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. . . as with sacred places, so with the murderous spots. The record of events is written into the earth.

—HENRY MILLER,
The Colossus of Maroussi



Prologue
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The Prophetic Pictures

AFTER CROSSING THE Merrimack River, I turned onto Route 1A, continuing south through the picturesque towns of Massachusetts’ North Shore. I was traveling on a hunch in search of an abandoned colonial settlement called Dogtown Common, or simply Dogtown, though it was not identified on any map I could find at the time. It was one of those October days that inspire thoughts of harvest, not a battening down for winter. Traffic slowed through Newburyport, an archetypal New England town that keeps its collar buttoned. Kids sporting shiny jerseys in bright colors spilled out of cars parked roadside at a soccer tournament. Beyond the playing field and farm stands with pumpkins piled high, the landscape opened to tidal estuaries where gulls were lighting over mudflats and marsh grass in shades of golden taupe. The amber light warmed my skin, bringing a flush to my cheeks. I was feeling rapturous and inspired, dreaming of paintings coming to life.


I was on my way from Portland, Maine, where I lived during this 1999 autumn, to Gloucester, hoping to find the site that had inspired a series of paintings by Marsden Hartley. The New York Times has called Hartley “the most gifted of the early American Modernists,” while New Yorker critic Peter Schjeldahl has written, “Hartley’s best art looms so far above the works of such celebrated contemporaries as Georgia O’Keeffe, Charles Demuth, Arthur Dove, and John Marin that it poses the question of how his achievement was even possible.” The answer, I had learned, was to be found in Dogtown.

Hartley, a peripatetic, lonesome soul, had been obsessed with Dogtown’s primordial, highland expanse, which he painted on three separate occasions in the 1930s. And while his Dogtown paintings helped lay the foundation for some of his later, greatest work, Hartley also claimed to have been forever changed—and possibly healed—by his time there. As for me, I was obsessed with Hartley, these paintings, and the 1931 summer he spent in this forgotten corner of America.

By official estimation, Dogtown is an unpopulated, roughly three-thousand-acre expanse—some say more—that fills most of the geographic center of the island tip of Cape Ann, a crooked peninsula extending ten miles seaward from Massachusetts’ North Shore, twenty-five miles northeast of Boston. The end of this peninsula, where the city of Gloucester (population thirty-one thousand) and town of Rockport (population eight thousand) are located, is an island settlers created in 1643 by cutting through fifty yards of marsh in the Annisquam (or “Squam”) River. For most of American history, this island, which is nearly the same size as Manhattan, was accessible only by boat or a short drawbridge that crosses the colonial canal known as the “Cut.” Though the nearby towns of Essex and Manchester-by-the-Sea and parts of Gloucester are also situated on the peninsula, when people say “Cape Ann,” oftentimes they are referring to the island alone. For added emphasis, people on the island may say “this side of the Cut.” No matter where Cape Ann officially begins or ends, most everyone feels that the air is different after the Cut is crossed. Perhaps because Gloucester and Rockport extend so far into the Atlantic Ocean, something does change. It is the end of the line. Beyond the roads and the railway there is nothing but the sea.

The main roads around Cape Ann crest and fall over steep hills and tack hard on sharp corners as they follow the island’s fifty miles of shoreline. Along them, smaller roads leading into the inland heart of this place climb steeply, if not suddenly, before narrowing, turning to dirt, and disappearing behind locked gates into the wilds of Dogtown.

Dogtown’s terrain varies from forest to field where one can stumble upon stone remnants of colonial homes, to swamp and bog and hill and dale. Much of this highland area, the former pinnacle of an ancient pre-Cambrian mountain, is strewn with giant boulders. These boulders, some of which measure more than twenty feet in height, are glacial erratics from the Laurentide ice sheet, the continent-size Pleistoceneera glacier that once covered half of North America. Abandoned granite quarries pockmark the area’s northern end. A commuter rail track that runs between Rockport and Gloucester before continuing south to Boston cuts through its eastern edge. The Babson and Goose Cove Reservoirs demarcate Dogtown’s border to the southeast and west, respectively. These features define an area that’s roughly three and a half times the size of Central Park.

Today Dogtown is heavily forested—much like it was before settlers cleared the forest primeval in the 1600s—which lends it a wilderness-like feel. But the area remained treeless for nearly three hundred years. This sere, barren wasteland was the “most peculiar scenery of the Cape,” as Henry David Thoreau put it, noting its “hills strewn with boulders, as if they had rained down, on every side” in his Journal on September 23, 1858. These same rocks captured Marsden Hartley’s attention seventy-three years later.

There is nothing majestic or idyllic in Hartley’s gloomy paintings of Dogtown’s large boulders. In his images, these rocks look like colossal macaroons, bones bleached from sunlight, gargantuan cheese cubes, smoked marshmallows, or giant chewed fingernails; one resembles a whale rising from the earth. A work called Flaming Pool—Dogtown stands apart from Hartley’s other images of the area. Flaming Pool shows a small, gently hued body of water surrounded by brilliant red and orange flora and a pink and green sky. The place appears otherworldly, inspired, as if it could spontaneously catch on fire the moment a viewer walked away. Hartley’s Dogtown paintings are altogether unusual, a little clunky—even as early modernist paintings of a primitivist style go—hauntingly lonesome, and entirely unpicturesque. But these images of rocks and earth thrive with profoundly felt distillations of energy. Though they evince a spiritual intensity that comes from Hartley’s deep meditation on form, shape, texture, color, and place, they are so strange as to seem almost unreal, as if they could be found only in ultima Thule, the far-flung, ancient mythical land believed to exist beyond the “borders of the known world.”

If Dogtown were indeed a life-altering place “so original in its appearance as not to be duplicated either in New England or anywhere else,” as Hartley claimed and his paintings suggested, I wanted to see it. When I told friends about these paintings, their responses reminded me of a question posed by Elinor Ludlow in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The Prophetic Pictures.” Before she sits for a celebrated portraitist (a fictionalized version of painter Gilbert Stuart), Elinor asks her fiancé, “Are you telling me of a painter, or a wizard?” “In truth,” he answers, “that question might be asked much more seriously than you suppose. They say that he paints not merely a man’s features, but his mind and heart. He catches the secret sentiments and passions, and throws them upon the canvass, like sunshine—or perhaps, in the portraits of dark-souled men, like a gleam of infernal fire.” Hartley’s Dogtown pictures had their own strange, brooding gleam, that flaming pool, those talismanic rocks. Hawthorne’s magic painter has the ability to “raise phantoms at will, and keep the form of the dead among the living,” whereas Hartley’s paintings seemed to have raised the unseen spirit of an ancient place and made it visible. Under Hartley’s brush Dogtown was shadowy, numinous, transformative. This was the Dogtown I wanted to find. Like a doubting Thomas, I hoped to finger its wounds.

I made for Gloucester’s downtown with its wide harbor, close-set brick storefronts, mix of Georgian, Federalist, and Victorian architectural styles, fishing boats at their moorings and waterfront warehouses. There were signs offering deep-sea fishing trips, whale watches, and schooner rides, but no roadside markers leading visitors to Dogtown. The lack of Dogtown signage had much to do with the fact that Gloucester, which was initially settled in 1623 and incorporated in 1642, is America’s oldest seaport. For over three hundred seventy-five years, this small city’s livelihood and identity have come from the ocean, not its hardscrabble interior. But there was more to the story. Many considered the place I sought to be dangerous. But I carried on, wandering into and out of shops on Main Street. No shopkeepers seemed to be paying their rent selling reproductions of Hartley’s Dogtown paintings or Dogtown-themed postcards or pet rocks. The free tourist maps did not list Dogtown in the area attractions. I approached a middle-age man heading toward a Sicilian café to ask him about the region. He waved his hand at me as though shooing off a fly, muttered something indecipherable, opened the café door, and yelled “Buon giorno!” with gusto.

I walked the full length of Main Street and had nearly given up on my search when, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a wooden sign down a little side street. An image of one of Dogtown’s most famous boulders—the Whale’s Jaw, a rock cleft like a whale breaching twenty feet up from sea—advertised the Dogtown Bookstore. Hartley had made multiple drawings and paintings of this monolith. I ran down the street and found a set of stairs leading to a low-ceilinged, seemingly endless cavern filled with used books. Floorboards creaked and shelves sagged underneath the weight of titles about fishing knots and barn-raising guides, Harlequin romances, and old, leatherbound copies of Cotton Mather’s treatises. An Arctic Studies section filled a high shelf over the entry into a second, smaller, more densely packed room, but I could not find any books about Hartley or Dogtown.

Behind a glass case filled with scrimshaw, intricate knots, and old brooches, the proprietor, a man named Bob with a salt-and-pepper beard and a wooden pipe, sat reading the newspaper. I asked Bob about Dogtown. He kindly told me a less detailed version of what I had read in Hartley’s writings and a Massachusetts guidebook: in the 1600s, an estimated forty to sixty families fled pirate and Indian attacks and created the highland Commons Settlement. After the Revolutionary War, this village was deserted but for some destitute war widows, witches, former slaves, and the dogs they kept for protection; the area became known as Dogtown at this time. By the late 1830s, it was abandoned. Dogtown has remained unpopulated and relatively unchanged ever since.

I continued flipping through a box of handpainted postcards of Gloucester Harbor and asked Bob if he went to Dogtown much. He replied with a flat “Nope.” When I asked Bob why he chose the name Dogtown for his shop, he simply stated, “ ’Cause I liked it.” Then my fingers landed on just what I had been hoping for: The Dogtown Common Trail Map. I bit my lower lip in an effort to suppress my excitement. Bob slid the map into a thin paper bag and handed me my change.

Today I find it ironic that I located a detailed map of this obscure setting in a bookshop. Dogtown is as much a labyrinth of stories as it is a jumble of alternating topography; I was about to discover that it is easy to get lost in both.

As soon as settlers cleared the land, stories—mostly tragedies and mysteries—took to seed and started to propagate. People would eventually tell me about a horrific event that took place in Dogtown on a rainy summer morning in 1984. When tragedy heaved its way into action there that year, the setting imposed an unofficial narrative on this event that would reach back through the centuries and forward into the future, which is where I stood, merrily counting my change and itching to explore the place Hartley had compared to Easter Island and Stonehenge.

I bounded out of the bookstore and crossed the street for the Sunny Day Café, spread the map across a small corner table, and ordered some coffee. Knobby, twisting, green contour lines wrapped around abundant little hills and depressions. Trails drawn in black wound in myriad directions. Dogtown existed on a more modest scale than the wilderness areas I had hiked in Maine, but the map was mesmerizing; I wanted nothing more than to lose myself in this place.

The map gave driving directions to an entrance and parking area along with some trail descriptions. It also listed a series of elementary precautions: carry a map and compass, wear bright colors and a “blaze orange hat” during hunting season, use insect and tick repellent. Two of the warnings struck me as odd, unless they had been intended for children, which seemed unlikely: “Don’t go out alone” and “If you must explore by yourself, leave a note with location and estimated time of your return.” I had hiked and backpacked alone in remote wilderness areas and had never seen such warnings printed on a map before. What could there be to worry about on an apparently densely populated island? There was no reason for alarm unless people were the cause for concern, but this possibility did not occur to me with any seriousness at the time.

I asked the waitress, a woman with short, spiky blond hair, if she ever went to Dogtown. “We used to go up in high school to party,” she replied while refilling my coffee, “but not anymore.” She turned to fill another customer’s cup, then looked over her shoulder at me and said, “No one does.”

That was just what I wanted to hear. Solitude would increase my chances for meeting Hartley’s ghost, or so I hoped. I tried to picture Hartley, with his piercing blue eyes, aquiline nose, and the hangdog expression for which he was known, studying this place. He would be in Dogtown. At the very least his paintings and the traces of his brush would be recognizable there.

As I exited the café, I noticed a lady with gold-spun hair sitting near the door. Her face was buried in a book titled Simplified Magic.

I got in my truck and threaded my way through the city streets, passing a sign saying, “Have a Whale of a Time!”

If I had known then what I do now, I might not have been in such a rush. There is something different about Dogtown. It is not simple and it is not magic in the strict or literal sense of the word. The place transcended the events of that rainy 1984 Monday when a single human agent changed this place. This particular individual is now long removed from the setting, but this tragedy tapped Dogtown’s centuries-old legacy of peculiar, melancholic tales, as if an aquifer had been filling up with such stories through the centuries, just waiting to be divined.

Years after this initial trip to Dogtown, I pieced together what transpired that 1984 day and the reasons why this rare colonial ruin had become neglected like a secret meant to be kept and hopefully forgotten.

The story goes like this.





PART ONE
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Chapter One
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The Birth of Tragedy

DURING THE EARLY MORNING hours of Monday, June 25, 1984, a chorus of howls rippled across island Cape Ann. After the first alarm rang at three-fifty in the morning, sirens wailed and flashed into the rain-drenched night as fire trucks raced up Massachusetts’s North Shore to put out the largest blaze in recent Gloucester memory: a six-alarm fire on Main and Porter Streets in the heart of downtown. Tenants in apartments over the Mark Adrian Shoe Store rushed to safety just seconds before an explosion blocked the exit. The fire burned through the dawn as smoke mixed with fog and heavy rain brought visibility to a minimum across much of Cape Ann. But the winds were blowing to the southeast and, five miles away, on the northwestern side of the island, just beyond the ancient woodlots of the abandoned colonial settlement known as Dogtown, there was no sign or smell of fire, just the lingering echo of sirens and howling dogs in the gray light of dawn.


Rainy summer mornings on Cape Ann inspire sleeping late and staying indoors, but Erik Natti got up early, met his carpool, and traveled twenty miles for an end-of-the-year teachers’ meeting at Marblehead High School. Matthew and Diana, Erik’s two children from his first marriage, were at their mother’s house in Salem. Erik would later recall driving away that morning and hoping that his second wife, Anne, “would enjoy a good day of being by herself” at their summer camp, an Airstream trailer at the northern edge of Dogtown.

The bulk of Cape Ann’s population and development are clustered along the shoreline, but the Nattis had recently settled into these highland woods at the end of Quarry Street to be as far away from civilization as possible and still remain on the island. They preferred the relative isolation of Dogtown’s quiet expanse to inconveniences such as being awakened by sirens in the middle of the night.

The Nattis, who had a house in the village of Annisquam where they lived during the school year, may have told you that their summer camp, which filled a woodland meadow on land where Erik grew up, was in a part of Gloucester known as Bay View. This would not be untrue, but the top of Quarry Street, where houses disappear behind denser and denser woods the higher one climbs, also marks an unofficial entry into Dogtown—an invisible threshold to the island’s wilderness interior.

Dogtown’s colonial ruins, which cover half of the region’s official three thousand acres, lie south of the Nattis’ summer place, but people generally use the name Dogtown when referring to the entirety of the island’s unpopulated center, a region that covers approximately five thousand acres. These malleable boundaries suggest that Dogtown is larger than any strict interpretation of history or land survey that tries to pin it down. It also implies that the name “Dogtown” stands for something too complex and elusive to be contained by the four roads around which the colonial village was created.

In Friedrich Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, tragedy stems from the conflict between mankind’s civilizing, Apollonian desire for order and our yearning for wild, Dionysian abandon. At the time of its inception, this colonial village represented an Apollonian ideal, but by the turn of the nineteenth century, when the Commons Settlement became known as Dogtown, the Dionysian impulse had overtaken the place. The region may indeed have been overrun with dogs back then, but it also began to inspire a certain type of human wildlife. Many of Dogtown’s “witches” made fiery home brews, told fortunes, hosted buccaneers and gambling parties, and profited from prostitution. The folkloric record maintains that a couple of these women cursed anyone who attempted to enter their desolate village. Even in 1984, Dogtown remained a place where people escaped civilization either by going there to party with abandon or to lose themselves peaceably in nature.

By the twentieth century, Dogtown had become a unique landscape, an isolated, municipally bound wilderness—not a manicured park—and a ruin-filled ghost town where the Dionysian principle with its knife’s-edge balance between creative inspiration and destructive madness seemed to prevail. Dogtown enabled both Marsden Hartley and the influential postmodernist poet Charles Olson to cross the internal wilderness of their respective creative crises. Others, less fortunate, did not safely traverse either the actual, physical wilderness of Dogtown or the mental one it could impose. This wayward quality may have been the reason why a Bible-thumping millionaire named Roger W. Babson decided to have twenty-four large boulders hand-carved with Protestant prescriptives during the Great Depression. The lessons imparted by Babson’s boulders—”USE YOUR HEAD,” “TRUTH,” “BE ON TIME”—stand out boldly against this confusing landscape as patent guideposts for those who may wander too far astray.

Over the years, most Cape Anners, being oceangoing people, ignored Dogtown. Of those who actually paid attention, some looked at the ruined settlement and saw a wasteland where civilization had died; others saw a life-affirming place where nature triumphantly resurged from the dead; many saw both things at once, as though the area represented all parts of the cycle of life.

The Nattis subscribed to the “cycle of life” point of view. Rumors and folktales about witches had long been the stuff of legend and did not bother them in the least—in fact, one could almost say such stories conveniently helped keep outsiders away. Not that the Nattis were misanthropes; though Erik was an especially private individual, both he and Anne were well-liked teachers. Anne taught in nearby Prides Crossing at the Landmark School, which specialized in instructing students with dyslexia, and took her own private tutoring pupils as well. One of these pupils, a challenging little boy named Daniel Bulba, wanted nothing more for his tenth birthday than to have Anne attend his party. Anne was just the sort of person to honor such an invitation, her deep brown eyes lighting up with pleasure. Erik was equally devoted to teaching biology and chemistry at Marblehead High School.

At about the time of her engagement, Anne, who was in her late thirties and had never been married, wrote to a friend and confided, “Everything I’ve been running away from for the last many years I now find I’m running after.” In a subsequent letter she stated, “I feel kin to a whole history of waiters on the eve of The Day—a bridegroom on his last fling, a graduate carousing, a king before coronation, a soldier before battle, expectant father, sacrificed virgin, all of them attending their souls to time, while time moves deliberately on to meet one marked spot where the world will suddenly change.”

Time moved ahead to Anne Phinney and Erik Natti’s wedding on Saturday, August 20, 1983, a memorable event for all who attended. The couple hired a band that transported a thousand-pound piano up Quarry Street, a particularly steep and treacherous dirt road, to their ceremony and party at a clearing in the woods. At their reception, Anne and Erik, who is of Finnish descent, marked their commitment with a group sauna, a Finnish ritual observed on occasions both venerable and mundane, which meant before long, Anne, Erik, and their guests were “taking the heat,” cleansing and purifying themselves in this time- honored way, and following it with a cooling swim in Blood Ledge Quarry, one of the many abandoned granite quarries that dot the Cape Ann highland.

Life had finally, pleasantly caught up to Anne Theresa Phinney, now Natti, as she walked through these ancient woods with her husband at her side, like Adam and Eve, neither unwise nor wholly innocent.

It was a fitting image: if anyone belonged in these woods, people believed, it was Erik, who had grown up in them, and Anne, who had grown up in a family of outdoorsy, educator parents in western Massachusetts. Then there was Erik’s mother, who liked to tell people that she was a witch.

Once, when Erik was a little boy and had been the object of wrongdoing by another kid, his mother marched over to the offending boy’s house, pounded on the door, and cursed the child’s mother in Finnish. She didn’t just swear, either. She moved her hands to conjure a whole variety of spirits, and from what young Erik could make out, she threatened to turn the woman’s ovaries into walnuts. Mrs. Natti raised even more eyebrows when she took Erik and his sister Isabel out of Sunday school because she did not want them to be corrupted by the Bible. The Natti family’s holy book was the Kalevala, a Finnish creation epic full of nature, magic, and shamanism. The Kalevala, like the Natti paterfamilias, originally came from Karelia, a heavily forested region divided between eastern Finland and Russia that is culturally distinct from western Finland. The Natti family tradition holds that Erik’s paternal great-grandfather was sold into slavery in St. Petersburg, but managed to escape and eventually found his way to Cape Ann in the late 1800s to work in the granite quarries. If there was anything from the Old World this Natti forebear was going to pass along to his descendants, it was a love for the Kalevala, and the shared Finnish and Karelian belief that the forest is enchanted and sacred, especially the birch and the blueberry that thrive in northern Dogtown. While there were other Finns on Cape Ann, most hailed from the western part of the country and considered Karelians to be unsophisticated backwoods people. One Cape Anner of Finnish descent says that his mother used to refer to the Nattis by a Finnish word that translates loosely as “forest people” or “leprechauns” and sounds like “met-tah buuloo,” from the Finnish word for forest, metsä.

Although Erik’s family wore their eastern Finnish culture proudly, they were no hicks. Erik’s maternal grandfather was the sculptor Paul Manship, whose most famous work is the bronze Prometheus carrying fire in hand as he soars above the ice-skating rink in New York City’s Rockefeller Center. Manship and the extended Natti family were central figures in a vibrant community of artists, writers, and designers on Cape Ann.

The Nattis had another claim on this forgotten corner of the world. After the quarrying industry went bust during the Great Depression, Erik’s father, Ilmari “Jimo” Natti, and uncle Robert “Bob” Natti had bought some acres on the cheap and transformed this decimated land into a forest. Jimo could have charted his son’s growth next to the white pines he planted four years before Erik was born. Though a day came when the forest outgrew the boy, the man never outgrew the forest. It was Erik’s and, by extension, his wife’s.



ON THE OTHER SIDE of the island, the Main Street fire continued to gorge itself on wind, metal, plastic, and wood. Eighty-four firemen, including additional crews from six surrounding towns, attacked the blaze. The sounds of shattering windows and splintering doors punctuated the fire’s roar. News crews arrived, trailed by insurance adjusters who worked the crowd of spectators that was pinned behind police barricades, searching for business owners such as shoe-store owner Mark Adrian Farber, who watched as the apartments above his store disintegrated before his eyes.


Later that week, Gloucester would celebrate its annual St. Peter’s Fiesta, a traditional Sicilian festival honoring the patron saint of fishermen and keeper of keys to the heavenly kingdom. The novena, a timeworn Sicilian ritual in which fishermen’s wives and mothers pray to the saint for nine days, was already under way. In two days the novena would end and Gloucester’s summer tourist season—so vital to the town’s economy—would begin. But for now, downtown was burning in the rain, and all people could do was watch and worry.

On this day, more so than on any other, Dogtown could not have been more remote.



WHEN ANNE AWOKE she called her friend Linda Ryan, who worked as a flight attendant and had the day off. Anne and Linda, former roommates, were as close as sisters. Cross-Dogtown walks were part of their bond, as was their unique communication system. If either Anne or Linda were passing near the other’s home, she would leave a woodland calling card such as some pinecones or flowers to say hello. On Sunday Linda had ridden by the Natti camp on horseback and left a branch for Anne, who placed a bough and a small present on the porch of Linda’s Rockport home later that evening.


That Monday Anne planned to walk through the woods to Linda’s house—the same house they had shared for three and a half years before Anne moved in with Erik. Anne’s normal route usually took just over an hour, but right before hanging up the phone, Anne said she might try an alternate way, potentially delaying her arrival. It was the start of her summer vacation. She had time to wander.

Anne Natti was not the sort of woman to forgo a walk in the woods, even on this dreary Monday morning: it would make for an especially solitary, peaceful experience of the kind that only Dogtown could provide.

Anne dressed in multiple layers to protect herself from the elements, which bore down heavily. She sealed her slender, petite frame inside a pair of yellow rain pants and matching hooded slicker, snaked her feet into a pair of rag wool socks, and stuffed them into tall rubber boots. She placed her and Erik’s puppy’s red leash for use in Rockport inside a Ziploc plastic bag, stepped outside, and closed the door behind her. The puppy, a German shepherd mix named Woofer, bounded into the fog. It was between 9:15 and 9:30 A.M.

Though parts of Dogtown lie just beyond backyard swing sets and raised garden beds where bees cling to bright flowers, the rest of Cape Ann seems far away. The region may fill the geographical center of the island, but it is cut off from Gloucester and Rockport. Its elevation (between 150 and 180 feet above sea level) and awkward and sometimes impassable terrain add to its aura of remove, but the region’s colonial ruins easily give one the impression that Dogtown is separated from society by time as well as geography. The area is an island within an island, riddled with a labyrinth of sixty miles of trails that appear and disappear, depending on the season, and that seem to multiply into endless wilderness. It is easy to get lost in Dogtown for extended periods—when one woman went missing there in 1951, the police had to borrow a map so they could find their way around. But Anne Natti regularly walked these myriad paths; she was an unlikely candidate for going astray.

This morning she chose a route that wound through what she and Erik called the “deep woods,” a copse of hemlock, white pine, and cedar that a retired NASA physicist and MIT professor named Frederick Norton had started planting in the 1930s. This 121-acre stretch of Dogtown woods feels prelapsarian, though every bit of it was designed, sprouted, and planted by “the professor,” as he was called. Such is the illusion of an expertly engineered and carefully managed woodland; though it is one of the most cared for parts of Dogtown, the Norton Forest looks like primeval wilderness.

Like a latter-day Johnny Appleseed, the professor, who was eighty-eight years of age in 1984, nearly always went barefoot, and shod his feet only when they hit the pavement. He did not even put on his L.L.Bean mukluks the previous September when he walked through the forest to Anne and Erik’s wedding. Erik was like a son to the professor. They shared an intense love for the land; to them, it was sacred.

As Anne walked through the Norton Forest this blustery Monday, the wind gusted heavily, as it is prone to do on this exposed promontory during a storm. It howled and rattled through the trees, shaking their branches to create a sudden deluge. The hood of Anne’s yellow rain slicker muffled her hearing and cut off her peripheral vision. The steady patter of rainfall intensified, drowning out the distant rumble and whine of a dirt bike.

The dirt bike rider had altered his course after seeing a home-made sawhorse made out of birch logs blocking a trail and marked with a sign saying NO BIKES. Making his way down a path that had turned slippery with mud, he stopped under a tree to wait out the pelting rain.

Woofer appeared through the trees, pranced up to the man’s bike, sniffed the front tire, and darted away. The man watched the dog sally to a bush, a tree, a rock, and trot back to its master, a small figure dressed in yellow walking a nearby path. Moments passed. A tiny fragment of a single day gave life to an idea that would change two lives and a place forever.

Anne had no idea what was behind her. The man was careful not to make a lot of noise as he crept in close and planted his large palms against her back, shoving her forward. Trees whirred by. The ground came up to meet her.

Anne struggled to get up. The man grabbed a rock sitting alongside the trail. The rock was large enough to make a cornerstone, broad and heavy enough for crushing things. He heaved it with all of his might onto the back of Anne Natti’s head.

The human skull, designed to cradle and protect the brain, is durable and difficult to break, but Anne Natti’s skull immediately fractured upon impact.

This blow was survivable in and of itself, but no trauma of such magnitude exists in isolation. A shuddering, domino-like effect traveled down Anne Natti’s spine. The degree of force her brain experienced would have immediately sent a cascade of opiates through her nervous system. Her brain most likely shut down in a self-protective mode, making her lose consciousness almost immediately. Pressure and fluid would have begun to build inside her cranium, causing her to moan and writhe involuntarily. She began to hemorrhage.

The man wrapped his long arms around her and dragged her to her feet and off the trail. She continued to moan and writhe. He dropped her among the trees just beyond the edge of the path and swung at her face with another rock. The blow broke her jaw and her nose. It pushed her left eye deep into its socket. Her movements slowed.

The man checked her pockets for money. Peeled the rain slicker off without unzipping it. Stripped away her vest. A sweater. He lifted another sweater, chamois shirt, and turtleneck off her body in one efficient stroke, pulled off her boots, and rolled down her socks, one by one. Then came her yellow rain pants, belt, and dungarees. He stripped off her tights. Unhooked her bra. Slid off her underwear and placed it in the Ziploc with Woofer’s red leash. It would stay dry and relatively clean, though her exposed body was now wet, dirty, bloody, and going cold.

He had been thinking about raping her. Rain continued to fall heavily. Blood seeped into the earth. The rainwater diluted it until there was no longer a trace.

Suddenly, something snapped inside him. All of a sudden he came to and realized what he had just done.

He moved quickly. He tied the yellow rain pants around her neck and used them to drag her naked body deeper into the woods. Her breasts scraped up and over rocks and twigs. Briars and thorns scratched the skin around her ribs, back, and buttocks.

He pulled her into some dwarf pines growing on the edge of Professor Norton’s land. Working her body underneath some thick growth, well out of sight, he laid his large hand at the base of her skull and shoved her face deep into the soft, damp earth until the mud reached her ears. If the pants around her neck had not cut off any remaining supply of oxygen to Anne Natti’s brain, the mud would soon do the job. He gathered handfuls of leaves and scattered them over her body.

Anne Natti lay prostrate and moaning in a comatose state at least a mile and a half from the nearest house. She was bleeding to death, but still alive.



ANXIOUS AND TERRIFIED, the man ran from the scene. He knew these woods better than most, but nothing looked familiar in the downpour. Perhaps he thought the woods were playing tricks on him. He would not have been the first person to think that about this place, nor the last.

Eventually he came to some blue trail blazes, which he followed to the dirt bike. He traveled the many trails that criss-cross Dogtown until one of them deposited him onto a downtown street where he disappeared into the smoke-filled air without a trace.

THE MAIN STREET FIRE was still smoldering but finally under control. Policemen blew whistles and diverted traffic as people continued to arrive and stare.


Mark Adrian Farber, the shoe-store owner, now soaked to the skin with rain and spray from the fire hoses, watched a crane clear charred siding, a broken door frame, fried electrical wires, and shards of glass from the road. He buried his face in his hands and wept.




Chapter Two

[image: image]


Follow the Brush

THE SMELL of fried fish and salt air dissipated as I drove inland. Traffic stopped in front of a restaurant called Scroo Cooking—an image of a screw adorned its sign—to allow a seagull carrying a chicken bone in its beak to cross the road.


I made my way to the corner antique store marking my turn. Driving slowly up a steep hill with ranch-style homes, I saw nothing that anticipated Dogtown except for a house that was decorated for Halloween. Three jack-o’-lanterns sat on the front steps, a ghost made from a white bedsheet hung next to the door, a scarecrow stood on the front lawn. A stuffed witch in a black cape and pointy hat had flown her broomstick into a tree. Her face was flattened against the tree trunk. The handle of her broom extended out from the tree’s other side, as though it had impaled the trunk. A few moments later, a brown sign with yellow lettering appeared: DOGTOWN CONSERVATION AREA/ESSEX NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE. I turned on my blinker. My heart flashed with anticipation.

A large boulder sat near the entrance like a good host, poised to welcome visitors. In the woods along the narrow, potholed road, two tall rocks angled toward each other as though in close conversation. Fewer than a hundred yards from the turnoff two modern houses seemed out of place from the undeveloped, ancient landscape I had expected, however unrealistically, from Hartley’s paintings and writings about Dogtown. I pulled into a small empty parking lot next to a derelict sign box. An overstuffed garbage bag sat nearby. Bits of old, unidentifiable trash were scattered around. It looked as though few people ever came this way.

I got out of my truck, opened the tailgate, and sat down to study the map, skipping over sentences such as, “In the early 1980s Dogtown Common was under attack on several fronts. . . . Walking Dogtown trails was dangerous.” I missed the reference to Anne Natti, about whom I knew nothing at that time. Eventually, I came to understand what these lines really meant: Dogtown was more than the setting of a horrific crime; this transgression had seemingly become one of the region’s defining narratives. But for now, I blithely plotted my route through Dogtown. I had made this journey for two reasons: Dogtown had changed Marsden Hartley, and his Dogtown paintings had changed me.



WHEN I FIRST saw pictures of Hartley’s work in a book five years earlier, I was enrolled in a college painting class that was required for my degree in art history. I had always wanted to paint, but all of my prior attempts at making anything that advanced beyond a doodle merely confirmed my belief that artistic skill was something you were either born with or not. Thus far, the class had reinforced this belief. I could not draw anything resembling a straight line or a perfect circle. I was not merely a novice, I was absolutely terrible. It was hopeless.


When an instructor gave us an assignment to re-create a painting by a known artist as a still life, I knew I was doomed. How we might interpret these compositions was open-ended: Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon could be arranged with torn baguettes, toothpaste, buttons, and hair combs as one student had done. I could have chosen any image, but knew that it would be hard enough to make my effort look like an actual painting, let alone something recognizable. I needed to find some-thing obscure that I could get away with botching entirely.

The night before we were expected to assemble our still lifes, I pulled dozens of monographs off the library shelves until I came across books about Marsden Hartley. I had never heard of Hartley, but his paintings captivated me immediately. His Dogtown landscapes were unlike anything I had ever seen. I was immediately taken by a picture titled Mountains in Stone, Dogtown.

In Mountains, a large boulder writhes up from a horizontal jumble of dark rocks. Autumnal red and orange plants sprout upward between the rocks, pointing in different directions, as if resisting their own weight. It appears that if one rock moved, the others would tumble out of the picture. Another row of rocks (or perhaps mountains) lines a distant horizon. A slender, stylized tree resembling a cross fills the left side of the image. A long, white cloud stretches across a turquoise sky. Another cloud hovers above it expectantly.

The painting is full of contradictions. It is an empty, lonely setting crowded with rocks and plants. The sun’s amber glow illuminates autumn’s brittleness but also suggests warmth and abundance. The clouds appear as lightweight but solid forms, while the rocks look to be liquid, as though recently poured from the earth’s cauldron. The rocks are monumental, like mountains rather than stones, dense sculptural volumes that evoke Cézanne yet surge upward energetically. With such vigor bound up in these rocks, it was not hard to sense some desperation behind the painting’s creation. I felt as though I could never tire of looking at this picture. I knew right away that this was an image I had to learn how to paint.

The next day I arranged a group of root vegetables to create my still life in imitation of Hartley’s composition. Every so often, my painting instructor lingered by my easel, stared as though deeply absorbed, and said “strange” or “peculiar,” then walked away. I took this to mean I was on to something.

There is a style of Japanese calligraphy called zuihitsu, which translates literally as “follow the brush.” In zuihitsu the calligrapher surrenders to the brush rather than consciously trying to control it, allowing the brush to tell its own story. Inevitably, the brushwork becomes both the journey and the destination. The more I allowed Hartley’s original to guide me in this spirit of zuihitsu, the more painting began to feel natural to me, as if the gestures Hartley had used to create his image were embedded in some latent part of my muscle memory. Soon I was painting every day. Slowly the rutabagas, turnips, and potatoes I selected for my still life had turned to stone. A head of garlic rose into a mountain. Peeled onionskin morphed into papery, brittle shrubs.

Two weeks later—and much to my amazement—I had successfully reproduced the original. I had finally made a painting, something I had always wanted to do but never believed was possible.

Suddenly I was willing to follow Hartley anywhere. And in the spirit of zuihitsu, I began to wonder what kind of story a place named Dogtown would tell. I imagined that one day I would find this unusual landscape and the source of Hartley’s inspiration as if doing so would complete some undone part of me.

After I graduated, Hartley and Dogtown simmered in the back of my mind until I moved to Maine, Hartley’s birth state, two years later. When friends asked me to join them for the opening of a Hartley retrospective at the Portland Museum of Art, I put them off; I wanted to go alone. I fantasized about Hartley, my imaginary friend and mentor, dressed in a white suit, cravat, and spats and meeting me at the door. Together we would saunter through the galleries, arm in arm.

One winter night when the air smelled of snow that had not yet begun to fall, I entered the museum hoping to watch his life unfold through a series of images that would build to the climax of his 1931 summer in Dogtown, which had been pivotal for him personally and artistically. I had faith in the alchemy of stories, and Hartley’s, in particular, which included his struggles with identity, depression, and creativity.



MARSDEN, NÉ EDMUND, HARTLEY was born in 1877 in the mill town of Lewiston, Maine. His mother died when he was eight, and soon thereafter Hartley’s father moved to Ohio with a new wife and his daughters, leaving his only son behind and in the care of an older sister. Young Hartley was forced to leave school at age fifteen to work in a shoe mill to help support his family.


When he was sixteen, Hartley’s father summoned him to Ohio, where Hartley worked in a quarry office and began to paint. In time, he managed to save enough money for formal painting lessons, and before long his teacher arranged a scholarship for him to attend the Cleveland School of Art. After one semester, Hartley received a scholarship to study at William Merritt Chase’s prestigious art academy, the New York School of Art.

After he finished art school, Hartley began to use his stepmother’s maiden name, Marsden, which his friends convinced him had a more glamorous ring than his given one. Hartley moved back to Maine, explored one alternative spiritual community, then another, and wrestled with his sexual identity. Hartley’s homosexuality most likely contributed to the loneliness and alienation he experienced in early-twentieth-century New England and throughout his life, but he also sought out desolate, remote settings for the sake of his art. In 1908 he moved to Maine’s White Mountains, where he lived in isolation in order to paint.

Hartley entered these mountain paintings into a show at Boston’s Metaphysical Club, where critic Philip Hale praised their “fine insanity.” At about the same time he met Charles and Maurice Prendergast, who encouraged him to return to New York for the sake of his career and furnished him with letters of introduction to the painters William Glackens and Robert Henri. Not long after Hartley moved to New York, he was introduced to the legendary gallery owner Alfred Stieglitz.

At first Stieglitz resisted the meeting; the exhibition season at his Little Galleries of the Photo-Secession, or 291, was over, and he had recently turned down a show by Max Weber. But after seeing Hartley’s work, Stieglitz changed his mind and granted the thirty-two-year-old artist the first solo exhibition of an American painter in 291’s history. The show, Exhibition of Paintings in Oil by Mr. Marsden Hartley, of Maine, garnered strong reviews and established Hartley as a member of Stieglitz’s celebrated circle, which included Edward Steichen, Paul Strand, Charles Demuth, Arthur Dove, John Marin, Max Weber, and Georgia O’Keeffe, whom Stieglitz eventually married.

With support from Stieglitz, Hartley was off to Europe in 1912, which furthered his exposure to European modernism. In Paris, Gertrude Stein saw his work and exclaimed, “at last, an original American.” Hartley then moved to Berlin, where his style became increasingly abstract. Soon he was creating some of his best work, but not all was well. He fell in love with a German military officer named Karl von Freyburg, who was subsequently killed in World War I. Hartley’s mourning inspired a series of abstract portraits of Freyburg that are considered some of his greatest works. Writing about these paintings in 2003, art critic Peter Schjeldahl stated, “In Berlin, Hartley did something new that has stayed new.” Hartley was soon forced home by the mounting unrest of World War I.

From 1915 to 1920, Hartley lived an increasingly peripatetic life, moving from New York to Provincetown, Bermuda, New Mexico, and points in between, never occupying a single residence for more than ten months at a time. He also began to publish his poems and criticism in the Nation, the New Republic, the Dial, Poetry, Vanity Fair, and elsewhere. (Hartley would go on to publish books of poetry and critical essays.) By the summer of 1920 he was painting in Gloucester, where Edward Hopper, John Sloan, and Elie Nadelman also were making art. That summer, Hartley claimed he “meant to go for a look” in Dogtown, which he may have heard about from John Sloan, who painted the area in 1916. Nonetheless, by the end of the year, Hartley was back in Europe where he was to spend most of the next decade in southern France. Though Hartley never set foot in Dogtown that year, in 1931 he wrote Stieglitz and said that he had “carried the memory . . . [of Dogtown] everywhere.”

In 1924, the critic Paul Rosenfeld established Hartley’s importance by celebrating his expertise in “record[ing] the genius of a place.” Nonetheless, Rosenfeld was concerned with what he saw as Hartley’s inability to truly connect and “lose himself in his object.” He suggested that only when Hartley started to paint his native New England would a deeper intuitive association be conveyed in his work.

New England was the last place Hartley wanted to go. He associated the region with little more than his Dickensian childhood, the pain of which haunted him throughout much of his life. He once confided in a letter to Stieglitz that whenever he heard a New England accent “a sad recollection rushed into my very flesh like sharpened knives.” But in 1929, the powerful critic Henry McBride accused Hartley of being unfaithful to his native land by painting foreign landscapes. The American art market, which had developed a taste for regional, American subjects, reflected these criticisms. That year, a few of Hartley’s friends purchased four of his European landscape paintings to help him out of his financial straits—these were the only paintings he sold. His career was seriously faltering. Hartley returned to the United States, then entering the Great Depression.

Prompted by McBride’s criticism, Stieglitz convinced Hartley to try to put his painful memories aside and paint New England.

In the summer of 1930, Hartley traveled to the New Hampshire White Mountains to paint. In Hartley’s own estimation, the attempt was a complete failure and depressed him so much he stopped painting altogether. “[I] lost most of my will power and moral courage for what remains to me of the thing called life,” he confided to Rebecca Strand, photographer Paul Strand’s wife. Before returning to New York that fall, Hartley declared somewhat histrionically, “I’ve learned one thing—Never never never to turn north again as long as I live.”

While he was in this major depressive episode, Hartley’s physical health began to suffer, too. By the winter of 1931 he was kept bedridden with severe bronchitis and mastoiditis, an infection of the skull’s bony protuberances behind the ears that can quickly and easily develop into meningitis, a potentially fatal infection of the membranes that surround and protect the brain and the spinal cord. Hartley’s doctor was not only concerned that the fifty-four-year-old painter would suffer permanent hearing loss, more urgently, as he told Hartley’s friend Adelaide Kuntz, his condition was so severe he was likely to live for only another couple more years at most. Kuntz, in deference to Hartley’s delicate psychological state, never told him the prognosis.

Though he was physically weak, suffering from persistent bouts of pain, and nearly deaf, the receipt of a Solomon R. Guggenheim grant to paint in Mexico the following year buoyed Hartley’s spirits. To prepare, he decided to break his vow against New England and travel to Gloucester to paint Dogtown.



NOT A SINGLE Dogtown painting was included in the Portland Museum exhibit. The Hartley I wanted to know—the man who had staked everything on a wasteland—was nowhere in sight.

THAT IS HOW, like Dante’s Virgil, Marsden Hartley had led me to the edge of these woods, where the air smelled of thousands of crisping autumn leaves. The sky was oceanic with clouds as light and foamy as cresting waves. Wind stirred the treetops, ruffling the heavy silence. The map identified a shooting range immediately south of Dogtown, but sounds of gunfire ricocheted from all around. It seemed as if the wind had grabbed this sound and was tossing it back and forth, and occasionally dropping it like a ball. Whenever the wind stopped, the gunfire rang out only from the shooting range’s direction. The effect was disconcerting, but I trusted that the noise came from the shooting range alone. If not, I had hiked elsewhere in hunting season and believed my purple backpack would keep me from being mistaken for a deer.


Past a small bend, a gate blocked the road, presumably Dogtown’s official entrance. Several bags of yard clippings sat below a NO DUMPING sign. This was it: the place I had wondered about for five years. I looked around for something to reflect the importance of this moment—perhaps a knot in a tree resembling the faces of Janus peering into the past and the future, civilization and the wilds—but saw no such indicator. Soon after I slipped past the gate, the asphalt road gave way to gravel, then dirt. The path narrowed and rose gently. Thick shrubs crowded among the few trees lining the way. Pebbles upgraded to rocks. Ruts in the path took on greater relief.

The landscape before me opened to resemble Hartley’s Blueberry Highway, Dogtown, a painting that flows with energy, beckoning the viewer to enter via a river of paint. The image is fraught with hopeful anticipation; there is no way of knowing where the road may lead as it spills forth for the viewer to follow.

The road climbed steadily, into a landscape of flax-colored meadows and brittle trees, as though autumn had drained all the life and color of Hartley’s vision from the scene. I did not know if this, the Dogtown Road, was the path Hartley painted and that had appeared so vibrant and alive, but I knew the road in Blueberry Highway led to a vanishing point. Only by journeying beyond the reach of Hartley’s brush could I learn Dogtown’s story, its mysterious ways.

Wispy trees and gnarled shrubs grew over an old, low stone wall running intermittently alongside the path, which dated back to the colonial settlement’s earliest days. It was easy to imagine seventeenth-century neighbors leaning against the wall and gossiping. Elsewhere the wall had been completely swallowed by brush and briar, as if it had never existed. The scene was vaguely reminiscent of Hartley’s The Old Bars, Dogtown. In the painting, looping, twisted fence wire hangs between towerlike fence posts above a deteriorating stone wall enclosing a field in such vibrant shades of green one can almost smell the grass. The posts look as if they might collapse, but Hartley secured them in place with a heavy application of paint. This image of a neglected, broken fence corralling an empty space is surprisingly lively, as though a spirit were trapped between the posts and suspended in paint. Perhaps that is why after seeing The Old Bars in 1939 at the Whitney Museum, where it is now in the permanent collection, critic Alfred Frankfurter praised it for its “new Druidism.”

As I walked on, various Hartley images continued to emerge from the landscape, but Dogtown also began to seem familiar in an altogether different way, as if I had stumbled upon some long-forgotten, collective memory waiting to be rediscovered. Perhaps that is why I felt as though Dogtown was older than other places I had traveled to, that it knew something and was watching me. Maybe because I grew up in Georgia next to a Civil War battlefield and played in antebellum mansions where I was always convinced the eyes of ancestral portraits were following me as I ran by, such ideas are not unusual to me. That is how I came to think that if I could listen to Dogtown’s spirit, I might learn something essential, some sort of wisdom that I craved but did not yet know how to seek. And in a strange, comforting way, I felt as if Dogtown’s ancient ghosts began to rise up and greet me.

I passed through an opening in the wall into a meadow where tall grasses lay flat, as though cattle had recently laid down their heft, but there were no signs of livestock. The sound of a woman’s laughter drifted by in the wind. I stopped to look around, but the only traces of people I could see were rectangular pits lined with stones that appeared to be caving in on themselves.

According to my map these pits were cellar holes, the last remaining vestiges of colonists’ homes. They could be traced to their individual pre-Revolutionary owners by small stones carved with numbers poking out of the grass alongside each cellar, but there was no reference or guide to the numbers, nor was anything posted to explain their purpose. That someone had taken the time to identify these ruins made the numbered rocks seem even more peculiar, as if they were remnants of a forgotten museum. It was easier to look across this landscape and envision the original forest primeval that Gloucester’s settlers had first discovered in 1623 than to picture intact the modest dwellings colonists built sometime thereafter. But there among the ruins, the spectral presence of these people was inescapable. I wondered if Dogtown had absorbed something of the burdens of those who had been here before, as if places, like people, can be scarred by events and retain these wounds through the years.

The wind moved over the woods in powerful gusts, raking across distant treetops, sometimes spiraling in close, carrying the smells of woodsmoke and burning leaves, and leaving a salty taste in my mouth. Then the trees went suddenly still, the woods silent, until the wind worked across the highland again, spinning leaves into dust devils as they fell.

Unlike the landscape I had encountered along the path, Hartley’s painted Dogtown was nearly unrecognizable in this meadow surrounded by a burgeoning forest, as though he had been rubbed out of the picture. The large rocks he had painted and Mountains in Stone, the painting I most wanted to see, seemed far away and perhaps unreachable by foot on this day—or ever.

Trails laced through the woods in a variety of directions. I tried several of these, but they ended abruptly. One disappeared at a blueberry thicket. Another terminated at a large boulder. A third stopped at no place in particular. The next one I explored tracked several hundred yards through the woods to a small fire pit filled with empty Budweiser bottles with seared labels. Smoke drifted off a smoldering cigarette butt, as if someone had departed mere moments before I arrived. I turned and quickly walked away. My palms had started to sweat.

Reaching a trail juncture, I consulted the map, hoping to trace my route back to the meadow with the cellar holes, but I could not figure out where I was. I continued down the widest, seemingly more trafficked path. A strong gust of wind arose. Leaves tumbled. The wind dropped suddenly, uncannily, replaced by a draft of silence, which is how I noticed that something heavy was rustling through nearby leaves. Struck by the sense that someone was following me, I froze. Blood rushed through my head audibly. My heart pounded loudly. I peered through the trees and up the path and back, but saw nothing and no one. I continued on.

The sound of cracking leaves grew louder and closer. As soon as I stopped, it stopped, too. A chill slid across the back of my neck. Sweat webbed my forehead. I stood as motionless and quiet as possible. Whoever or whatever was there could see me and hear my breathing. There was no place to hide, nothing I could do.

I tried not to let my imagination and some rustling leaves get the best of me. The noises were just a deer or a squirrel foraging nearby—nothing else, I reasoned. But I could not calm myself down. Gravel crunched loudly under my feet as I started to run until the air was still and eerily quiet except for the sounds of my breath and apprehensive footfalls landing hard and fast upon the earth.

I came upon two tombstones standing in the shadows of some tall pines. One was inscribed “Rayne Adams 1880–1931.” I wondered if Hartley met Rayne Adams before he died. The other, marked “Leila Norwood Adams 1887,” did not list a date of death. In my anxious state, I assumed she had vanished in Dogtown.

Catching my breath, I worried that if I went any farther I would simply disappear into Dogtown, never to return. I wanted to retrace my footsteps and find my way back to Hartley’s landscape, to step back into his frame where his images, for all of their peculiarities, felt comforting; but nothing looked familiar. There were no mountains in stone in sight. Just me standing alone and scared in some strange woods in the outskirts of a town where I knew no one and no one knew me.

I stared at the map. All I could focus on were the blank white spaces between the skinny black lines of the paths and the fat green bulges of the land’s contours. Their emptiness absorbed me.

I kept walking, trying to find my way back to the gate. Eventually the trees parted, opening onto a wide path; according to the map, this had to be the Commons Road. I felt momentarily relieved, but soon realized that the crumbling stone wall and ancient road in front of me looked the same as the Dogtown Road where my journey had begun. But unless I had walked some circuitous route through the woods, that could not have been possible. I worried that I was completely lost. To get my bearings I looked for the sun, which had started draining into the horizon.

I headed north, following a route into the darkening woods, and hoping eventually to intersect the Dogtown Road. A crow stood in the path and pecked at the ground, then made its way down the trail behind me as though out for a nice little dusktime stroll. I had read about Old Peg Wesson, a Gloucester witch who cursed a group of soldiers that had insulted her before they headed off to fight the French and Indians at Louisburg on Cape Breton Island in 1745. When the soldiers saw a crow hovering above their Louisburg camp, they shot at it repeatedly, missing each time. The soldiers believed that Old Peg had flown hundreds of miles to taunt them. Recalling that the base metals in their shot could not kill witches, one of the soldiers plucked a silver button from his sleeve and shot the crow in its leg. The bird fell from the sky to its death. After the men returned to Gloucester, they learned that Old Peg had fallen, broken her leg, and died. A doctor examined her and discovered a silver button matching those on a military uniform in her leg. In his account of Old Peg, John J. Babson, Gloucester’s most trusted historian, commented on the tale’s improbability, but remarked that it was widely believed at the time. With the strange way Dogtown was making me feel—disoriented, tired, afraid, and a little ridiculous—I could not fault anyone for harboring suspicions about crows, particularly when one was following me at a close clip. I turned to shoo the bird away, but it was no longer there.
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