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  INTRODUCTION

  Some things can’t be explained. In a sense, this entire book is based on that premise. But it must be human nature, when faced with what we don’t know, to try to find, or create, explanations. So legends grow from how we explain to ourselves the things we don’t understand. The legend of “Tsul ’Kalu and the Judaculla Rock” is a good example. Some of the giant’s roaring, leaping from mountaintop to mountaintop in a rage, cursing braves who upset him, must be how early tribes of Cherokee people accounted for thunder, lightning, and bad luck hunting. It must also be human nature to keep looking for additional information as we do learn about the world. Today, with thunder and lightning pretty well understood, folks acknowledge that old legend as a story that’s been passed down over generations, but they still want to explain the strange markings on the rock, since no giant actually etched them with his toenails. Such curiosity seems to lead us from one understanding into the next question. Somehow there is always a next question. Maybe that’s why the old stories grow and change over time, to allow for new knowledge and point to the next related question. Think about it this way. Suppose someone finally proved, absolutely, that the markings were made by creatures from another planet. Inevitably, the next generation of storytellers would try to figure out what planet they came from, why they were here, and why they didn’t stay. They’d probably try to deduce the aliens’ social structure and what they ate for supper as well. I believe that each generation of good storytellers adds knowledge to the old tales and introduces new questions.

  Two of the writers whose work certainly influenced mine were Nancy Roberts and John Harden. They’ve both passed on to whatever comes after this life, but the volumes of their stories still stand prominently in our libraries. When I told people that I was working on this book, one of the most frequent questions was, “Are you the new Nancy Roberts?” No way. She was in a class by herself. Nancy Roberts (1924–2008) was a model of research and storytelling. I knew her personally, though not well, when my job was to market a book she’d written for the University of South Carolina Press. Over the years, she wrote more than two dozen books, most of which have been reprinted many times. She also spoke at schools frequently, exciting successive generations of children with her stories and talks. I learned from her that the old stories were never old to people reading and hearing them for the first time, and that each legend or mystery deserves to be taken seriously. I did not know John William Harden (1914–1986), but I wish I had. Living in Greensboro, he was a whirlwind of activity, too. He worked as a journalist and newspaper editor. He advised North Carolina governors and textile executives, and founded the state’s first full-service public relations company. In writing old ghost stories, he practiced the journalistic deal—narrating the stories as they were told to him, without judgmental commentary. What stands out is the respect he had for the people who told him the tales.

  I’ve certainly given those old legends and mysteries their due in telling here, but I’ve included some more recent events, too. These tend to fall into the category of ghost or paranormal activity, perhaps because they haven’t had time yet to become legends. I don’t think those chapters reflect my personal attitude toward such accounts. I’m not even sure exactly what it would be. Harden wrote that the longer he worked with the topic the more he seemed aware of presences. The notion of apparitions and such things always interested me, but I didn’t want to participate. As a young woman, I kept a dish of pretzels by my bed to eat in case I had to get up in the middle of the night because I thought that was when apparitions appeared. I did not want to see any, and I figured nobody eating a pretzel ever did. It worked. I never have. However, my recent research leaves me convinced that intelligent, down-to-earth people have unexplained experiences that deserve attention. So you’ll find some of their stories here, too, told, I hope, with the same respect John Harden would’ve granted them.


  
CHAPTER 1

  

  

  The Lost Colony


  What would you think if, after being away several years, you returned to your favorite little village, where you knew everybody and expected a happy welcome, only to find the place deserted with no explanation of what had happened and no idea where to find your friends and relatives? And how long would you keep looking for them? That’s the heart of what’s become known as America’s oldest mystery—the disappearance of the settlers on Roanoke Island sometime between 1587 and 1590.

  The colony was just called “Roanoke” until the first performance of the outdoor drama The Lost Colony in 1937. Almost every summer since 1937, The Lost Colony has been performed at the Waterside Theater in Manteo, on Roanoke Island, dramatizing the unexplained disappearance of the English colony established in 1587 on the island, where Virginia Dare became the first English child to be born in the “new world.” That appellation caught on and the little colony has been called “Lost” ever since. In a sense, the drama has become a local industry. Many of the town’s residents have performed in it over the years, often in more than one role. Local people know this show well enough to recite lines by heart. What they don’t know is how to explain the disappearance of ninety men, seventeen women, and eleven children, apparently without a struggle, sometime between 1587, when John White, the colony’s governor and Virginia Dare’s grandfather, left for England to get more supplies, and August 1590, when he finally returned.

  [image: Players in the outdoor drama The Lost Colony at Manteo depict a fictional version of how the colonists may have packed up to walk on to a safer place. Photo courtesy Roanoake Island Historical Association, producers of The Lost Colony]

  What happened to the colonists? Do they have descendants and, if so, who and where are they? What took John White three years to get back to Roanoke Island? The Lost Colony drama is fiction, but it keeps the questions alive. And the longer people wonder, the more possible answers come along, none of them entirely adequate so far.

  The mystery begins in the 1500s, when England was eager to establish a presence in other lands as Spain was already doing vigorously. Colonizers in those days didn’t pay much attention to the fact that these “new” places were already populated, so Queen Elizabeth I, who ruled England at the time, gave Walter Raleigh permission to colonize in the New World. Also, he was supposed to set up a coastal base from which privateers (sanctioned pirates for the Crown) could launch raids against Spanish ships and bring home whatever valuables they might find, such as precious metal, to fill England’s coffers. Of course the men who found these things would also profit, as would the sponsors of the colonies. Raleigh didn’t go himself. First, in 1584, he sent an expedition with Philip Amadas and Arthur Barlowe to explore the Atlantic coast, looking for new sources of wealth. They landed on part of the area we now know as North Carolina’s Outer Banks. It seemed a good place from which to attack Spanish settlements farther south and to introduce themselves to the local native tribes. In a search for appropriate sites of future colonization, Amadas and Barlowe explored the coast in the vicinity of Hatteras and then moved north to what may have been Roanoke Inlet. Accounts differ somewhat in descriptions of what happened when the expedition got to Roanoke Island. They apparently received pleasant welcomes and explored the area with native guides. Then they returned to England about a year later with two natives, Manteo and Wanchese, to parade around for a sort of show-and-tell in England. And they brought back to England reports of the agreeable climate, ample wildlife, and lush growth on the island—a land of plenty peopled by friendly and benevolent Indians. What’s not to love? The queen gave Raleigh the right to all the land he could occupy and told him to name it “Virginia.” The name stems from the fact that Elizabeth, having never married, was the virgin queen; its technical accuracy is not assured.

  The next trip, Raleigh still didn’t go himself. Instead, he sent about one hundred men, including craftsmen who could build and outfit a community on the island, scholars to study and write about it, and John White, an artist, to capture its images. But the group’s leader, Ralph Lane, was a military man in an era when soldiers were accustomed to taking what they wanted and moving harshly against perceived slights. Also, it was too late in the season for the group to grow any food, and in the absence of women, stores probably were ill used, while some were spoiled in transport. Reports differ somewhat, but the actions of the men included kidnapping, killing a chief, burning his village and its crops over a supposedly stolen silver cup, perhaps raping a native woman, and treating the natives as “savages.” It must have been confusing to the natives to have the English start out friendly, with John White drawing pictures of them, and then turn warlike. The natives became hostile in return. Today, the expedition’s failure seems almost inevitable. A group of lonely, hungry men, with no idea when a supply ship might arrive, scared of attacks from natives they’d alienated with aggressive behavior, would want to get out of there and go home. So when Sir Francis Drake showed up at the island after plundering St. Augustine, Florida, the men climbed aboard and headed back to England. Ironically, a supply ship showed up just two weeks later. Its crew found only a deserted fort and some buildings, so they went on, leaving behind just fifteen men to maintain the English presence on the site. Today, scholars wonder why the English thought fifteen men would be safe in an area populated by many natives, most of whom no longer trusted the English.

  Even though things had gone sour, Sir Walter Raleigh still wanted a colony in the New World. He tried again, this time with an assembled group of 117 men, women, and children to create a proper settlement. He made the artist, John White, governor. The group also included White’s daughter, Eleanor, who was pregnant, and her husband, Annanias Dare, as well as the chief, Manteo. Again, today we wonder about the wisdom of sending people of high birth, who were accustomed to comfortable life in English society and had minimal skills, to start over in a place about which they knew little. And why were these new settlers willing to go? Raleigh had changed his mind about where to establish a settlement and tried to send the group to the Chesapeake Bay. But when the ship’s pilot, Simon Fernandes, with the crew and settlers, stopped at Roanoke Island to pick up the fifteen men left behind a year before, the men were gone, except for some bones. The Croatoan natives, on what we know today as Hatteras Island, said the men had been attacked by other native tribes, though some had survived and sailed up the coast. Not a warm welcome. Fernandes insisted the colonists stay at Roanoke anyway because, as a privateer, he was itching to get into the war brewing between Spain and England and gather wealth, not ferry passengers to a new settlement site.

  On Roanoke, Governor White tried to restore friendly relations with the native tribes that had been attacked earlier by Lane’s men, but he wasn’t successful. Not only would the colonists be on their own for food, but also they feared for their lives. Facing the threat of starvation as well as death, the colonists urged White to go back to England with Fernandes to get more supplies and recruit help. He must have left reluctantly, but in August 1587, just a month after the birth of his granddaughter, Virginia Dare, White sailed away with Fernandes, even though it was winter, a bad time for the trip. In an era well before electronic communication, the best White could do was to tell his colony to carve a Maltese cross on a tree if something happened and they had to leave.

  Three years passed.

  While published accounts of the settlement attempts to this point differ only in a few details, speculation about what took White so long to return varies considerably more. The usual explanation is that all England’s ships were commandeered for the escalating war with Spain, but speculations hint at political manipulations, some of which are spelled out in “The Story at The Lost Colony Genealogy and DNA Research Group,” at www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~molcgdrg/faqs/lcstory.htm.

  One contributor at this site, Roberta Estes, wrote that the story is “. . . like a large knit sweater, once you start to pull on one raveling, slowly the entire sweater starts to unravel, and eventually, that small raveling is much larger than you ever expected.”

  According to the classic story, when White was finally able to return to Roanoke, he found the place deserted, yet there was no sign of violence, nor any cross carved on a tree. Only the words “Croatoan” carved into a fort post and “Cro” on a tree gave any indication that the colonists might have tried to communicate. Moreover, the colonists had taken belongings with them, as if they hadn’t run away in panic. At the time, the obvious conclusion was that they’d moved to Croatoan Island, but nobody tried to look for them because of a coming storm. So White sailed away, presumably with no idea what had happened to his family and colonists. Isn’t that odd behavior for a father and grandfather? One researcher who searched original documents became convinced that perhaps he did know, and for political reasons chose not to tell. And Karen Ordahl Kupperman titled her book, published in 1984, The Abandoned Colony.

  Today one persistent theory about the colonists is that they went to live with some of the native tribes, perhaps splitting up. Some of them might have decided to move on to Chesapeake Bay, where they’d originally expected to go, while others headed for Croatoan, and in both cases, were assimilated. Proponents point especially to the Lumbee people, now in Pembroke, North Carolina, whose features tend to be pale skinned, not resembling other tribes such as the Cherokees. Many Lumbees, too, believe they have ancestors from the Roanoke colony. (www.members.tripod.com/~redheart/thelostcolony.htm). This group of natives was never forced onto an Indian reservation. Similarly, Native Americans of Person County, North Carolina, were reported by later settlers to know English and, in some cases, to have “European” features. In a relatively new development, ongoing DNA testing (www.lost-colony.com/DNAproject.html) is in process to gather information scientifically. Their invitation says, “If your family descends from the Eastern Carolina area, if your family has an oral tradition of Lumbee or other Native American ancestry from the Eastern United States, or if your family includes one of our ‘most wanted’ surnames, join the Lost Colony DNA Project with Family Tree DNA.” The surnames, from lists of colonists and “families of interest,” begin with Allen and Bishop and range all the way through Waters and Wright. The project sponsors hope to learn what happened to the colonists as well as the early native population. Where did they go? Did they survive? If so, who are their descendants and where do they live today? This reflects a conviction that members of the first colony did survive and reproduce. Or perhaps native tribes took the colonists as slaves, using the women not only for labor but also sexual activity, which could also account for later changes in the physical characteristics of some natives and would allow for the possibility of descendants today.

  A less hopeful theory is that the whole colony moved together and later all were killed, perhaps by the Spanish. But the Spanish actually had reported finding the remains of the deserted fort in 1588, and even if they’d resorted to mass slaughter, there’d have been remains.

  Other possibilities that have surfaced include the colonists dying in an attempt to return to England on their own in vessels that were not seaworthy, and being victims of cannibalism. But who would take a baby onto the ocean in a small boat? And even cannibals leave behind bones. Where are they?

  Natural causes come into consideration, too. A 1998 study of old cypress trees from Roanoke Island done by archaeologists indicates that after White left the colonists, the Roanoke area had its worst drought during a growing season in 800 years. The scramble for food might have pitted natives and colonists against each other, though it still wouldn’t explain their total disappearance.

  In 2009 Fred Willard wrote a lengthy research paper after examining the previously lost writings of Thomas Harriot, a naturalist who accompanied John White in 1585. Willard also investigated writings by earlier historians and studied early maps and drawings, including some by John White. And he discovered old deeds in courthouse records showing English surnames for some natives. Willard wrote, “The hypothesis for this paper is that the 1587 colony of Sir Walter Raleigh resettled 50 miles from their original settlement on Roanoke Island.” Willard agrees with others that Raleigh sponsored the Roanoke voyages as a money-making project. But he suggests that it was more than precious metals that attracted the expeditions. Old abstracts refer to “secret commodities and a secret location.” As a result of his research, Willard believes that the colonists had gone, as agreed earlier, to the secret location fifty miles inland where the commodities were silk worms and sassafras. The ability to produce silk would be profitable. Sassafras was used at the time to treat syphilis. Such resources could’ve earned Raleigh and others invested in the colony great wealth. If the colonists did make such a move, it’s plausible that over time they were assimilated into the native community, and with subsequent English trips to the area, somebody must have known.

  With ongoing archaeological exploration and DNA research, the mystery of the Lost Colony may eventually be solved. Then what?

  A line in “The Story at The Lost Colony Genealogy and DNA Research Group” says if the truth about the Lost Colony is discovered, it would have “the much less interesting name of ‘The Found Colonists.’” How would that play out as an outdoor drama?


  
CHAPTER 2

  

  

  Historic Gold Hill


  On a warm North Carolina summer day in Gold Hill, North Carolina historian Vivian Pennington-Hopkins was sitting in an Amish glider outside Mauney’s 1840 Store—a structure she’d saved from the bulldozer in 1990, which had since become a museum, shop, and tourist attraction. She felt somebody sit down beside her and move the seat back. She looked over to say hello but nobody was there. When she touched the seat next to her, it was much too chilly for the warm summer day. Vivian didn’t say it was a ghost, but she did assert that what happened had no normal explanation. It’s part of local lore but probably not old enough a story yet to be considered a Gold Hill legend. In this once booming gold rush town, now a small village dedicated to historic preservation and tourism, unexplained events are the stuff of daily life.
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