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Praise for Random Obsessions


“Random Obsessions is the perfect desk reference for ordinary insane people. Nick Belardes is a force of nature.”

—Brad Listi, author of Attention. Deficit. Disorder.


 



“Nick Belardes is an imaginative writer with a truly new and unique voice—he will both startle and thrill you with his stories that pop out from the dark, like the teasing dangers in Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride.”

—Jessica Anya Blau, author of The Summer of Naked Swim Parties


 



“For the reader who needs to know why the characters in Dilbert don’t have mouths, your oracle has arrived. Random Obsessions is every bit as silly as it is informative. Belardes has ransacked the useless information files and uncovered some gems.”

—Jonathan Evison, author of All About Lulu


 



“Random Obsessions is space age journalistic cut-up, as Burroughs might have hallucinated, that is, if he were stoned on California Central Valley methane sky, with a cheap tequila hangover, and big plow cojones that makes Belardes’s writing so damn outlandish, and yet, so Bakersfield!”

—Tim Z. Hernandez, author of Skin Tax
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FOREWORD

 




Imagine: You’re walking through an open green field in springtime. Beautiful day. Perfect weather: slight breeze.

But all is not right. Something dreadful is weighing on you. It is a time of flux and crisis. You move through the tall grasses oblivious to the surrounding beauty. And for a while, you forget that you’re even walking. For a while, you forget that you’re even alive.

And yet you have come to these pasturelands seeking relief. You have come to these fertile grasses in search of perspective and levity.

And eventually—after, say, 30 minutes or so—you wake up. You remember your original purpose. You catch yourself and separate yourself from the incessant stream of thought. You stop, take a deep breath, and gaze upward, to the sky. And I mean you  really look at it. You really take a moment to ponder it.

And you feel better.

There is something very primal about this simple act—something  deeply profound and totally ordinary. Human beings have been doing it since the beginning of time. It might be the easiest and most effective way to forget ourselves, to remember how utterly small we are, and how utterly connected we are to the greater cosmic machinery.

We are utterly connected to the greater cosmic machinery.

This is very natural. It is also very weird.

Right now, for better or worse, we are situated on a giant sphere of whirling matter in an ocean of infinite blackness.

It is important to remember this fact.

Another good thing to remember: Dinosaurs lived here once. Reptiles. Millions of them. They dominated this place. Millions of years ago. Some of them were as small as hens.

Nick Belardes is a writer who remembers these kinds of things. He is a man with a deep appreciation for the epic, fundamental strangeness of our existence. And now he has written a book that is, in its own unique way, a heartfelt testimony to our timeless cosmic plight.


Random Obsessions is designed to keep you rooted in an appropriate sense of disbelief. It might function well as a desk reference or as night reading on a bedside table. It could also be useful in a bathroom, or on an airplane, or in a hospital bed, or in a prison cell. Take it to the desert and read it around the campfire. It will serve as a pleasant reminder that no one really knows what the hell is going on around here.

 



Brad Listi 
Los Angeles 
January 2009






INTRODUCTION

BOYHOOD MAPS, MODERN-DAY TRIVIA

 




When I was a boy I got my first taste of trivia through maps. I’d lock myself in my room and gaze at big drawings of America or theme park foldouts. I looked for all the little things: the most hidden place names and most secluded park rides. They were like the mazes you get in grade school. Trace from point A to point B. Find your way out. The dead ends were always the most mysterious because you had to lose yourself to get there. And then there was all the trivia that went along with those attractions: when the rides were built, the length of the roller coaster tracks, what kind of technology was involved, and what was unique about each ride.

My favorite map wasn’t that of Six Flags Magic Mountain, Great America, or Disneyland (which came in at a close second—who couldn’t love a map of Adventureland?) No, as a boy, my favorite was the oddest map I’d ever seen. Created in 1981 by Sergio Aragones, “A MAD Pictorial Map of the United States” was tucked into a copy of MAD magazine that I bought at a grocery store. Okay, my mother bought it. I threw it in the  grocery cart when she wasn’t looking. Anyway, I ripped the map out and plastered it to my wall, studying it for all the smallest yet most imaginative reasons.

Its intricate drawings depicted smoggy California, mad oilmen, cliff dwellings, dinosaur bones, and annoying tourists—yes, even travelers are a mystery. Even the map’s guilty-looking cartoony hot dog cart guy slopping relish on a New York dog was filled with tiny bits of information. It’s amazing how many books filled with trivia I read as a child just from looking at that map.

Little did I realize as I later worked on a master’s degree in history and dug through 16th- and 17th-century maps of the early Americas—any historical maps, really—that I was so interested because of the trivial aspects. Unknown mountain ranges, unexplored regions, mythical lakes and rivers. Such mysterious places!

Naturally I became interested in odd facts. After scribbling pen and inks and paintings for several years, I fell back into the trivia-related part of my life: history. It’s truly the discipline of oddities and trivia. I gobbled it up, studying explorations, events, cultures, and shared tragedies for all their unique little details. I encountered biohistory and dug in to uncover many puzzling ailments from Earth’s afflicted past. And then I peered into American literary history in the mid-20th century for all the bizarre details that so often mark the journeys of writers.

Later, after college and teaching history, I would draw maps: high-tech maps detailing wireless connectivity in factories, between radio towers, even on farmland. The world had gone wireless and these people needed maps!

And then there were more maps as I drew an entire series for Jonathan Evison’s novel West of Here. They were odd, cartoonish maps of the American Northwest, not unlike old Sergio Aragones  maps whose pop-culture drawings and witty sarcasm brought the most trivial aspects of geography, people, history, news, culture, and even invention into picturesque form.

As I think back, Aragones’s work was one of my most random obsessions. I couldn’t get enough of the cartoons he drew in the margins and that great big colorful map of his that I can still envision in boyhood reflections. When I think about it, I truly became his map: an artist and a historian attracted to the weird and unusual in people and culture. I’m really just a reflection of society’s love for such oddities. Just read the news. There’s always a bizarre story up near the front-page headlines that feeds all the souls out there hungry for such weird information.

I’ll take what Listi says about being connected to something greater than ourselves just one step further: We are utterly connected to searching for meaning within the greater cosmic machinery. Sure, we recognize that connection. But the meaning we hunger for is like the muse Clio—ever elusive yet revealing glimpses in the oddest ways. We can’t help but continue grasping. She can’t help but continue taunting.

It’s so funny to think about the routes we can trace, and where they take us. That’s often what people do, you know—follow their obsessions. I dare you to trace your own and jot them down or realize new random obsessions from reading this book. Write them in the margins if you must.

It makes me smile to think readers might be like that boy who opened all those maps years ago. Maybe Random Obsessions is a book of maps after all. Unfolded, it becomes a doorway. Walk through into a book of knowledge, places, and journeys, like all those great little Aragones drawings from my childhood that were so telling about history, ideas, people, and mysterious places.

 



Nick Belardes






CHAPTER 1
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AMASSED FROM THE PAST: CURIOUS AND FANTASTIC FACTS FROM THE ARCHIVES OF HISTORY


Examining the past, one must understand whether history comprises “everything that happened,” as philosopher R.G. Collingwood once wrote, or just whatever the written record illuminates. Dr. Oliver Rink, a professor of early Dutch America, once explained history as a drunk man searching for his lost keys under a lamppost. When the man was asked why he was searching near the lamppost while his car was a block away, in the dark, Rink imagined the drunkard saying, “Because there’s light over here.” If history is the light cast by that streetlamp, how much of the past is left to be illuminated and discovered?

The ever-changing prism of perspectives that defines our present also transforms long-discovered details of the past. That’s because historians are always experimenting with new approaches to reinterpret wars, peoples, culture, economics, and politics. History is under constant pressure in the present to shake the dustrags of past interpretations and reexamine what’s  underneath. But, of course, that only leads to more questions and further mystery.

In “Amassed from the Past” you will get a look at many topics, including a peek at witchcraft in early America (“To Burn or Not to Burn”). Don’t even begin to think historians are done examining the Puritan obsession with the idea of Satanic people in their midst. You will read an account of a bizarre sighting by the maidservant Tituba. In “Did Napoleon’s Gastric Secret Cost Him Waterloo?” I examine the idea that an ailment affecting one man could have a great impact on the outcome of history. In “Why Obama Was Sworn In as President in Washington, D.C.” I look at the how yellow fever epidemics in the 1790s could have prevented the construction of the capital in the most enlightened city in America. Perhaps you didn’t know that Philadelphia was once called the federal city? Many wanted the capital there.

One of the greatest American mysteries revolves around what happened to the lost colony of Roanoke Island in North Carolina in the late 1500s. Did the colony perish at the hands of hostile natives? What were the cryptic tree carvings found at the site? We’ll look at an original source document that reveals more in “The Strange Fires of Roanoke.” In “September 11, 1775” I reveal a connection between tragic historical events and the idea of government betrayal. You’ll find even more enigmatic history in sections on Christopher Columbus’s ship’s log, Thomas Jefferson’s mental state and ax murderer grandson, the apocalypse of 2012, a note from the Kennedy assassination hearings, and a letter doubting President Abraham Lincoln. In reading this chapter you’ll find that while history constantly presents itself as fact, it really may be only a fuzzy glimpse of time past and just an elusive grab at the idea of truth.




 TO BURN OR NOT TO BURN 

Historian John Putnam Demos points out in his 1982 book  Entertaining Satan that so-called witches of 17th-century America were in reality men and women, like Rachel Clinton and John Godfrey, who were different, troublesome, and perhaps a bit insane. Of course, you can go right to source material and open up the Records of Salem Witchcraft, a collection of 17th-century documents gathered in 1864. And while historians examine such documents and come up with theory upon theory for whether there really were witches in Salem or it was all a mass hysteria caused by oppression and accusations between genders and classes, one can’t help but get a chill when reading some of the maidservant Tituba’s words as she was examined in 1691:




THE EXAMINATION OF TITIBE 

(H) Titibe, whan evil spirit have you familiarity with?

(T) None.

(H) Why do you hurt these children?

(T) I do not hurt them.

(H) Who is it, then?

(T) The Devil for ought I know.

(H) Did you never see the devil?

(T) The devil came to me and bid me serve him.

(H) Who have you seen?

(T) Four women sometimes hurt the children.

(H) Who were they?

(T) Goode Osburne and Sarah Good and I doe know who the other were. Sarah Good and Osburne would have me hurt the children but I would not. She further saith there was a tale man of Boston that she did see.

(H) When did you see them?

(T) Last night at Boston.

(H) What did they say to you?

(T) They said, hurt the children.

(H) And did you hurt them?

(T) No there is 4 women and one man they hurt the children and they lay all upon me and they tell me if I will not hurt the children they will hurt me.

(H) But did you not hurt them?

(T) Yes, but I will hurt them no more.

(H) Are you not sorry you did hurt them?

(T) Yes.

(H) And then doe you hurt them?

(T) They say hurt the children or wee will doe worse to you.

(H) What have you seen?

(T) A man come to me and say serve me.

(H) What service?

(T) Hurt the children, and last night there was an appearance that said kill the children and if I would no go on hurting the children they would do worse to me.

(H) What is the appearance you see?

(T) Sometimes it is like a hog and sometimes like a great dog, this appearance shee saith shee did see 4 times.




 THE 45 DEATHS OF TECUMSEH 

Born in 1768 and dead in 1812, the mystical Shawnee, Tecumseh, rallied Native American tribes during a crucial time in U.S. history. Strangely, there are more than 45 accounts of his death. No one can seem to agree on who killed him or under what circumstances.




IS THERE AN IRAQ WAR SYNDROME? 

Historian Howard Zinn, author of A People’s History of the United States, writes, “The ‘disease’ has shown up again,”  suggesting that the fragging of officers during the Vietnam War and the symptoms of “Vietnam Syndrome” are reappearing in Iraq with soldiers in revolt. Zinn claims it is because the war in Iraq is steeped in deceptions such as supposed “weapons of mass destruction” and 9/11 connections. He adds that as many as 5,000 U.S. deserters have fled to Canada yet they are rarely discussed in the U.S. media. Reasons for desertion have included sexual harassment, harassment from officers, and war atrocities. Zinn’s discussion of desertions leads to this paradox pervading the American military in Iraq: It was wrong to invade but right to remain.


RANDOM DESERTION TALES


ROBIN LONG: In 2005, this war deserter fled to Canada. He was later deported to America, which sent a message to U.S. servicemen that Canada wasn’t the option it once was for war deserters seeking refugee status.

 




HIDING FOR 60 YEARS: Two Japanese military men, 87-year-old Yoshio Yamakawa and 83-year-old Sudzuki Nakauti, were found deep in the jungles of the Philippines island of Mindanao. They had deserted the Imperial Japanese Army more than 60 years earlier during World War II.

 




THE CRACKDOWN: In 2007, the New York Times  reported that the number of deserters and those with unauthorized absences rose sharply, resulting in thousands of negative discharges and prison for even combat-tested soldiers.


THE FRENCH WOODS: Lt. Glenn Gray was on counterintelligence duty in November 1944 when he found a Pennsylvanian deserter in some French woods. The deserter was accustomed to camping out and intended to stay until the war’s end. All of the soldiers the man had trained with had been killed.

 




306 COWARDS: During World War I the British government executed 306 men for cowardice or desertion. More than 80 years later, John Reid, the Armed Forces Minister, stated that the men should be regarded as victims of war. None of the men were pardoned even though some were likely as young as 14.

 




MONUMENT TO DESERTERS: In Ypres, Belgium, 85 years after the Great War, a monument was built to honor those executed for refusing to fight. The steel plaque is engraved with a verse from Rudyard Kipling: “I could not look on death, which being known, men led me to him, blindfold and alone.”

 




DESERTERS WHO MURDER: In 2002, two Russian paratroopers shot and killed nine people during a two-day escape from a Volga River base. They were eventually tracked down and killed.

 




WAR OF 1812: During this war the rate of desertion for American soldiers was 12.7 percent.

 




HARPER’S WEEKLY: On September 26, 1863, Harper’s Weekly wrote that Civil War deserters were forced to march to their own funeral behind their coffins. All  died instantly except for one man who sat upright nearly a minute after the firings.






SOLDIER’S SPELL 

There are mysteries in what makes a soldier and how soldiers cope with what they do. Here’s a quote to ponder from historians Fred Anderson and Andrew Cayton in their book The Dominion of War: “Soldiers always die in war, and those who survive must somehow make sense of those deaths and of their own survival.” If they have to make sense of it, why do they do it? Military historian John Keegan has mentioned a soldier’s spell that many military personnel seem to fall under: “the spell of an entirely different world.”




MYSTERIOUS CONVICTIONS OF SACCO AND VANZETTI 

Did a belief in an anarchist strain of humanism doom two men to death? Thousands upon thousands of people protested in American streets in 1927 when Italian immigrants Bartolomeo Vanzetti and Ferdinando Nicola Sacco were convicted without evidence and executed for the 1920 murder of a pay-clerk and a security guard in Braintree, Massachusetts. It’s one of the greatest American controversies. Both men held a belief in a full democracy where neither poverty nor foreignness might exist. But they also followed Italian anarchist Luigi Galleani, who advocated revolutionary violence. Both men were considered anarchist immigrant workers at a time just after the 1919 Red Scare when union workers were often jailed for protesting harsh working conditions. Decades later, the convictions of Sacco and Vanzetti continue to befuddle historians and politicians alike. Many historians consider the trial and its aftermath a blatant disregard for the civil liberties of the men, as their guilt was implied by related events like dodging the draft. In 1977,  Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis refused to pardon the men, but he did say that American justice had failed.




THE BOSTON MASSACRE 

An unruly crowd of Bostonians on March 5, 1770. Thousands marching in the streets. Riots under way. A few British soldiers, quite possibly fearing for their safety, fire their weapons into a surrounding mob. If massacre means “wholesale slaughter,” then shouldn’t the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki also be considered such? Howard Zinn, in his 2007 book A Power Governments Cannot Suppress, writes that there are far more numerous and far larger massacres in American history, yet the Boston Massacre is still taught as if it was one of the worst.




DID NAPOLEON’S GASTRIC SECRET COST HIM WATERLOO? 

Napoleon Bonaparte is said to have suffered from twitches, migraines, blackouts, hemorrhoids, rages, and weeping. He is also said to have scratched his face and legs until they bled because of dermal stress. But did hemorrhoids cause the general of the French Army to lose the battle of Waterloo? Psychohistorian Arno Karlen has said that Napoleon had hemorrhoid fits from his late twenties onward. It was an agony, a walking torment; even lying down was an occasion for misery. After escaping Elba in 1815, Napoleon had a fit on June 13 and rode on horseback all day, in what one can only conclude was an uncomfortable, mad state. By June 17 the French had won a battle at Ligny. But instead of capitalizing on the victory and speedily issuing orders, Napoleon lay awake in pain throughout the night. He awoke sluggish and exhausted and throughout the day was in a ghost-white, painful fog filled with indecision, which cost his army a crucial advantage.


OBSESSIVE BITE: Napoleon is said to have taken long baths, possibly the only relief he could find from his secret hemorrhoid affliction.






WHY OBAMA WAS SWORN IN AS PRESIDENT IN WASHINGTON, D.C. 

Philadelphia, the American city of enlightenment, had been the meeting place for Congress during a 10-year run and was one of the proposed sites for the nation’s new capital. Why didn’t Philadelphia make the final cut? Historian Kenneth R. Bowling writes, in his 1991 book The Creation of Washington, D.C.: The Idea and Location of the American Capital, that by 1789 there were Americans who expected their capital to be a new Rome or Byzantium, where freedom, justice, and peace would reign in a seat of science, manufacturing, and commerce for the world.




THE FIRST FEDERAL CITY 

Having a section of land set aside outside the states as an area solely for federal jurisdiction was a new idea that grew on American culture slowly. People were already used to calling Philadelphia by names relating to its affiliation with the federal government. Philadelphia’s Congress area was known as “federal town” and “Residence of Congress.” Those names paved the way for the emergence of new, more dominant terms such as “federal city” and “imperial seat.” But questions arose regarding where the capital should be located. Some government officials and citizens said that the capital should be set inland—as Paris was situated away from the French coastline—yet not too far west, toward the American wilderness. Others argued that the capital should be built next to an existing, large urban center as well as near a port or on the coast. That way, more people and more newspapers could observe the government and keep the young republic in check.




A FOUNDING FATHER’S FEUD 

By 1790, according to Bowling, Vice President John Adams believed that only a great city would be appropriate as the location of the capital, which had to be close to information sources, commerce, and strong media outlets. Richard G. Miller writes, in The Federal City: 1783-1800: “Among the reasons for Philadelphia’s hearty support of the federal Constitution was the hope that a new start in government would provide the occasion to bring the national capital back to where it belonged, to the largest, wealthiest, and most centrally located city in the Union.” And why not? Philadelphia and Bucks County were willing to offer a tract of land close to the city for a new federal district. For Philadelphians, the city regarded as the most enlightened city in the world would prosper even further. At the time, it was a hip and cool urban center with the latest fashions and trends. Even the most enlightened doctor of the Revolutionary era, Benjamin Rush, agreed. But a bill soon failed to pass. In 1790, another attempt was made to transform a portion of Philadelphia into the capital. Alexander Hamilton, confronted by certain political movers and shakers within the city, wasn’t convinced Philadelphia was a good choice and so the idea dragged on unresolved. Petitions flooded in to Philadelphia newspapers to help rally a public outcry to keep the nation’s capital there, but even those seemed to fall on deaf ears.

Between 1782 and 1790, Philadelphia had grown from 38,798 to 42,520 people. During that era, more Greek and Roman designs emulating the ancient Roman Republic were erected by officials still hoping Philadelphia would continue its reputation as the early seat of republican power. Miller writes, “But for whatever the reason—disdain for a grog-shop contest, or Philadelphian self-doubt—their hearts were not quite into the effort.” Bowling points out that during the enlightened city’s  tenure as the seat of Congress, many members of Congress considered Philadelphia a city of dirt, mud, salty water, and weather-related illnesses.




THE YELLOW FEVER PLAGUE OF 1793 

Philadelphia was certainly known for its seasonal ailments. But could the idea of disease have kept the nation’s capital away from Philadelphia? Perhaps clues lie within a series of yellow fever epidemics that struck Philadelphia beginning in 1793.

Yellow fever is a devastating coastal disease spread by mosquitoes that feed off infected hosts. The bugs become carriers of the disease and spread the infection when feeding off other humans. Without the mosquito abatement found in cities of the modern era, severe mosquito populations easily harbored the infection and, breeding in stagnant waters, grew to untold numbers. Another disadvantage was that people didn’t know that yellow fever was spread by mosquitoes. When the epidemic struck Philadelphia in 1793, some doctors simply thought it was a miasma caused by piles of rotting coffee dumped on docks. Doctors couldn’t explain why those with the disease didn’t cause it to spread when traveling to other areas. It was in the Aedes aegypti mosquitoes that were breeding and feeding in Philadelphia, possibly originating with an infected person on a ship arriving from Africa or the West Indies.

Alexander Hamilton, along with his wife, also fell ill in September 1793, presumably of yellow fever. That likely didn’t help the cause of Philadelphia becoming the nation’s capital, as Hamilton, like George Washington, was already a proponent of building the nation’s capital elsewhere.

Yellow fever is mentioned several times in Alexander Hamilton’s papers. A letter from George Washington to Hamilton of September 6, 1793, states: “With extreme concern I receive the  expression of your apprehensions, that you are in first stages of the prevailing fever. I hope they are groundless, notwithstanding the malignancy of the disorder is so much abated, as with proper & timely applications not much is to be dreaded.”




ARCHITECTURAL MYSTERIES OF WASHINGTON, D.C. 


Pentagram city: A look at early maps or even satellite images of the street grid of Washington reveals what resembles the inverted five-point broken pattern of a pentagram. Some people say that early Masonic developers of Washington purposely incorporated the broken pentagram, honoring Sirius the Dog Star and related esoteric beliefs. The erratic astronomical path of Venus as viewed from Earth is said to resemble a broken pentagram just like the street grid and is also referred to as a five-pointed flower. A question remains whether these geometric celestial designs and the street grid symbolize Satan or the perfection of man.



CAPITOL BUILDING ANKH: It’s suggested that when viewed from the air, the dome of the Capitol building, along with portions of nearby streets, forms the shape of the Egyptian symbol of eternal life.

 




WASHINGTON MONUMENT OBELISK: The Washington Monument’s design is that of a common obelisk with Egyptian origins. Ramses II had 14 such obelisks raised at Tanis alone. The original purpose of an obelisk was to proclaim a king’s power. Imaginary lines drawn upward from the sloping sides of obelisks are meant to meet in Heaven. Egyptian obelisks are also interpreted as Baal’s (the Devil’s) shaft.

 




WHITE HOUSE GLYPH: The White House grounds  and driveway possibly form a sun disk. Could it be part of a scaled-down Crown of Hathor, such as Isis once wore?

 




SIRIUS DOME STARS: The star Sirius, also called the Dog Star, is symbolized by images of the Egyptian god Anubis guarding the gates of Hell. Such symbols are associated with the Devil in the form of the pentagram—a five-pointed star. Not only are five-pointed stars on the American flag, they also adorn the helmet of the bronze Statue of Freedom which stands atop the Capitol dome. In 1993, the statue was removed by a helicopter for repairs after $790,000 had been raised to fix corrosion, cracks, and rusting.

 




CORNERSTONES: Many prominent buildings in Washington had their cornerstones laid by a society of freemasons who used corn, oil, and wine during their ceremonies. The buildings include the White House, the Washington Monument, and the Capitol. Anti-masons say that the true god worshipped by Masons is Baal.

 




CORN AND BAAL: One common theme in Washington’s architecture is corn. The Hebrew word for corn is dagan. A derivative of dagan is Dagon, who was worshipped as a fish god and god of corn. His son was Baal, interpreted by some religious experts to be Satan. Baal could be the model for the bearded male figure carvings that can be seen throughout the Capitol. One park even has a bearded giant awakening from a grave.


ATHENA ARTWORK: While many believe America was built on Christian principles, there are some who believe otherwise. Goddess images of Athena in sculptures and paintings throughout the U.S. Capitol suggest ties to Rosicrucianism. One painting of Athena can be found in the Library of Congress. Satyr carvings can also be found in the library.

 




DANTE ALIGHIERI STATUES: There are statues of the writer of Divine Comedy throughout Washington. At least one statue commemorating the 600th anniversary of Dante’s death can be found at Meridian Hill Park, which is located on the 77th meridian. Dante was a Rosicrucian, a member of a secret society of mystics that inspired freemasonry.

 




REFLECTING POOLS AND STAR ALIGNMENT: In architecture, Hermetic principles such as the mystic idea “As above, so below” were incorporated into the triangle imagery of the Masonic square and compasses, as well as in the many reflecting pools that can be found at the Washington Monument, the Capitol, the Lincoln Memorial, and the Supreme Court. In keeping with the principle “As above, so below,” some buildings in Washington are aligned to stars, including Sirius.






DID THOMAS JEFFERSON HAVE A MENTAL CONDITION? AND WAS HIS GRANDSON AN AX MURDERER? 

That anyone could consider Parisian life dreary is almost numbing to ponder. But there, in Paris, sat Thomas Jefferson in 1787, dreary, dull-minded, and in a lethargic state. He was  practically an invalid. Truly, the pursuit of happiness was often just that for America’s often-dejected ideological architect. But then, it’s sometimes said a touch of insanity can come with brilliance or genius. Perhaps that was the case for the author of the Declaration of Independence.

In Michael Knox Beran’s Jefferson’s Demons: Portrait of a Restless Mind, Jefferson is described as having fits of laziness, where every object around him appeared loathsome. Beran writes, “His creative activity was rooted in the peculiarities of his nervous organization.” He adds that Jefferson’s anxiety led to bouts of apathy and dejection as he fell into sluggish moods, fought violent headaches, and had breakdowns that preceded periods of intense creativity.

But was Jefferson mad? Beran doesn’t come out and say that Jefferson had a mental condition, though there may have been some kind of cover-up regarding the mental health of the president.

As Beran points out, Virginians didn’t need to wait for Darwin to believe that the Jeffersons could pass down the mental wreckage of their household from one generation to another. Beran tells of tales of child murder in the Jefferson family and alludes to something perhaps a bit off in the Jefferson bloodlines.

A member of the Daughters of the American Revolution has stated privately that there is political cover-up over a murderous act committed by Jefferson’s grandson Lilburn. She claimed that Lilburn was a crazed and troublesome relative.

According to our source, as the story goes, Thomas Jefferson bought a plantation north of Cincinnati from George Washington for Lilburn. “The grandson was troublesome, so [Jefferson] wanted to get him out to the wild West,” she said. Lilburn was shipped to Ohio along with a young wife and slaves. The reason? “He was crazy, psychotic, had fits of anger, and  terrorized people. He had a favorite water pitcher his mother poured water from. A young male slave dropped the pitcher and he freaked out and hacked the slave to death with an ax. Then there was a big cover-up.”

When our source asked the Daughters of the American Revolution if the rumor was true, she said, “They wouldn’t show me the documents, but they said, ‘Yes, it’s true.’”

If the story is true, did Lilburn inherit some kind of mental condition through the bloodlines of the Jeffersons? Could there be hidden medical documents that discuss not only the state of Lilburn Jefferson’s mind, but the state of Thomas Jefferson’s as well?

Our source also claims that Lilburn’s story is told in Robert Penn Warren’s epic poem Brother to Dragons. “It seems greatly fictionalized. But where did he come up with the story?”

While the tale of Lilburn may be mere rumor, clues about Thomas Jefferson’s mental condition can be found in his biography. For example, though Jefferson suffered long periods as a near invalid, he also believed in taking two hours of exercise, especially walking, every day. Was he just trying to keep up his physical health? Or was that his way of also fending off something he knew deeply about himself? Jefferson believed that people could slip into a lazy, melancholy fit that could lead to madness if they didn’t walk each day. Now why would he say that?




BLENNERHASSETT ISLAND AND BURR’S CONSPIRACY 

Another historical mystery centers on an island on the Ohio River that is proposed to have been the meeting place for conspirator Aaron Burr and his cronies, whose aims were idiosyncratic at best. Some historians suggest that Burr’s aims were never truly known, as much evidence against him was discounted during a trial for treason in 1807. Burr’s alleged conspiracies include  seeking to overthrow Thomas Jefferson’s presidency, pushing for war with Mexico, and seceding from the Union in a territory of his own with armed farmers where he could fight off the U.S. government.

One of the conspirators’ meeting places was the quasi-feudal Blennerhassett Island on the Ohio River, where Anglo-Irishman Harman Blennerhassett (who married his own niece Margaret Agnew) built a villa and science lab. Blennerhassett was an aristocrat of great fortune, who, along with Burr, wanted to separate the Western states from the Union. While the conspiracy failed and Blennerhassett was run off, his West Virginia island villa became a historic park and place of great mystery. The home burned down in 1811, but its foundation was rediscovered in 1973 and the mansion rebuilt. Reports of ancient Native American burial grounds and easily spooked horses add to the island’s mystery. A hotel on the island is said to be haunted by the “Four O’clock Knocker,” who pounds on doors at 4:00 A.M. The website WVGhosts.com claims that apparitions have been seen and that a curse was brought back along with the coffins of Mrs. Blennerhassett and one of her sons.
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