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“I thought Astonishing Bathroom Reader was entertaining and often quite funny. Plus its subject matter and approach are unique and even thought provoking. Indeed, major kudos for all the comic book references that are sprinkled throughout the book. As a comics nerd, I eat that sort of thing up.”


—John Lustig, Last Kiss Comics
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“A panoramic sweep of bite size facts delivering everything it promises on the cover.”


—Alan Digby, Blackwater Side
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“One of the funnier and more informative bathroom books. Lots of content!”


—Ross May, Devil Dealers
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“This book stands up quite well to other books in this genre. It is diﬃcult to put down once you open the first page. Lots of new and interesting items. If you love trivia, you’ll love this book.”


—Cal Stout, Amazon customer
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“Certainly value for money—well researched and wittily written.”


—Kevan Donovan, Amazon customer
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“Loving it!! It’s so much fun I am sending one to my son and one to my nephew!”


—Barbara W., Amazon customer
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To my wife, Icha,
who made a believer out of me.
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BONUS CURSE


A medieval warning to book thieves ancient and modern:


“The finished book before you lies; This humble scribe don’t criticize. Whoever takes away this book May he never on Christ look.


Whoever to steal this volume durst; May he be killed as one accursed. Whoever to steal this volume tries Out with his eyes, out with his eyes! ”


Mark Drogin (1936-2017), Anathema! Medieval Scribes and the History of Book Curses (Allanheld & Schram, 1983)







INTRODUCTION


“‘We’re all mad here. I’m mad. You’re mad.’


‘How do you know I’m mad?’ said Alice. ‘You must be,’ said the Cat, ‘or you wouldn’t have come here.’”


—Lewis Carroll


When Jesse McHugh at Skyhorse’s Racehorse imprint requested a sequel of equal girth, yet different in tone from my Astonishing Bathroom Reader, I proposed an open-minded, indepth follow-up of the fringe subjects I only managed to glaze over in that book, which had managed to capture my interest and fuel my investigative curiosity for months after the leaded black ink had been finally set in glorious, pulpy print.


The way I see it, a true skeptic’s mind is drawn to the weirdest of things, if only to inoculate itself against the virus of certainty, which tends to clog intellectual growth more than any odd theory—however far-fetched it would seem to our well-meaning mind—because there is always room for healthy doses of doubt, no matter which side of the belief spectrum we are on. Case in point, see the photo below, taken years ago by my beloved Maritza “Icha” Mardones. I assure you it wasn’t doctored in any way.
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Maritza Mardones Castillo


What is that? A floating eye peeking through the steam, obviously, but whose? How? Where from? Well, I’ll be damned if not knowing should prevent us from seeking the answers to this and other unfathomable mysteries! So, gulp down your Kool-Aid, and plunge into the rabbit hole of this Bizarre Bathroom Reader with me. I promise you won’t regret it.
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I


PUZZLING PLACES


“You unlock this door with the key of imagination. Beyond it is another dimension: a dimension of sound, a dimension of sight, a dimension of mind.


You’re moving into a land of both shadow and substance, of things and ideas. You’ve just crossed over into… The Twilight Zone.”


— Rod Serling
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A LAND OF SHADOW AND SUBSTANCE


I can think of no better way to open this volume than by interviewing fellow writer J. M. DeMatteis. A man known to many for his seminal work in comic books (including Justice League International, Spiderman, and Abdazad), the focus of this particular conversation nonetheless falls on his work for the 1985 The Twilight Zone TV series revival.


What made you want to become a writer?


I was always creative. Spent my childhood drawing. Started playing guitar in the fifth grade and began writing songs and playing in bands when I was a teenager. Writing was something that always came naturally to me, just another expression of that same creativity that came out through art and music. But it’s the one that led to a career—first as a music journalist, then in comics, TV, novels, film . . .


What were your major writing influences as a young man, and what are your main ones now?


I think once you have your influences, they’re the ones that stay with you for life; so, the same writers that inspired me when I was younger still inspire me today: Ray Bradbury, Rod Serling, Dickens, Dostoyevsky, Vonnegut, J. D. Salinger, Philip K. Dick . . . to name a few. In comics: Stan Lee, Jack Kirby, Steve Gerber, Len Wein, Will Eisner.


How did you break into comics? What was the state of the industry back then?


I broke in by sending submissions to DC. Paul Levitz was editing the anthologies, what used to be called the “mystery” books (House of Secrets, House of Mystery, Weird War Tales, etc.), and—long story short—I kept submitting till Paul bought one. The first story I sold was to House of Mystery, the first one that saw print was in Weird War.


How did you make the transition from comics to television?


I never saw myself as just a comic book writer, so I always wanted to expand out and write in as many forms and genres as possible. I’m a huge Twilight Zone fan and, back in the eighties, when I heard the show was being revived, I was very excited. I read in a magazine that Alan Brennert, who’d written some stories for DC, was working on the show so I tracked down an address, took a chance, and wrote him a letter. Alan, who is a brilliant writer and a truly nice human being, reached out, asked me to submit some ideas, and that eventually led to me selling my first script, The Girl I Married.


What was writing for television like in the eighties, and what was different from doing it for comics publishing?


The big difference in TV is that it’s a group effort. In comics, we have a lot of independence to go off and tell our stories in exactly the way we want. Even when I’m writing the Marvel and DC icons, I have a tremendous amount of freedom. You’re generally dealing with an artist and an editor and that’s it. So, you can really put a personal stamp on things. In TV, especially when you’re a freelancer hired to write an episode, there are more people involved and it’s much more collaborative. You’re often hired to develop a story that the staff has developed with specific goals in mind. So your job is to execute their vision and, at the same time, bring as much of yourself, of your own ideas and personality, to the project. (TZ was different. It was an anthology, so the individual writers had to generate unique, stand-alone ideas for their episodes.)


As long as I take off my “personal vision” hat and put on my “collaboration” hat, working in television is tremendous fun. I get to work with extraordinarily talented people, bouncing around stories, creating things that will be seen by millions. Doesn’t get better than that, does it?


What specific set of traits makes a superhero story good or interesting?


The same traits that make any story interesting. First and foremost, the stories have to be about deep, interesting characters. You have to root your tales in emotion and psychology. Without that, the cleverest plot in the world is just empty calories. You want your audience to think, to feel. To see themselves in the characters and, perhaps, learn something about themselves in the process. Some people write from the plot in. I generally write from the characters out. If you’ve got the characters right, the plot will form itself naturally.


What unique point of view, sensibility, and storytelling did you bring into the job?


Because TZ is an anthology, you can tell stories that are deeply personal. My episode came out of experiences in my own life, translated—via “the zone”—into fantasy. And that’s the beauty of Twilight Zone—you can literalize the interior world. Our inner experiences are often fairly fantastic. TZ allows us to give them shape and form. I also think—and this is why I adore the show—that the outer world is far more fantastic and magical than most people realize (or admit). It’s certainly been my experience that life is filled with magic and miracles. Which makes TZ a far more accurate reflection of what life really is than so-called “realistic” fiction.


What was the usual time frame when writing an episode for that show?


My memory is that a draft had to be turned around in two/three weeks. And then the rewrites would turn around a little faster. But it’s been a very long time, so I can’t swear to it.


Was there any reviewing and rewriting involved? How much input did you get from producers and directors? Any from CBS executives in general?


I was a freelancer, so I didn’t have any dealings with the CBS execs. Alan was my contact, so he would pass the notes on to me. Rewriting? Absolutely. My episode was rewritten by another comic book writer, Marty Pasko, who, along with his writing partner Rebecca Parr, was on the staff of the show. The staff often has to do the final pass because issues come up that have to be dealt with quickly and, as a freelancer living three thousand miles away in New York, it’s not that easy for me to address everything. Also, this was my first TV script, and I still had a lot to learn. I’m sure Marty and Rebecca improved many elements of my original draft. I was very lucky, too, that the show’s executive producer, Phil DeGuere, directed my episode. I went out to LA for the filming and had a wonderful time watching my story come to life. The first time I heard the actors speak my dialogue, I almost wept!


How do you think the 1986 revival holds up against the 1959 original?


Let’s be honest: Nothing can compare with the original. It’s a unique beast, guided by Rod Serling’s vision—his heart, soul, and humanity—and featuring a small group of the finest fantasy writers of the era. That said, the eighties’ TZ was incredibly well done and had some extraordinary episodes. (Alan Brennert’s “Her Pilgrim Soul” remains one of the finest shows I’ve ever seen on television.) Taken on its own terms, that version of TZ was a pretty brilliant anthology series.


What did you learn from the whole experience? What did you bring back from it, into your comics and animation work?


The first time you work in a new form, it’s a challenge. There are so many things to learn. And it took me some time to get comfortable with the form. But in the end it’s all about the story. And a great story is a great story, no matter the medium. You’ll express it differently in a comic, a novel, a TV show, or a movie, but, at the core, you need a compelling story, told in a compelling way. I love writing TV and film, I love the collaboration, I love reaching audiences far larger than any comic could ever reach. There’s something truly magical about it.


What would you say changed the most in television between the late 1980s and modern times?


Well, these days you see major movie stars, major directors, massive budgets. An hour of television can look as good as a feature film. But TV remains, as it always has, more intimate and, in many ways, more immediate than film. The ongoing television series allows you to connect with a group of characters in real time, week to week, and establish emotional connections that ripple through the storytelling, creating a relationship between audience and characters that movies often can’t. In that way, TV is more like comics, where people get attached to certain characters and will follow them for years.
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LOVE TRIANGLE


When “The Deadly Bermuda Triangle” was unleashed onto the unsuspecting readers of then-venerable sci-fi magazine Argosy back in February of 1964, little did Fortean writer Vincent H. Gaddis (1913–1997) suspect the moniker would ever cross over to the cultural mainstream, but it did.


1. Called the “Devil’s Triangle” by more lurid journalists, it corresponds to a 500,000- to 1,510,000-square-mile patch of sea, roughly cut between Bermuda, Central Florida, and the islands of the Greater Antilles (Cuba, Hispaniola, Jamaica, and Puerto Rico), where mysteriously disappearing ships—and, as of the twentieth century, planes and submarines too—have been reported for centuries.


2. But not according to famous debunker Larry Kusche (b.1940), whose extensive research on the subject led to the publication of his 1975 The Bermuda Triangle Mystery: Solved, which threw a bucket of ice-cold water over Bermuda Triangle aficionados by clarifying most disappearances as either naturally caused accidents, human error, or plainly manufactured nonsense.


3. However, while traﬃc was and still is incredibly heavy in the region since the time Spanish vessels first sailed through the lane and were given a taste of its seasonably extreme weather conditions, not all disappearances can be chalked up to storms, hurricanes, or even the Gulf stream.


4. Unexplained magnetic anomalies have long been said to hit the area—which author Ivan T. Sanderson (1911–1973) claimed to be much broader, and “lozenge-shaped” (Invisible Residents, p.159, 1977)—in recurring waves. While this phenomenon could be a natural occurrence, some authors have suggested otherwise.


5. Charles Berlitz (1913–2003) notably attributed the phenomena to wrinkles in space-time, purportedly caused either by remnants of Atlantis technology, UFOs, or something in-between. Particularly, the 1968 discovery of the underwater “Bimini Road,” a stretch of ancient stone “pavement” off the northwest coast of North Bimini Island, has lent some credence to the Atlantis hypothesis.


6. Within the Bermuda Triangle’s bounds lies the Puerto Rico Trench, which reaches down to the infamous Milwaukee Depth, the deepest point in the Atlantic Ocean at -27,493 feet. Alas, the Triangle itself still hasn’t been recognized by any nation, nor included in any oﬃcial maps.




BONUS FACT


At the end of the 1980s, against a devalued ruble, PepsiCo opted to trade its popular soft drink in exchange for seventeen Soviet submarines, a destroyer, and other ships, briefly becoming the world’s sixth-largest naval superpower, and its first fully privately owned one.







THE LIFE AQUATIC


While relatively smaller than claimed by many authors, the list of still-inexplicable incidents in the Bermuda Triangle area never ceases to amaze, beginning with none other than Christopher Columbus (1451–1506)!


1. Consigned by the great Admiral himself to the pages of his diario on the evening of October 11, 1492, a day before landfall, Columbus saw a shimmering light in the distance. “ . . . and because the Pinta vessel was a better ship, she went ahead of the Admiral, found land and made the signals that the Admiral had ordered. A sailor called Rodrigo de Triana first saw this land, although at the tenth hour of the night the Admiral being on the stern castle saw a light, though it was a thing so dim, he didn’t want to aﬃrm that it might have been land.” Despite this strange occurrence, it must be noted that neither Columbus nor his ships were swallowed by the Triangle itself.


2. In 1800, 1814, and 1824 three US Navy ships (USS Pickering, USS Wasp, and USS Wild Cat) all vanished at sea along with the totality of their crews (90, 140, and 14 people, respectively).


3. Dubbed “the single largest loss of life in the history of the US Navy not related to combat,” the USS Cyclops and its crew of 306 men (and some civilian passengers) vanished without a trace on March 4, 1918, after departing Barbados. She was carrying 11,000 tons of manganese ore, which is used to produce munitions. Her two sister ships, USS Proteus (fifty-eight men on board) and USS Nereus (sixty-one men on board), also disappeared at sea while carrying manganese ore, a month apart from each other in 1941!


4. On December 5, 1945, five TBM Avenger torpedo bombers collectively known as Flight 19 disappeared with their fourteen airmen during an exercise, as did the PBM Mariner flying boat and its crew of thirteen dispatched to search for them. While the loss of the flying boat was attributed to an explosion, nobody knows for sure what happened to the bombers, other than their compasses freezing suddenly as they flew into oblivion.


5. Two British South American Airways (BSAA) Tudor IV passenger planes, the Star Tiger and Star Ariel, vanished without trace in 1948 and 1949 respectively. The Star Tiger was flying from the Azores to Bermuda, while the Star Ariel was on the way to Kingston, Jamaica, from Bermuda.


6. In 1962, a USAF Boeing KB-50K


Superfortress—huge!—and its crew of nine went missing en route to the Azores from Langley, Virginia. Three years later an Ercoupe F01—tiny!—also disappeared, seemingly into thin air.


7. Portrayed in Steven Spielberg’s 1977 blockbuster film Close Encounters of the Third Kind as stranded by aliens in the middle of the Gobi Desert, the SS Cotopaxi carrier was originally christened after a still-active volcano in Ecuador by its builder, the Great Lakes Engineering Works, in Ecorse, Michigan, back in 1918. Seven years later, it went missing with its thirty-two men on board, while on the way to Havana, Cuba; a disappearance that was linked to the Bermuda Triangle until finally identified by diver Michael C. Barnette (b.1971) in January 2020 as the “Bear Wreck” found in the 1980s lying thirty-five miles off the coast of St. Augustine, Florida.


8. While unexplained disappearances may have slowed down in the past couple of decades, people’s fascination with the Bermuda Triangle continues to grow, as ships and aircraft keep on reporting strange occurrences in the area, such as the Turkish Airlines flight TK183 incident on February 23, 2017, which saw the Airbus take a detour from Havana to Washington Dulles Airport in Virginia on account of a strange electrical malfunction, or the unnamed twenty-nine-foot Mako Cuddy Cabin boat with twenty people on board, which vanished on its way to Florida from Bimini Island as recently as December 31, 2020. The mystery, it appears, continues to deepen.
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AXIS OF EVIL


“Vile Vortices” were first hypothesized by Scottish biologist and author Ivan T. Sanderson—him again?— after similar incidents from around the globe made him realize the Bermuda Triangle was far from an isolated phenomenon.


Bermuda Triangle: The first and best-known anomalous region, this infamous patch of salt water is already described at length in the preceding pages.


Formosa Triangle: Also known as the Dragon’s Triangle. Like its Bermuda “cousin,” this location had the same defenders (Berlitz, Sanderson) and detractors (Kusche) during the twentieth century. What stands out, however, is the Japanese government’s recognition of the area as ma no umi, or “dangerous sea,” due to the number of vessels that dared enter its waters never to return.


Hamakua Volcano: It is unclear which of the two volcanos in the Hamakua district of Hawaii Sanderson referred to, but the entire volcanic archipelago has certainly seen its share of marine tragedies, not all of them solved.


Easter Island: The nigh mythical island of the south Pacific, if only due to the hundreds of monolithic moai that litter its surface and even the bottom of the sea surrounding it, created by the island’s original Polynesian settlers. As with the hieroglyphic writing their descendants developed, the statues’ true meaning has been largely lost to time.


New Hebrides Trench: On the edges of the southwestern Pacific Ocean’s Coral Sea, between the islands of Vanuatu and New Caledonia lies a trench as deep as 25,000 feet, that according to recent exploration is teeming with marine life and may yield greater mysteries in years to come.


Wharton Basin: A marine depression at the northeastern quarter of the Indian Ocean, and connecting the India and Australia tectonic plates, which explains its seismic activity. Its floor remains uncharted territory and is yet to be thoroughly explored.


MohenjoDaro: The “Mound of the Dead Men” is all that remains of one of the largest cities of the ancient Indus Valley Civilization. Located in modern day Pakistan, it was built around 2500 BC, and to this day nobody knows why it was abandoned and forgotten six hundred years later.


Great Zimbabwe: Built with dry stone in the southeastern hills of Zimbabwe as the palace of a forgotten local monarch around 1000 AD, it was abandoned five hundred years later by the local Shona people under mysterious circumstances.


Algerian Megaliths: While often confused with the beautiful Madghacen, a royal mausoleum-temple of the Berber Numidian Kings which dates back to 150 BC, these refer to large paleolithic and neolithic semi-carved stones scattered across the Sahara Desert. Their original purpose, like Stonehenge’s, is forever lost in the sands of time.


South Atlantic Anomaly: A scientifically sanctioned anomaly, the SAA is the region encompassing the south Atlantic and a large portion of South America where Earth’s magnetic field is at its weakest, allowing the Van Allen radiation belt to get as close to Earth's surface as 120 miles, which means the whole region is supercharged solar energy particles!


North and South Pole: The two places on Earth where the planet’s axis of rotation meets the surface, in the middle of the Arctic Ocean and Antarctica respectively. Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen (1872–1928) was the first man to reach the South Pole in 1911 and led the first verified expedition to the North Pole aboard an airship in 1926. While the poles often shift, their rare reversal (the latest one taking place 42,000 years ago) can be catastrophic.




BONUS QUOTE


“Love is something that hangs up behind the bathroom door and smells of Lysol.”


—Ernest Hemingway







DAVY JONES’S LOCKER


“Vile Vortices” are far from the most dangerous spots in the high seas, according to both a 2013 report from environmental NGO WWF (World Wide Fund for Nature), and a current one by private insurance corporation Allianz Global.


The Coral Triangle: The world’s most dangerous part of the ocean on account of its dozens of yearly shipwrecks, the Coral Triangle encompasses the South China Sea and the East Indies (which include Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Papua New Guinea, Timor-Leste, and Solomon Islands), an area of well over two million square miles. Home to six hundred different species of coral, seven marine turtle species, and more than two thousand species of fish, the 120 million people living on its coasts threaten its fragile ecosystem with overfishing and pollution. According to the Allianz Global Safety and Shipping Review 2020, 228 ships have been lost there between 2010 and 2019.


Eastern Mediterranean and Black Sea: Holding the record for the second-largest number of shipwrecks in the world, this area reported a total of 137 shipwrecks between 2010 and 2019, but, in part due to the reduction in traﬃc caused by the global Coronavirus Pandemic, these numbers have shown a steady decline as of 2021.


The Sea of Japan: Surrounded by Japan, Korea, and North China, this body of water comes third with the 2010–2019 loss of 108 ships, according to the Allianz Global Safety and Shipping Review 2020. It is also the only area where real-world danger partly overlaps with Sanderson’s Formosa Triangle “vortex.”


North Sea and the British Isles: With steadily declining ship losses since 2013, this area (which includes the English Channel and the Bay of Biscay) still comes in at fourth place on the list. The Allianz Global Safety and Shipping Review 2020 consigns the loss of seventy ships, but a staggering rise in accidents—605 in 2019 alone!


West African Coast: While the region registered a relatively small number of thirty-nine ship losses, the Gulf of Guinea, a piracy hotspot, concentrates 90 percent of all global kidnappings at sea!




BONUS FACTS


According to a 2002 AP report, two unnamed seventy-year-old Finnish twin brothers were killed hours apart from each other by different trucks while riding their bicycles on the same highway.


In 1832, after being refused the proper accommodations aboard a steamboat on account of the color of his skin, Brazilian immigrant Emiliano Mundrucu (1791–1863) filed the first court lawsuit against racial discrimination in US history.







INTERDIMENSIONAL BROTHERLY LOVE


Not all wrinkles in space-time occur due to natural factors or the undue meddling of suspected alien origin. Human beings, too, have a well-known track record for toying around with science they barely understand, which could potentially destroy us all.


1. A middling author of several UFO books which preceded the “ancient aliens” phenomenon by half a century, astronomer Morris K. Jessup (1900–1959) began to correspond with Carl M. Allen (1925–1994), writing as “Carlos Miguel Allende,” in a way that mirrored the Raymond A. Palmer (1910–1977) and Richard S. Shaver (1907–1975) affair a decade earlier.


2. In his letters, Allen claimed to have witnessed a “cloaking” (invisibility to radar) experiment gone wrong. Conducted on October 28, 1943, aboard the USS Eldridge at the Philadelphia Naval Shipyard, the trial saw the destroyer allegedly vanish from sight in a blue haze, only to reappear in Norfolk, Virginia, 200 miles away, where it stood for some time until vanishing and reappearing back in Philadelphia ten minutes later. It had been plunged into a wormhole!


3. Supposedly based on Einstein’s unified field theory about the interrelation of electromagnetism and gravity, the experiment allegedly left some crewmen fused to the deck and others turned inside-out, while a few simply never reappeared. The very few who survived the ordeal were left raving-mad, according to Allen’s account.


4. Needless to say, oﬃcial Navy records completely contradict these claims, establishing the USS Eldridge to be on a performance tour in the Bahamas around the time the “experiment” allegedly took place, while later research sadly revealed Mr. Allen as a loner with a long history of mental illness. This, of course, didn’t stop a flurry of writers from jumping aboard the Eldridge and taking us all for a ride. Case in point, The Philadelphia Experiment: Project Invisibility: The Startling Account of a Ship that Vanished—and Returned to Damn Those Who Knew Why . . . (1978) by William L. Moore (b.1943) and the aforementioned Charles Berlitz, a man who ostensibly never found a sea mystery he couldn’t cash in on.


5. Beginning with a script written by none other than John Carpenter (b.1948), the Moore and Berlitz bestseller was faithfully adapted to the silver screen as The Philadelphia Experiment (1984), which was directed by Stewart Raﬃll (b.1942), with Michael Paré (b.1958) and Nancy Allen (b.1950) as the leading couple. Considered a minor cult classic, it did well enough at the box oﬃce to spawn an inferior sequel in 1993, and a somewhat decent 2012 TV-movie reboot, with the appropriate cameo by Michael Paré himself.




THE BLACK PEARL


Nothing jolly about them: ghost ships range from the truly spectral to the real-life derelict, drifting aimlessly with the crew either dead or missing, but let’s focus on the former before jumping aboard the latter.


Flying Dutchman: Arguably the most famous ghost ship hailing from the 1790s, this glowing harbinger of doom—hurricanes!—is said to be a Dutch East India Company merchant ship that couldn’t be steered into South Africa’s Cape of Good Hope harbor, and forever remains lost at sea.


Caleuche: Sailing straight from the South Pacific folklore of the Chiloé Island, in Chile, this vessel is said to be manned by the enslaved souls of the dead, brought aboard by the Pincoy and the Pincoya, the “Donnie & Marie” of the mermaid world.


Ghost Ship of Northumberland Strait: Dramatically blazing, this spectral schooner has kept sailing the strait separating Prince Edward Island from Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, in Canada, for the last two hundred years. Burning ship apparitions are far from unusual; however, real-life 1813's Young Teazer and 1858's Eliza Battle are said to still be flaming their way through North American waterways.


Lady Lovibond: Appearing in fifty-year intervals since 1748, the Lady Lovibond is said to have been originally bound for Oporto, Portugal, on a honeymoon pleasure trip, when it was deliberately wrecked on the Goodwin Sands (Kent, England) by the jealous first mate.


Palatine Light: This particular apparition, based on the ill-fated voyage of the Princess Augusta, has been haunting Rhode Island since 1738. Its water supply became contaminated to the point of killing two hundred passengers and half the crew, the captain included, and severe storms subsequently damaged and forced the ship north, eventually wrecking it ashore at Block Island. Unsalvageable, it was finally pushed out to sea, only to sink forever into local folklore.


SS Bannockburn: Dubbed the “Flying Dutchman of the Great Lakes,” this Canadian steel-hull freighter vanished from sight on a snowy November 21, 1902, with a cork life preserver being the only remnant found a month later. Reports of its ghostly sighting on the waters of Lake Superior continue to surface every now and then.


København: This five-masted barge vanished without trace en route from Buenos Aires to Sydney back in 1928, only to be seen sailing the Pacific with a broken mast, in spectral form, by passengers and crew of the Mexico, a Danish East Asiatic Company motorboat, a year later. Sightings continued over the following years, with reports from Argentinian, Chilean, and Peruvian fishermen finally dying out after a ship cadet's diary had been found in a bottle on Bouvet Island, telling of the København’s ultimate “death by iceberg,” its survivors escaping aboard lifeboats, one of which was found, corpses still inside, in the southern coast of Africa.


HMS Eurydice: A victim of one of Britain's worst peacetime naval disasters, this corvette sank in 1878 during a heavy snowstorm just off the Isle of Wight, and over the years many reputable witnesses, including Prince Edward (b.1964), the Earl of Wessex, claim to have seen it.


RMS Queen Mary: Far from vanished, the venerable ocean liner permanently moored at the Port of Long Beach, California, houses restaurants, a museum, and a hotel. However, according to several accounts, it is also one of the most haunted places in America, with suite room B-340 being where the largest number of paranormal incidents have taken place. Scariest apparitions include a murdered cook, a mini-skirted woman who drowned in the pool, a woman in a white evening gown draping herself over the salon piano, and many, many more.


USS YMS-328: The 140-f00t-long decommissioned US Navy Mine Sweeper was one of John Wayne’s (1907–1979) most prized possessions. Renovating and re-christening her as the Wild Goose, the film star hosted many a party for the celebrities of his day on board, and apparently had such a good time he never really left, reportedly being seen and felt in the years immediately following his death, but no new reports have surfaced since, which explains why Hornblower Cruises still rents the ship for dinner cruises.




BONUS FACTS


While researching for a role in the film adaptation of The Girl from Petrovka (1974), Sir Anthony Hopkins (b.1937) scouted London’s used bookshops in vain for a copy of the original novel only to find it on a subway station bench. Turns out it had been misplaced by the author himself, George Feifer (1934–2019), who was delighted when Hopkins returned it to him while shooting the film in Vienna months later.


With more than 6,000 confirmed fictional casualties, the largest body-count in any horror film goes to VHS ghost Sadako Yamamura (Ringu), a.k.a. Samara Morgan in the American remake, who has killed more Japanese people (and foreigners) than Godzilla!


A product of “hipster” subculture gone too far, “yarn-bombing” began in 2005, in Houston, Texas, when a local knitting club began wrapping city lamp posts, parking meters, telephone poles, etc. with spare knitted or crocheted material.







DEATH SHIP


While not as glamorous as the glowing, floating ghost ships of lore, real-life ocean drifters, their crew either mysteriously vanished or rotting on deck, still have many stories to tell.


Duc de Dantzig: An early nineteenth-century French private man-of-war, the Dantzig lived many high seas adventures, privateering throughout the Caribbean and the Atlantic from 1808 until 1811, when it was never seen or heard from again. Presumed lost at sea, the story goes that an unnamed French frigate found it drifting two years later, the rotting crew either hacked to pieces or crucified to the masts in what appeared to have been an epic bloodbath. It was set ablaze and left to scuttle.


SV Mary Celeste: Perhaps one of the most popular ghost ship mysteries ever, and rightfully so, the Mary Celeste was an American brigantine found abandoned midway between the Azores Islands and Portugal on December 4, 1872, by Canadian sailing ship Dei Gratia, under partial sail, with the cargo intact, and her lifeboat missing; her crew and passengers were never seen again. Impounded and salvaged while simultaneously immortalized in fiction by writers like Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930), it continued sailing under new owners until it was deliberately sunk off the coast of Haiti, in an attempted insurance fraud, back in 1885.


Marlborough: Disappeared at sea while on a voyage to London back in 1890, the fate of this merchant sailing ship and its crew remains a complete mystery after 131 years. One thing is certain though: the Bermuda Triangle had nothing to do with it, and the sea surrounding the British Isles remains as dangerous today as it did back then.


SS Ourang Medan: In an incident unreliably dated by various news sources as happening in 1940 or 1947–48, this Dutch sulfuric acid transport was found intact, floating aimlessly in the waters of the Strait of Malacca, somewhere between Malaysia and Singapore. The corpses of its crew, captain, and even a dog were discovered curiously frozen by the crew of passerby American vessel, the Silver Star, which barely managed to evacuate the Ourang Medan before a fiery explosion consigned it to the bottom of the ocean for good.


SV Teignmouth Electron: A forty-one-foot trimaran designed by Donald Crowhurst (1932–1969) for the Sunday Times Golden Globe Race of 1968–69, the unseaworthy yacht was found adrift and empty in the North Atlantic on July 10, 1969. The subsequent investigation yielded that Mr. Crowhurst had abandoned the race while falsifying his position reports, in an attempt to trick the world into believing he had completed the race, but the stress he was under led to his complete psychotic breakdown and eventual overboard suicide after seven months at sea. Crowhurst’s story has caught the fascination of filmmakers for decades, its latest movie outing, The Mercy (2018) directed by James Marsh (b.1963), features Colin Firth (b.1960) in the titular role.


High Aim 6: Registered in Taiwan but sporting an Indonesian flag, this fishing boat was found adrift on January 8, 2003, at approximately eighty nautical miles east off the Rowley Shoals (a group of three coral reefs in Australian waters). The ensuing Taiwan police investigation located a single member of the crew who confessed that the other seamen (of course) had killed the captain and the engineer, then returned home, leaving the ship behind. A year prior, a similar crime had taken place aboard another Taiwanese fishing boat, the Hairisheng 6, in which ten crew members were arrested for the murder of both its captain and the engineer.


SS Pyonyang: For years, hundreds of rickety North Korean boats packed with bloated corpses kept washing ashore on Japan’s north coast, over 600 miles away from their homeland, baﬄing Japanese authorities and international investigators alike. The numbers became so unprecedented back in 2017 and 2018 that it was speculated the vessels carried defectors away from the cruel regime of this secluded communist Asian nation. As it turns out, according to a 2020 Global Fishing Watch report, another communist nation is to blame: China, its massive “dark fishing fleets” pushing North Korean fishermen away into rough Russian and Japanese seas they were ill-prepared to face.




BURNT OFFERINGS


According to most accounts, hauntings may be classified into two different categories. There’s the “movie on a loop,” in which people who had once lived or frequented a property continue to replay their business, oblivious of their surroundings. Then there’s the scary specter that’s very much aware of us and tries to interact, which may lead to frustrating exchanges and even aggression.


Gakona Lodge: As stated at their website, “Alaska’s oldest, continually operating roadhouse, Gakona Lodge has been sheltering, comforting, and thrilling Alaska travelers and adventurers since 1904.” Unfortunately, Barbara and Jerry Strang, who bought the property in 1975 and kept it running for forty years also reported an unwanted, pipe-smoking apparition, with a proclivity to lock doors and stomp floors, with a serious dislike for the music of Joan Baez (b.1941).


Sturdivant Hall: A magnificent two-story columned southern house museum located at 713 Mabry Street, in Selma, Alabama, it used to be the mansion of the president of the First National Bank of Selma, John McGee Parkman (1838–1867), who speculated with cotton prices during the Civil War, was jailed for it, and died attempting an escape. Soon after, his ghost began to haunt the mansion, and continues to do so to this day, according to the 1969 book, 13 Alabama Ghosts and Jeffrey by folklorist Kathryn Tucker Windham (1918–2011).


Allen House: Located in Monticello, Arkansas, and promoted to tourists as “The Most Haunted House in America,” this unusual Victorian-style manor built in 1900 by well-to-do planter Joe Lee Allen (1863–1917) is said to be haunted by the ghost of his dear middle daughter Ladell “Dell” Allen (1894–1948), who committed suicide by ingesting mercury cyanide, less than a year after her son, Allen Bonner, had passed from pneumonia at twenty-eight, and six months after her ex-husband, and Allen’s father, Boyd R. Bonner also passed at fifty-six. Despite the house’s fearsome reputation, “Dell” is said to be pretty harmless and less noisy than one would expect from someone dying in her circumstances.


Bodi: In a state defined as “arrested decay,” this Sierra Nevada, California, ghost town of the Gold Rush era is apparently filled to the brim with very real ghosts. On record, it went from a population of 5,417 people in 1880 to zero inhabitants by 1950, but the non-living still walking its streets and roaming its houses count in the dozens. While most go about their business gently, there’s at least a couple of credible stories of people who had the bad idea of staying the night, and more aggressive spirits attempted to crush and suffocate them.


Toys “R” Us: Back in the day, employees of the Sunnyvale, California, Toys “R” Us (built in 1970 over an old nineteenth-century ranch) reported numerous incidents involving unexplained voices, breezes, shoulder-tappings, shelf rearrangements, and all the usual creepy shenanigans you would expect from bored ghosts. In 1978 dubious psychic Sylvia Celeste Browne (1936–2013) claimed the ghost was a lanky Swedish preacher and ranch hand from the 1880s named “John, Yon, Jan, or Johan”—make up your mind, Sylvia!—Johnson, and a photographer she brought over supposedly even took a blurry infra-red photo of him which was widely circulated by the press. Not surprisingly, two years later, when That’s Incredible (1980–1984) scheduled a new nationally televised séance and photo shoot with Ms. Browne at the store, “Johnny Johnson” didn’t deign to show up. Ironically, while the haunted store closed for good in 2018 after Toys “R” Us went belly-up, the location was reopened a year later . . . as a Spirit Halloween store!


Whaley House Museum: Like an awful lot of early nineteenth-century Greek Revival homes still standing in America today, this San Diego, California, landmark built by settler Thomas Whaley (1823–1890) is abound in apparitions, its ghostly residents including Mr. Whaley, his wife, a girl named Annabelle Washburn (who carelessly ran into a clothesline with tragic results), and “Yankee Jim,” a drifter who tried to steal a boat, a crime which saw him promptly hanged by Whaley himself before the word “lynching” was even coined. Whaley was also a pioneer when it came to building his home atop native graveyards, well before it became a common trope of poltergeist lore.


Cherry Hills Country Club Clubhouse: Originally the lavish Cherry Hills (Denver, Colorado) home of George W. Gano (1871– 1930), president the Gano-Downs Clothing Company, and his wife Ethel Reed Gano Work (née Spooner; 1872–1960), “Bradmar Manor” was purchased by famed obstetrician Dr. Robert A. Bradley (1917–1998), creator of the Bradley Method of Natural Childbirth, two years after Ethel Gano’s passing. According to a local legend, prior to her death Ethel requested that her coﬃn be brought before the main fireplace and claimed her spirit would then split one of the massive (four-foot-wide) cross ceiling beams, which is exactly what happened when her instructions were carried out! The Bradleys would soon find spirits definitely roamed the halls, with unexplainable blinking lights, footsteps, shouts, and music being heard while still renovating their new home. Undeterred and entrepreneurial, they decided to “make lemonade” by documenting all occurrences in the 1969 bestseller Psychic Phenomena: Revelations and Experiences, founding the Academy of Parapsychology and Medicine, and holding séances twice a month. While always describing their home’s poltergeist incidents as benign, the Bradleys decided to sell the house ten years later anyway, via the following tongue-incheek advert: “Looking for a house with 23 rooms, five fireplaces, and possibly a resident ghost? Then your house is Bradmar. The fabled and gabled English Tudor house at 4100 S. University Blvd. that sits on four acres of ground and presently belongs to the Robert A. Bradleys is for sale.” (Rocky Mountain News, February 17, 1972)


85 Woodland Street House: This red duplex set back from the street in Simsbury, Connecticut, holds a secret. According to The Ghostly Register (Arthur Myers, 1986), between 1977 and 1980, back when the Glowacki family (Richard, Virginia, their four children, and other relatives) was renting the then-yellow house, several apparitions—including a nondescript-but-inquisitive shadow, a talkative old Irish woman, and a playful, old, one-armed man with suspenders—engaged with them in various ways. They also witnessed dolls and other objects such as crucifixes and a picture of Jesus Christ being moved, turned, and dropped on various occasions, but neither psychics nor a Catholic priest managed to cleanse the residence, and the family ended up moving to another town.


Tuckaway House: Surrounded by century-old trees, this hospitable bungalow at 3128 Pennsylvania St. in Indianapolis, Indiana, is supposedly still inhabited by the congenial ghosts of former owners, fashion designer George Meier (1864–1932) and his wife, world-famous palmist Nellie Simmons Meier (1862–1944), and even their Dalmatian dog!


Liberty Hall Historic Site: Currently operated by the National Society of The Colonial Dames of America in The Commonwealth of Kentucky, this museum located at 202 Wilkinson Street, in Frankfort, Kentucky, used to be the home of Senator John Brown’s (1757–1837) family and descendants from 1796 to 1937, when an heir gifted it to the public. In hindsight, he probably was tired of sharing lodgings with “The Gray Lady,” an old friend of the Browns named Margaret Varick, who made the house her permanent residence, and two other lesser apparitions said to occasionally show up on the grounds: a Spanish opera singer, and a lovelorn soldier in the War of 1812.


Myrtles Plantation: A fabulous bed and breakfast located in St. Francisville, Louisiana, the long history of the “One of America's Most Haunted Homes” began in 1796 with General David “Whiskey Dave” Bradford (1762–1808) and his family escaping persecution for Bradford’s involvement in the Whiskey Rebellion, and later building the original cottage atop a Tunica nation burial ground. Home to an alleged dozen ghosts, the best known—and historically accurate—being attorney William Drew Winter (1820–1871), who was shot on the front porch by a stranger (to this day, visitors hear his dying footsteps). Other stories, like that of vengeful slave girl “Chloe,” have long been proven to be complete and fairly recent fabrications.


Destrehan Manor House: Also in Louisiana, this neoclassical mansion in the French Colonial style used to oversee a major plantation of indigo and then sugarcane, switching owners over the centuries (the first construction was finished in 1790). By the late 1960s it had fallen into disrepair, until donated to the River Road Historical Society, a local nonprofit that restored it to the point it is currently a prized tourist attraction and filming location, with blockbusters like Interview with the Vampire (1994) and 12 Years a Slave (2013) being filmed there. But not all its phantasms are the product of “movie magic.” A white figure suspected to be the ghost of a former owner, Scotsman Stephen Henderson (1773–1838), has been seen and heard, still distraught by the death of his young wife. Another theory links it to pirate Jean Lafitte (c. 1780 – c. 1823), but for obvious reasons everybody hopes that isn’t the case.


Stone’s Public House: Originally called the Railroad House by founder John Stone (1779–1858) back in 1834, and John Stone’s Inn in the last decades of the twentieth century, when reports of paranormal incidents began. These included doors that would not remain bolted, lights and water taps that would turn themselves on, ten dollar bills materializing in the tip jar, patrons feeling shoulder taps or hearing giggles, and a host of creepy stuff going on in the upstairs function room, and only intensified as the establishment was renovated into the current “gastropub” which sits on 179 Main Street, Ashland, Massachusetts.


The Mount: The museum, a National Historic Landmark since 1971, Edith Wharton’s (1862–1937) Gilded Age mansion in Lenox, Massachusetts, has seen its share of supernatural incidents, ranging from “movie on a loop” occurrences (disembodied laughter and footsteps), to Edith Wharton, her husband (Edward “Teddy” Robbins Wharton; 1850–1928), her lover (William Morton Fullerton; 1865–1952), and what is thought to be none other than Henry James (1843–1916) himself trying to interact with visitors and employees in a friendly way. The spirits of the educated rich and famous, it would seem, remain well-mannered in the afterlife too.


Strand Cinema: If Stephen King’s fiction is any indication, Maine is no stranger to the paranormal, and the still-standing Skowhegan movie theater, which opened in the 1920s when films were silent and now offers “Dolby Digital Sound,” reported a mischievous ghost looking for a good time, if not popcorn, during the 1980s. While attempts were made to contact or record the entity, they yielded nothing conclusive.


Beckett’s Castle: Facing Casco Bay, on the east side of Cape Elizabeth, Maine, the former summer home of writer Sylvester B. Beckett (1812–1882) is a two-story stone building with a three-story tower built in the early 1870s. Well preserved as a historic landmark, the Gothic “castle” is said to be haunted by Beckett himself, who walks around, rearranges paintings, keeps doors from shutting, and so on, but no actual apparition of the man has ever been spotted on the premises.


Crayhay Mansion: Still located at 15 Franklin Avenue, in Midland Park, New Jersey, this elegant, three-storied Civil War–era mansion set well away from the street is claimed to be alternatively haunted by the pushy ghost of former owner Max Crayhay (a wealthy lawyer who shot himself in 1911), a teenage girl named Rose who passed in tragic circumstances, a somewhat hostile floating old lady around which many theories abound, and . . . a yellow and white kitty, that has both manifested visually, or made its warmth felt around the house.


Sweetwater County Library: A modernist, red brick building built in 1980 atop a nineteenth- century graveyard, this library still serving the people of Green River, Wyoming, has seen lights turning on and off, doors opening and closing, names being whispered, and even typewriters and computers typing on their own, to the point the staff entertains itself by keeping a “ghost log” since the 1990s. It may be found online at: www.sweetwaterlibraries.com.


The Octagon House Museum: A National Historic Landmark built in Washington, DC, in 1799, the Octagon served as the temporary residence of President James Madison (1751–1836) for six months after the 1814 Burning of Washington. Purchased by the American Institute of Architects Foundation in 1898, which restored it as their headquarters, in 1970 it was turned into a public museum, and its employees as well as its visitors reported many a ghost sighting on the premises, including bell-ringing slaves, original Octagon owner Colonel John Tayloe’s (1721–1779) daughters climbing the curved stairway, a man in black nineteenth-century attire, and even First Lady Dolley Todd Madison (née Payne; 1768–1849), said to split her haunting time among various other DC buildings.


Old Stone House: The oldest unchanged building in Washington, DC, is a colonial era, L-shaped, three-story residence at 3051 M Street Northwest that’s made of granite and fieldstone, still preserved on its original foundation. Several ghosts still live in the upper floors (currently closed for “renovations”), including a nasty misogynist named “George,” an unnamed woman in a brown dress, a little boy who runs up and down the stairs, and a few others.


Edgar Allan Poe House & Museum: Echoing The Ghostly Register again, “Why on Earth Shouldn’t Edgar Allan Poe’s Old House Be Haunted?” Indeed, not a lot of good reasons the plain-looking, two-story brick-and-wood Baltimore home of America’s horror granddad wouldn’t be dealing with its own little poltergeist activity. Poe (1809–1849) himself has been rumored to turn the lights on at strange hours, open or close doors and windows, and even tap the shoulders of visitors, decades after his untimely passing. The stories kept away rioters in the 1960s and, according to the aforementioned Register, scared the daylights out of amateur psychics in the mid-1980s.


[image: image]




THE AMITYVILLE EXAGGERATION


On December 19, 1975, the Lutz family moved into their dream home in Amityville, Long Island. Twenty-eight days later they ran from it, never to return. Their story has been immortalized and magnified ever since, and it’s time to separate fact from fiction.


1. At 3:00 a.m., on November 13, 1974, the five-bedroom, Dutch Colonial–style waterfront house with a heated swimming pool (and two quarter-round windows on the third floor, long since removed, which made the house look like a jack o’ lantern) on 112 Ocean Avenue, became the scene of a gruesome crime.


2. Then twenty-three-year-old Ronald DeFeo Jr. (1951–2021) shot his sleeping parents (Ronald DeFeo Sr. and Louise DeFeo) and his four younger siblings (Dawn, Allison, Marc, and John Matthew) with a .35 caliber rifle, in a paranoid fit of drug-induced rage. For this heinous crime, DeFeo Jr. would remain behind bars for the rest of his life, finally passing on March 12, 2021.


3. Despite this, the property price dropping to a mere $80,000 (with the DeFeo family furniture thrown in for another $400) was hard to resist for George L. Lutz (1947–2006) and his wife Kathy Lutz (1946–2004), who knowingly bought the house, moving into it with Kathy’s three children in tow.


4. According to the Lutzes, there were strange odors and sounds, such as the front door slamming in the middle of the night. They also felt chills around the place, and suffered from night terrors that woke them at 3:15 a.m. every night (around the same time the DeFeo murders took place) . . . and that’s basically it.


5. Granted, the above would be enough for any family to panic and flee such a place. The Lutzes certainly never deviated from this core version of the events, but it would seem the plague of flies, the green slime–oozing walls, the cloven hoof marks on the snow, the devil pig, the fire bats, and Kathy turning into an old levitating woman all came after the fact; embellishments first written by Jay Anson (1921–1980), to whom they originally sold their story rights (alongside a number of tape recordings they made at the house), and the many other authors who followed in the latter’s footsteps.


6. Named as “Father Mancuso” in the Anson book, Reverend Ralph J. Pecoraro (1935–1987) in particular was adamant to declare that, other than the Lutzes calling him on the phone one time, he never even set foot on the property. Hence, it stands to reason that the story of the blessing, the hellish voice yelling at him to get out, and the hand blisters were all fabrications, but fabrications do sell books and movies.


7. Well-ingrained into America’s folklore via pop-culture, Amityville would become a money-making machine through a series of novels and almost thirty movies. An “all-you-can-eat buffet of occult bullshit” according to horror writer Grady Hendrix (Paperbacks from Hell, p.108, 2017), fed and promoted by George Lutz himself. But the family that purchased, renovated, and lived in the property at 112 Ocean Avenue during the following decade stated they never experienced anything of the sort.


8. The Lutzes ended up reaching California, where the trauma resulting from a story they never backed down from, coupled with the pressures of newfound celebrity eventually split the marriage of George and Kathy up. The ensuing family feud over the franchise proceeds wasn’t any kinder to them, and left Kathy’s second son, Christopher Quaratino (b.1968) estranged from his stepfather whom, he later claimed, used to dabble in the occult and may have had a hand in what happened at the house.




BONUS QUOTES


“I would love to take you seriously, but to do so would be an affront to your intelligence.”
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