gamut: footsteps; thumpings on floors and walls; furniture moving about in rooms, seemingly on its own; doors locking and unlocking with no one around; candles extinguishing themselves; glimpses of gauzy figures which seem to vanish before one’s eyes; objects disappearing and reappearing without rational cause or explanation; sudden rushes of cold air in specific areas or rooms; inexplicable shadowy images appearing on photos taken in the house; apparitions of “see-through” colonial-clad men and women; and mysterious taps on shoulders by unseen fingers, among others.




  What is different about the phenomena at Woodlawn is that strange things seem to surface in virtually every nook and cranny of the place. Generally, psychic encounters are limited to a specific area of a house—the attic, the basement, a stairway, or a particular room. Here, however, things happen everywhere: the Lafayette bedroom, the boys’ bedroom, the master bedroom, hallways, the center hall, the attic, the gift shop, the north wing, the south wing, what have you!




  The second unusual aspect of Woodlawn is the great number of people who experience sightings and sensings of the presences. Past residents, tourists, and staff members alike all have been involved, and over a long period of time. Normally, spectral beings are felt only by one family, or even a single member of a family. Rarely is the phenomena so widely shared.




  What are some of these experiences? Fortunately, many of them have been reported on and chronicled. Author Judy McElhaney wrote a booklet called Ghost Stories of Woodlawn Plantation. Area newspaper reporters have a field day covering spooky accounts every Halloween, and there are numerous other magazine articles and book excerpts about the hauntings. Here are a few selected examples:


  

  •Experts believe when a mortal being comes in contact with a visitor from the spirit world, there is a very real sense of a chilly, sometimes icy-cold sensation. If contact is made, a cold dampness is felt. Many people have either fainted of felt faint when this happened. Woodlawn employees have felt such rushes of cold air in the master bedroom. One woman, securing the room for the night, turned out a small lamp and started for the door, only to hear a distinct click behind her. She wheeled around to see the lamp lit again. No one else was there. As she hurriedly headed for the door she felt a rush of frigid air pass her. This happened in the middle of summer when the house was not air-conditioned.


  •Author McElhaney states that many people have reported sighting “smoky figures” and “circles of billowing light” dance and seemingly float down the halls and staircase in the south wing. Also, patches of “gray light” and “circles of grayish matter” have shown up in photos taken in this area. No one has found a reason for this.


  •A guest staying in a south wing bedroom in 1978 said she was awakened long after midnight by an eerie feeling that she was not alone. She opened her eyes in the dark and saw, at the foot of her bed, “a smoky glowing figure of what appeared to be a man.” He was wearing a mask or veil and said nothing. He just stared at her. After several minutes, he faded away. The woman could not sleep the rest of the night.




  Two years later, another guest in the same room said she was awakened and saw “something luminous, perhaps ectoplasm, hovering about four or five feet off the ground.” This “pulsating mass” moved about for several minutes and then “slowly disappeared in the night.” Other guests have told of similar occur-rences. One saw the forms of two men neatly dressed in “suits of long ago.” She was mesmerized by the figures until they evaporated.


  •Residents of Woodlawn between 1905 and 1925 often told of hearing phantom footsteps in the house, unusual in the sense that they sounded like someone with a peg or wooden leg thumping up and down stairs at night. John Mason lived at the mansion in the middle of the nineteenth century. He had a wooden leg. Also, the original owner, Lawrence Lewis, suffered badly from arthritis and gout, and is believed to have used either a crutch or a cane.
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