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Introduction

SOUTH CAROLINA IS KNOWN AS THE PALMETTO STATE. ITS NICKNAME IS taken from the Sabal palmetto tree, which was added to the state flag to commemorate Col. William Moultrie’s heroic defense of a palmetto-log fort on Sullivan’s Island in Charleston harbor against the British fleet in 1776. To people interested in the paranormal, however, South Carolina is noteworthy for another reason—it is reputed to be one of the most haunted states in the entire South.

Many residents of South Carolina believe that the ghosts said to walk among the living represent the spiritual residue that has imprinted itself upon the landscape during the state’s violent history. A number of wars have been waged in South Carolina through the years. Between 1715 and 1717, British colonists defended themselves against several Indian tribes in what is known today as the Yamasee War, one of the bloodiest Indian campaigns in American history. Pirates such as Blackbeard and Stede Bonnet terrorized people living along the coastal areas of South Carolina between 1717 and 1718. Although Charleston was a focal point in the American Revolution, the war extended to other parts of the state as well. Charleston was captured by British forces in 1781, but colonial troops under General Nathanael Greene drove the main British army from South Carolina to Virginia a year later. Leaders of the South Carolina militia, such as Francis Marion, eventually forced smaller British units to leave the state as well.

The record of human misery in South Carolina must also take into account the plight of the state’s slaves. Slave markets were a common sight in the major cities up until the Civil War. By 1860, approximately 402,000 African Americans were enslaved in South Carolina.

The people of the Palmetto State suffered mightily during the Civil War. Many believe that the Yankee invaders were especially ruthless in South Carolina because the Civil War began there on April 12, 1861, when shore batteries manned by Citadel cadets and Confederate volunteers began shelling Fort Sumter in Charleston harbor. In 1865, Federal troops under the command of William Tecumseh Sherman set fire to many plantations in South Carolina. They also put the capital, Columbia, to the torch. Approximately 25 percent of the Confederate troops from South Carolina were dead by the end of the Civil War.

Nature has also claimed thousands of victims among the people of South Carolina. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, outbreaks of fever took the lives of hundreds of planters and their families living in the Low Country. In 1886, an earthquake measuring 7.5 on the Richter scale caused $6 million worth of damage. In 1989, Hurricane Hugo caused more than $2.8 billion in damage in Charleston and the surrounding area.

Like the typically resilient people of the Southern states, the people of South Carolina have transformed the tragic episodes of their past into a body of folklore that has no rival. The fates of hundreds of slaves, Tories, Southern belles, and Confederate soldiers have been recounted over and over again in the ghost legends of South Carolina. Historic figures such as Confederate general Wade Hampton III and actor Junius Brutus Booth have also been memorialized in South Carolina’s ghostlore. After you have read the stories in this volume, I think you will agree that South Carolina’s ghost tales are just as integral to the Palmetto State’s past as the historical accounts of its battlefields and antebellum homes.


Central

South Carolina

THE ATLANTIC COASTAL PLAIN, ALSO KNOWN IN SOUTH CAROLINA AS the Low Country, is part of the plain that stretches from New York to Florida. The central portion of the Atlantic Coastal Plain is blanketed by the Pine Barrens. The cities of Columbia, Cheraw, Camden, and Aiken are founded on the sand hills, which form part of an ancient beach dating back to a time when the land was covered by oceans. Swamps cover much of the land in the eastern portion of this region.

The Lake Murray Monster

Lake Murray, which is fed by the Saluda River, covers more than fifty thousand acres and has roughly five hundred miles of shoreline. The lake is named after William Spencer Murray, an engineer from New York who was authorized by Congress in 1920 to head a study for the establishment of a large-scale power grid in the industrial Northeast. Murray and his partner, T. C. Williams, developed a plan to build three dams to generate power and to maintain a constant flow of water into the Santee River. On September 21, 1927, work began on what was to become the largest earthen dam in the world at that time. When the dam was completed on June 30, 1930, it stood two hundred feet high and ran a distance of a mile and a half across Lake Murray. Approximately five thousand people had to be relocated to make the dam a reality. In exchange, the local populace received cheap electricity, a beautiful recreation area, and, quite possibly, a lake monster.
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The first sighting of the Lake Murray monster occurred in 1933. The beast, affectionately dubbed “Messie” by locals, was observed swimming in the newly created lake by several residents of Irmo and Ballantine. Witnesses described it as being a cross between a snake and something prehistoric. Sightings of the lake monster continued throughout the rest of the twentieth century. Many of the eyewitnesses were professional people, such as doctors, lawyers, and military personnel. The monster has consistently been described as being between forty and sixty feet long, with the head and body of a snake and the tail of an eel.

Lake Murray biologist Lance Harper, who has kept a file of recorded sightings of Messie, admits that a lake that is forty-one miles long and fourteen miles wide is certainly large enough to accommodate a creature of this size. Harper puts a great deal of credence in the testimonies of witnesses because, to his knowledge, none of them were under the influence of drugs or alcohol when they encountered the monster. Although Harper himself has never seen the Lake Murray monster, the large holes he has found in nets placed around the lake have convinced him that some sort of enormous creature—either a large fish such as a sturgeon or a super-sized reptile of some sort—has taken up residence in Lake Murray. Retired U.S. Army general Marvin Corder, who actually saw the monster, is convinced that it is more than just a big fish.

Most of the witnesses have described a big, aquatic beast simply swimming or diving in Lake Murray. A few, however, depict the creature as being highly aggressive. For example, Buddy Browning was fishing from a boat in a small cove with his wife, Shirley, and their friend Kord Brazell when a large, scaly head surfaced from the water and began swimming in their direction whenever their boat approached the spot where the creature was resting. Several times, the beast came so close to the boat that Buddy could discern that it was not a large fish, an eel, or an alligator. “It was unlike anything I ever saw before, and I have been fishing Lake Murray for over twenty years,” Buddy said. Shirley said that when the creature tried to climb into the boat, Buddy had to hit it with a paddle to drive it off. Buddy dismissed the possibility that the animal could have been an alligator because alligators are not native to the lake.

Messie launched another attack against fishermen on the lake in October 1996. A caller to radio station WNOK-FM 104.7 told the disc jockey that he was fishing off Shell Island when he saw a fin two feet long rise out of the water. He flipped a lure right in front of the creature, and it bit his fishing rod in half. “All I had left was just the handle grip!” the caller said.

The last reported sighting of the Lake Murray Monster occurred in 2002. A woman was driving across the dam with a friend when they noticed long, flowing ripples radiating out from what they described as a “wavy, curvy, long thing” in the calm water. Later, the driver said that there was nothing else on the lake that could have disturbed the water in that manner.

Not surprisingly, the people of Irmo have benefited financially from the notoriety of their lake monster. T-shirts and hats displaying images of Messie are available at gift shops, gas stations, and restaurants all over town. Visitors can also purchase a fifty-page booklet about the “Loch Murray Monster.” Like the Scottish monster from which Lake Murray’s creature derived its name, Messie’s true identity may never be determined.

Bigfoot Mania in Neeses

Bigfoot sightings in South Carolina are not as common as they are in the Pacific Northwest and western Canada, but they do occur with some regularity. In fact, the Bigfoot Field Researchers Organization included forty-two reported sightings on its Web site in 2007. Probably the most dramatic South Carolina Bigfoot sighting in the twentieth century took place on July 15, 1997, in the small town of Neeses.

A fourteen-year-old boy named Jackie Hutto was inside his house around noon when heard the family dogs barking and howling inside their pen. Thinking that some sort of varmint was skulking around the property, Jackie went outside. He had only walked a few feet before he saw something that caused him to stop “dead in his tracks.” A large, man-like creature approximately eight feet tall was attempting to pull down one side of the dog pen. In an interview given later, Jackie described the beast as being covered with black hair everywhere but his face, chest, and knees. He also said that the creature had a large stomach and discolored teeth that looked like “baby blocks.”

Jackie stood rooted to the spot, staring in amazement at the bizarre animal, until it stopped trying to tear down the pen and turned its head in his direction. When it dawned on the boy that he was standing face-to-face with a genuine monster, he spun on his heels and ran back towards the house. Apparently, the creature was just as frightened by Jackie, because it dropped the section of wire fence it was holding and lumbered into the woods. Just before Jackie reached the house, his brother, David, was walking out the front door to see what all the commotion was about. He saw the monster for a few brief moments just as it entered the forest.

Fully aware that they had just witnessed something extraordinary, the two young men decided to notify the local newspaper. Their credibility came into question after their story was published in the Orangeburg Times and Democrat because David identified his brother Jackie as a twenty-three-year-old woman. When Jackie Hutto’s true identity came to light, the boys explained that they were just trying to protect their anonymity.

Bigfoot mania spread like wildfire through South Carolina following the publication of the story of the Hutto brothers’ weird encounter on July 15. Art Dent, the owner of Dog City Paint and Body Shop, displayed an airbrushed “Big Foot Welcome Center” sign outside his establishment. After the excitement over the Hutto brothers’ sighting died down, Neeses became just another small town in South Carolina. However, from the point of view of cryptozoologists, the Neeses encounter has provided proof that the Northwest is not the only part of the United States that Bigfoot calls home.

Civil War Ghosts at the Longstreet Theater

Many theaters have at least one resident ghost, but the Longstreet Theater on the campus of the University of South Carolina in Columbia has a better reason than most for being haunted. The theater was originally designed as a chapel and auditorium. Before construction was finally completed in 1855, the roof was blown off twice; in addition, the acoustics had to be completely overhauled several times. The theater, which bears a close resemblance to a Roman temple, was used as a hospital during the Civil War. Following the war, the building became a temporary home to the state legislature. Between 1870 and 1887, the building housed the arsenal and armory for the inspector general of South Carolina. In 1888, it became the university’s science building. Five years later, it was converted into a gymnasium. The building was transformed one last time in 1976, when its acoustics problems were finally solved and it became the Longstreet Theater. Named after a controversial jurist, writer, and educator named Augustus B. Longstreet, the four-story building has 312 seats and a circular stage. If the legends can be believed, the Longstreet Theater not only supports the university’s theater and dance program—it also provides a home for a host of ghosts.

Ghostly activity in the form of strange noises and disembodied footsteps in deserted hallways has been reported for years in the Longstreet Theater. Theater professor Ann Dreher said that “you can just feel the vibrations.” However, the most seemingly haunted place in the theater is undoubtedly the three-chamber Green Room, which served as a hospital morgue during the Civil War. Dr. Thorne Compton, former chair of the Department of Theater and Dance, said that “it gets cold and creepy down there at night.” People who have been in the Green Room by themselves have experienced cool breezes and an overwhelming sense of fear. Others have felt unseen eyes staring at them from the shadowy recesses of the room. On several occasions, a person has been seen sitting in the hall close to the theater. Within a few seconds, the strange figure disappears.

Stories of the Longstreet Theater’s ghosts have been told for so long at USC that many students refuse to be in the Green Room alone. Anne Dreher has tried to ease her students’ fears by assuring them that most people have nothing to be afraid of in the Green Room. “I love to tease students and tell them the ghosts are real friendly unless you’re a Yankee,” Dreher said.

The Third-Eye Man of USC

The first sighting of the university of south carolina’s “third-eye man” occurred on november 12, 1949, at 10:43 P.M. Two male students were walking down the street in the vicinity of the Longstreet Theater when they saw a man wearing what appeared to be a silver suit pry open a manhole cover at the corner of Sumter and Green streets. As the strange figure climbed into the sewer, he pulled the manhole cover back over the hole. One of the boys, Christopher Nichols, was a reporter for the school newspaper, the Gamecock. As soon as he returned to his room, he began working on an article about the creature he dubbed “the Sewer Man.”

Interest in the Sewer Man persisted for a few weeks and then died down. The bizarre creature returned with a vengeance six months later. On April 7, 1950, a policeman was patrolling the campus late in the evening when he found the mutilated remains of two chickens on the loading docks of the Longstreet Theater. Shaking his head in disgust, he walked over to his car and phoned in his grisly discovery to the police station. He returned to the scene of the crime and was shocked to see a man dressed in silver bent over one of the chicken carcasses. Startled, the policeman shined his flashlight in the face of the strange man. The policeman was horrified by what he saw. Not only was the figure’s face oddly colored and disfigured, but in the middle of his forehead was a third eye! The terrified officer rushed back to his squad car and called for backup. When the policemen arrived at the Longstreet Theater, all they found were a few bones and feathers. After the patrolman who reported the intruder finally calmed down, he repeated his story to his colleagues, but he was unable to convince them that what he saw in the dim light of his flashlight was more than just his imagination.

Although rumors of the Third-Eye Man circulated throughout the 1950s, his existence was relegated to campus lore. Then one October night in the late 1960s, a group of fraternity boys took three pledges to the steam tunnels underneath the university for an initiation ritual. They had just rounded the corner when a silvery figure that appeared to be crippled stepped out of the shadows. In his hand, he held a lead pipe in a very menacing way. Suddenly, the strange man charged the fraternity boys. At that moment, the young men realized that the Third-Eye Man was more than just a campus myth. Screaming, they spun around and ran back to the opening of the tunnel. The Third-Eye Man managed to tackle one of the pledges, inflicting minor cuts on his face and hands. Two of the older fraternity boys who had escaped unharmed contacted the police department. A thorough search was conducted of all the tunnels, but the Third-Eye Man was gone. To prevent further injuries inside the steam tunnels, the administration had all but the maintenance entrances sealed.
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Marc Minsker, a graduate student in English at the University of South Carolina, says that sightings of the Third-Eye Man diminished in the 1980s and 1990s for two reasons. First, the campus police are reluctant to enter the steam tunnels. Second, students who venture into these forbidden regions of the university have been threatened with suspension. As a result, the mystery of the Third-Eye Man continues to deepen with each passing year.

Mystery of the Swamp Girl

One of the world’s most popular and prevalent ghost stories is the tale of the phantom hitchhiker. Hundreds of variants of the story can be found throughout the world. As a general rule, the story focuses on a young woman in a white dress who is hitchhiking along a lonely road at night. A driver, usually male, stops his car and asks her where she is bound. She replies that she is going home, and she gives him the street address. He tells the young lady that he is headed in the same direction and offers her a ride. She climbs into the backseat and says nothing the entire way. When the driver arrives at the address the girl gave him, he turns around, and she is gone. He walks up to the house and speaks to an elderly woman, who informs him that her daughter was killed on that very road years before. Every year on the anniversary of her death, someone picks up a girl and brings her to this address. Rosemary Ellen Guiley, author of The Encyclopedia of Ghosts and Spirits, says that the story most likely originated in Europe and was brought over to the United States by immigrants. The story of South Carolina’s Swamp Girl is one of those variants that retains the basic structure of the original story, but also contains elements reflecting the geographical area in which it is told.

According to most of the versions told in central South Carolina, one rainy, foggy night, a man driving through dense swampland on a dark stretch of highway between Sumter and Columbia spies a young woman standing on the Sumter side of the Wateree River Bridge. She is usually described as wearing a silvery-gray dress and carrying a canvas travel bag. She climbs into the backseat and tells him that she needs to be taken to a specific address on Pickens Street in Columbia to tend to her ailing mother. Just before the car reaches the Columbia side of the bridge, the man turns around to ask her a question, and she is gone. In one version dating back to the 1950s, a man and woman pick up the girl. After she vanishes, the woman becomes so distraught that her husband drives her directly to the hospital in Columbia. While his wife is being treated, the husband drives to the Pickens Street address, where the owner of the house informs him that she was the sister of the girl on the bridge, who was killed in an automobile accident on the swamp road just after the Wateree River Bridge was opened. She returns to the site of the accident every year on the anniversary of her death.
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