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Introduction


fear n. 1. a. A feeling of agitation and anxiety caused by present or imminent danger. b. A state marked by this feeling. 2. A feeling of disquiet or apprehension. Syns: fear, fright, dread, terror, horror, panic, alarm, dismay, consternation, trepidation. These nouns all denote the agitation and anxiety caused by the presence or imminence of danger.

—American Heritage College Dictionary, 3rd ed.



Fear. It’s been around since the beginning of mankind. Neither evolutionists nor creationists could argue that point. Neanderthals certainly feared what they didn’t understand, and at least from a Hollywood perspective, that was probably quite a lot. This was a wild, uncivilized world in those days. (Heck, it still is in many ways.) When the cavemen weren’t oohing and aahing and pointing out the wonders around them, they were grunting and groaning about the horrors they encountered.

Adam and Eve understood the concept of fear the moment they disobeyed God and suffered the consequences—immediate expulsion from their impossibly safe haven, the Garden of Eden. Suddenly they were cast ill prepared into the “real world,” having no clue as to what dangers were ahead or what evil lurked behind in the shadows. They were completely alone in a strange, new world, and the unknown must indeed have been very frightening to them.

Fast-forward to the first Native Americans carving their way through the primitive land that would be called Massachusetts. Their early experiences of inexplicable phenomena spawned a myriad of legends and folktales for future generations to ponder. They saw colossal faces on mountainsides, butterflies escorting departing souls to the Great Spirit beyond, vindictive phantoms rowing swiftly across pristine lakes to settle old scores, and more. Much more. But if they could invent stories to explain the seemingly supernatural events that inspired both awe and fear in their people—explain it as only they could, with a combination of fact, fantasy, and pure conjecture—then the unknown would make sense. And when something makes sense, it can be accepted and dealt with fearlessly. It was a brilliant coping mechanism. And thanks to the resultant legends, the early history of our land is painted with, as they say, “all the colors of the wind.”

Like Adam and Eve and the Native Americans before them, the first Pilgrims to arrive on Massachusetts’ shores boldly forged ahead into a strange, new world (to them, anyway). Out of necessity, they faced hostilities and obstacles head-on, but this unfamiliar land held much for them to fear. They found hideous creatures, and dreadful diseases befell their people. Bloodthirsty pirates and sea monsters lurked just offshore, and ghosts and demons lay around practically every corner, it seemed. But worst of all, were the witches. Perhaps these were the most misunderstood—and therefore the most feared—of all beings. Before long, diseases weren’t the only epidemics. There was an epidemic of fear—a mass hysteria of never-before-seen proportions. It was fear of the unknown; fear of… the witches. Paranoia set in. The majority of people under Puritan rule believed that witches wielded horrific powers bestowed on them by Satan himself. What to do, what to do? They had to be eliminated, of course—and in most unpleasant ways. So the regrettable time of the Salem witch trials began, and yet more unfortunate victims were added to the increasingly volatile pot of restless souls in the newly settled land. “Double, double, toil and trouble; fire burn and cauldron bubble…”

The course of the next several centuries set Massachusetts up to become what is likely the most spirit-laden region in the entire country. The state saw maritime disasters, wars, massacres, intentional flooding of entire townships, the shameless disruption of ancient burial grounds, mining disasters, and countless other calamities—often in the name of progress. If the so-called witches of Salem had been responsible (which they weren’t), they could not have cast a finer spell to summon the dead. Today the Bay State is teeming with spirits.

For an author of my particular genre—regional ghost stories—Massachusetts is a dream. This book was truly a pleasure to write. I found hundreds of stories to research and consider, and yet I barely scratched the surface. Here I offer you a humble smattering of the endless stories of hauntings and strange phenomena that have taken place in Massachusetts in the past several hundred years or more. Many of these stories are still ongoing, and some, I dare say, may not even have reached their climax yet. Many others have been resurrected here to ensure their survival.

Native Bay Staters may wonder why this book does not include some places that “everyone knows” are haunted. The answer is simple: There just wasn’t enough room—not for merely one volume of Haunted Massachusetts. But I hope this book whets the reader’s appetite for more. I think it will.





Western Massachusetts

Western Massachusetts consists of Franklin County, the Berkshires, and the greater Springfield area. It’s a vast land of primeval forests, isolated hill towns, farmlands that seem locked in turn-of-the-century time, and ancient routes such as the Mohawk Trail, which traverses Franklin County and the Berkshires. Urban areas of culture, entertainment, and family adventure dot the landscape, but it’s the simple, unhurried atmosphere permeating the rest of this region that makes it one of New England’s favorite vacation spots for those hoping to get away from the hustle and bustle of metropolitan life. While the charming inns, traditional roadside diners, and old-fashioned country stores certainly are nostalgia-inducing, nothing makes the past seem more palpable than, say, a genuine ghost train from the past—or a covered bridge haunted by a woman murdered in 1704. Suffice it to say, thar’s ghosts in them thar hills, and I intend to tell you about them!

The Bloody Pit

The five-mile-long railroad tunnel through Hoosac Mountain near North Adams has been called many things, including the Bloody Pit and the Tunnel from Hell, but its proper name is Hoosac Tunnel. It was built in the 1850s through the 1870s to provide a direct rail route between Boston and Troy, New York. As with many early engineering feats of this magnitude, countless lives were lost during construction—and some estimates put the number on the Hoosac Tunnel project as high as two hundred.

Two of the tunnel’s victims died during an explosion when a man named Ringo Kelley detonated the blast prematurely—before the pair had made it to a safe spot. Kelley, though not officially accused of any crime, disappeared shortly after a hearing on the disaster and wasn’t seen for a full year. This, of course, caused even more speculation about the role he must have played in the tragedy. Had he skipped town, afraid of being found out? To this day, nobody knows where he went that year, but on the anniversary of the tragedy the following year, his body was found strangled to death in a hole in the tunnel—right in the very spot where the two victims had lost their lives, presumably because of his careless handling of the explosives. Kelley’s murderer was never found. Some say it was probably an angry relative of one of the victims, but others believe it was the vengeful ghosts of the two men. The slaying marked the beginning of paranormal incidents inside the tunnel.

After Kelley’s body was found, many laborers refused to return to work in the tunnel, fearing that it was cursed, not to mention haunted by bitter ghosts. So many men reported hearing disembodied voices crying out in agony that work on the tunnel nearly came to a screeching halt, prompting railroad officials to call in two investigators to quash the men’s fears. It didn’t help matters when the investigators heard the moans, too. They finally concluded that it wasn’t the wind—yet they hesitated to say what else it might have been.

After another deadly explosion in 1873 took the lives of an unlucky thirteen laborers, area citizens admitted to hearing cries near the pit, and laborers reported seeing phantom workers carrying shovels toward the work site, but leaving no footsteps in the snow. The apparitions ceased after the last body from the explosion was finally removed from the tunnel. At other times, people have heard cries and groans coming from deep within the mountain, and unexplained voices whispering excitedly. Ghost lanterns have been seen moving along the tunnel, as if being carried by human hands, when in actuality, nobody was there to carry them. Apparitions have been reported—several especially memorable ones being headless. One man reported being manhandled to the point of unconsciousness by someone he never saw after he was lured into the tunnel by “strange voices.” Another man fled from the tunnel in terror and was never seen again, though his team of horses was found in the woods nearby.

No wonder Hoosac Tunnel is said to be one of New England’s most haunted places. But the property is owned by Conrail and is clearly posted, meaning no trespassing. The laborers who walked off the job during construction of the tunnel were on the right track, so to speak. They firmly believed the cursed tunnel was best left alone. Consider it off-limits, just as the Indians did when they called the mountain through which it goes Hoosac, meaning “forbidden” in the Mohawk language.

The Legend of Bash-Bish Falls

Long before white man settled on the Atlantic coast of America, a beautiful Mohican woman named Bash-Bish was accused of adultery and sentenced to death by drowning, despite her claims of innocence. Bash-Bish was tied to a canoe, to be released at the top of Massachusetts’ highest waterfall in the town of Alandar on Mount Washington, where she would presumably plunge to her death below.

The Indians, including Bash-Bish’s infant daughter, White Swan, gathered sadly at the appointed hour, but seconds before they commenced their grim task, a fine, sunlit mist formed and surrounded the accused woman. At the same moment, a ring of dazzling butterflies encircled her head. Was it a message from the Great Spirit, or the work of a demon? While the other Mohicans stood transfixed by the scene, Bash-Bish took the opportunity to break away, running to the edge of the falls and leaping bravely over into the pool of water below, thus sealing her own fate. The mystical butterflies spiraled gracefully down behind her. Her body disappeared into the water below the falls and was never recovered. The Indians, rather than believe they had witnessed a divine intervention, thought that only a witch would avoid punishment using the black magic Bash-Bish had surely employed. Nonetheless, they embraced her innocent baby as one of the tribe, raising White Swan to adulthood.

Years later, White Swan, now a lovely young woman, was distraught over not being able to bear a child for her husband, the tribal chief’s son. Though her husband was kind and loving, and their marriage was solid, he was required by tradition to take a second wife who would give him an heir. Devastated, White Swan journeyed to the top of Bash-Bish Falls daily, desperately seeking solace from her mother’s spirit. Her husband tried to comfort her as best he could, bringing her various gifts from nature, but her despondency grew. One night, White Swan had a dream. In it was Bash-Bish, seeking a reunion with her only child. She told her daughter to join her, and because White Swan had been taught by her people that dreams should be regarded as prophecy, she took it very seriously and awaited further direction from the spirit.
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One night at dusk, just as White Swan’s husband approached her at the top of the falls with his latest gift—a rare, white butterfly—she heard her mother’s ethereal voice saying, “It is time, White Swan.” The young woman never saw the look of horror on her husband’s face as she leaped over the falls, so mesmerized was she by the voice of her mother. Her husband dropped the butterfly and grabbed for White Swan, but he wasn’t quick enough. She was gone, and the white butterfly fluttered down the eighty-foot falls behind her. He plunged after her, hoping to somehow save her, but his selfless act led to his own death. His body was found in the pool beneath the falls the next day. White Swan’s body, like her mother’s, was never recovered.

Some say that the soft, unearthly voices of women have been heard near the falls in Bash-Bish State Forest, perhaps Bash-Bish trying to summon another wounded soul to join her beneath the falls. Several people have seen the falling water take on the shape of a woman, believed to be Bash-Bish or White Swan, and still others have seen a smiling female face as they looked down into the crystalline pool of water below the falls.

The Phantom Canoe of Pontoosuc Lake

Pontoosuc Lake in Pittsfield is often referred to as “the crown jewel of the Berkshires” for its breathtaking beauty and serenity. But many years ago, it was called the Shon-keek-moon-keek by the Mohegan Indians. It’s hard to imagine the tragic event that tainted its pristine image and created the poignant reasoning behind its original namesake.

Moon-keek was an Indian maiden whose father was the chief. The chief’s brother had a son named Shon-keek. Moon-keek and Shon-keek grew up together and eventually realized that their love went far beyond that of first cousins. They wished to wed, but their tribe believed that misfortune came upon tribes that permitted the marrying of cousins. Undeterred, the young lovers came up with a plan that would permit their union. They would meet on the island in Pontoosuc Lake and travel to a tribe in the northeast that would be more agreeable to their living together as husband and wife. They decided that if someone tried to stop them, they would meet beneath the lake, in spirit, rather than continue to live apart.

The anticipated evening arrived, and Moon-keek rowed hastily to the island, eager to get on with the plan. Through the darkness, she could see the approach of Shon-keek’s canoe, but then her happy heart skipped a beat. She saw Shon-keek slump and begin to lean overboard. Just beyond his canoe, Moon-keek spotted Nockawando—the jealous man she had spurned—rowing fast and furious, with a murderous glint in his eye. The bow that had sent the deadly arrow through her beloved Shon-keek’s heart was at Nockawando’s side. In an instant, Moon-keek pushed off from shore toward Shon-keek’s canoe, hoping desperately to catch him before he went under. Just as she reached for him, down he went, and she followed him deliberately, as they had agreed. When the bodies of the two came to rest on the floor of the lake, their spirits resumed their mission in the two empty canoes. Nockawando was unaware of what had transpired. He had seen Moon-keek rowing gallantly toward the fatally wounded Shon-keek in the moonlight, but he never saw her go overboard. He didn’t know she was dead. All he had seen was her likeness stopping briefly at Shon-keek’s canoe before continuing on toward his own canoe. But as she approached, Nockawando realized that he could see right through her eyes as she glared at him contemptuously. Then he watched in horror as both canoes rowed silently away, side by side, into the heavy mist that was settling over the lake.

He returned to his camp a raving maniac—for the ordeal had made him insane—and he admitted his guilt to the tribe, as if it would appease the two angry spirits and keep them from haunting him more than they already were. The Indians searched in vain for the bodies of the drowned couple. Though they were never recovered, the lovers apparently are together in spirit, as they had desired. Their apparitions, depicted in the following poem, have been seen paddling across the lake, eternally trying to reach the Other Side.


But oft from the Indian hunter’s camp

This lover and maid so true

Are seen, the hour of midnight damp,

To cross the lake by a firefly lamp,

And paddle their white canoe.



Bigfoot in Berkshire County

Bigfoot sightings are more common in the northeastern United States than you might have realized. The Bigfoot Field Researchers Organization (BFRO) lists two interesting cases from Berkshire County that share similar characteristics, even though they happened more than a hundred years apart.

An October 18, 1879, article in the New York Times described an apparent Bigfoot sighting on the Vermont-Massachusetts border:


Much excitement prevails among the sportsmen in this vicinity over the story that a wild man was seen on Friday by two young men while hunting in the mountains south of Williamstown. The young men describe the creature as being about five feet high, resembling a man in form and movement, but covered all over with bright red hair, and having a long straggling beard, and with very wild eyes. When first seen, the creature sprang from behind a rocky cliff and started for the woods nearby. When mistaking it for a bear or other wild animal, one of the men fired, and, it is thought, wounded it, for with fierce cries of pain and rage, it turned on its assailants, driving them before it at high speed. They lost their guns and ammunition in their flight and dared not return for fear of encountering the strange being.



BFRO Report #1199 describes a much more recent Bigfoot sighting by a lone individual hiking in the October Mountain State Forest in Lenoxdale in July 1989. The sighting occurred on a well-established trail near the top of October Mountain. The witness said he spotted a far-off creature that he at first believed to be a common black bear. When he used his binoculars to get a better look, he realized that it was a very tall animal with reddish hair. It was slightly stooped, and its body and head were massive. The elongated face had less hair on it than the head, and it seemed to have no neck, but it looked more human than animal. The hiker could see it grubbing for food and stacking stones neatly in a pile by its side. In a moment of either great courage or great stupidity (the line between the two is often very fine), he decided to move in for a closer look. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing and wanted to be sure it wasn’t some kind of a hoax.

It was then that he realized the arms of the beast went down past its knees, and its hands—though human in shape—were unusually large. The creature lumbered slowly back into the forest at about the same moment that the hiker had expended his last ounce of courage and made haste for the trail. It’s no wonder Bigfoot has eluded captivity for so long. He scares off anyone who gets too close!

The Phantom Express

Ghost trains are not an unusual phenomenon. Since the first steam engine was invented, people all over the world have reported seeing or hearing mysterious locomotives that appear out of the blue and quickly vanish into thin air. Sometimes only the rumble of the approaching steam engine is heard and felt; other times, nothing is seen but the headlights coming down the track—unattached to any actual train.

Pittsfield once had a phantom train, according to author Joseph Citro in Passing Strange. Several eyewitnesses saw it on two separate occasions in 1958, while dining at a local restaurant. Both times the train was barreling toward Boston, and it looked so real that stunned observers could even see the coals that fueled the engine. Railway officials were deluged with queries about the strange sightings and quickly conducted an investigation to determine who was guilty of the unauthorized use of their tracks. Their search was fruitless. No train, let alone an outdated steam engine like the one described by the witnesses, had even been on that particular track at the time of the sightings. It was as if a glimpse of the past had somehow broken through the space-time barrier for a few fleeting, unforgettable moments.

Maybe the ghost train was Housatonic Railroad’s doomed passenger train of 1865. This train was en route to Pittsfield from Bridgeport, Connecticut, when the conductor was forced to back it up because another train on the single-lane track was disabled and blocking its way. As the ill-fated train was backing up, it collided with yet another locomotive making an unscheduled maiden voyage from the same station. Eleven passengers died that day, and twenty-seven were injured. Maybe, nearly a hundred years after its tragic collision, the phantom train finally made it to Pittsfield.

The ghost train of Pittsfield is not to be confused with the legendary “Ghost Train” of 1890s fame. The popular White Train, as it was officially called, was owned by New York & New England Railroad and actually had nothing to do with ghosts at all, except that it was as white as one. Even the crew dressed immaculately, all decked out in white. This dazzling luxury train ran from Boston to New York City in the late nineteenth century but was discontinued when it became too difficult to maintain its cleanliness. It was a remarkable sight while it lasted, though, as was the so-called “phantom express” of Pittsfield.

Haunted Houghton Mansion

John Widders loved Mary Houghton, the youngest daughter of North Adams’s first mayor, Albert C. Houghton. Widders worked as a chauffeur for the Houghton family for many years in the late 1800s and early 1900s. He was somewhat of a surrogate uncle to the Houghton children, for the three girls adored him, and the feeling was certainly mutual. But he had a particular soft spot for Mary, whom he’d watched grow from infancy to womanhood.

One regrettable summer day in August 1911, the Houghtons set out for Vermont for dinner, with Widders at the wheel. It was a good day for a leisurely outing—who could work when it was so balmy, anyway? Family friend Sybil Hutton went along for the ride, and for a while, everyone was enjoying a pleasant drive. But just as Mrs. Houghton had feared, the steep and perilous Pownal Center Hill, which they would have to go over, was still under construction. It was no secret that she hated that hill—and with good reason, she would soon learn. At the top of the hill, Widders was forced to go far out and around a team of horses that was hogging the road. Suddenly the gravel shoulder of the road collapsed, sending the Houghton vehicle careening down the slope with an avalanche of dust and dirt behind it. Sybil Hutton and Mary Houghton—the love of Widders’s life—died in the accident. John blamed himself. Without Mary, he didn’t want to go on. Overcome by grief and guilt, he felt that his only option was to join her. Widders went to the horse barn behind the family mansion and shot himself in the head the morning after the accident. Tragedy followed tragedy, and three years later, A. C. Houghton died from a stroke.

The Lafayette-Greylock Masonic Lodge purchased the Houghton Mansion on Church Street in 1920. According to Nicholas Mantello, the president of the Masonic association that maintains and uses the building, he and the brethren have felt the presence of an unsettled spirit in the lodge ever since—so often that Mantello now calls upstairs to the ghost, “Good morning (or good evening), Mr. Widders!” whenever he enters or leaves the building. More than one person has felt an icy chill go through or past them, and phantom footsteps, not to mention slams, bangs, and creaks, have been heard by many. Mostly, the footsteps sound as if they are tediously climbing the inexplicably drafty stairs to the third-floor servant quarters where John Widders slept, prompting many to speculate that the heartbroken man still hasn’t forgiven himself and found peace. Even though he joined the Houghtons in the family burial plot, he has yet to join them in the afterlife.

Mantello related a story to me about a telemarketer who was hired a few years ago to raise money for the organization. “The man in charge told me that every evening after eleven or so [while he worked late in the lodge tallying each day’s totals], he would get chills up his spine and get the feeling of Mr. Widders’s presence. One evening, the feeling of a presence was so overwhelming that he left the lodge, leaving the lights on and the door unlocked. What made the story so comical is that the man stood six feet, five inches tall and was a good three hundred twenty pounds. He was a big man with a southern drawl and a booming voice. When he told the story, you just had to picture it in your mind—this man of large stature running down the stairs and out the door. Priceless.”

As I was writing this story, Mantello had yet another run-in with Widders’s ghost. The lodge had an evening event called Neighborhood Night Out. When Mantello got to the lodge the night of that event, he was telling the brethren about the draft I had shown him of this story, and two young men and a young lady overheard him. They had never heard about the Widders tragedy or the ghost, and they asked if they could have a tour. Mantello agreed, and when only he and the youths were left in the building, he started telling them the story. It was thundering and lightning as they followed him through the building, listening wide-eyed to the details of the accident and suicide. “As we were moving to the stairs to go to the third floor where Mr. Widders had his quarters, a noise like a pipe being scraped shot through the hall,” Mantello told me. “We all stopped in our tracks like a choreographed dance. I turned to see the three of them with gaping mouths, where smiles were only moments before.” They all bravely agreed to continue with the tour nonetheless. When they reached Widders’s room, Mantello said, “The thunder was coming almost simultaneously with the flashes of lightning. I felt very uneasy, like I was intruding, and suggested that we move on quickly. We did continue to explore the third floor, but the noises, bangs, and thumps not associated with the storm continued to intensify, becoming louder and more frequent. It was definitely time to get out!”

The young trio hurried down the stairs, with Mantello trailing behind, turning off light switches. He asked them, “Well, do you believe in Widders now?” Unanimously, they answered with a resounding yes. It was a night they surely would never forget. Mantello himself was a bit surprised at the intensity of paranormal clattering that seemed so perfectly well coordinated with his tour. He saw his captive audience to the front door, turned off the porch light, and checked the lock, then turned around with a grin on his face and a shake of his head and called out to his ghostly accomplice, “Good night, Mr. Widders!” And good show!

Eunice Williams’s Restless Spirit

On February 29, 1704, Eunice Williams had just given birth to a healthy baby boy. She was still basking in the glow of having brought a new life into the world when a band of passing French and Indians attacked the village of Deerfield, where she and her husband, the Reverend John Williams, lived with their children. Many citizens were killed right then and there—including the newborn Williams child, who was ripped out of his mother’s arms and killed while the helpless and horrified parents watched. About a hundred Deerfield citizens were then herded up and taken captive. These included John and Eunice, as well as their three remaining children, all girls. They were driven in a freezing, brutal march toward Canada, and anyone not able to keep up was immediately struck down and left to die.

Eunice knew she would never make it. Her body was still traumatized by childbirth just hours earlier. As her energy waned, she whispered good-bye to her husband and prayed that he and the children would somehow survive the ordeal. Then she fell back while crossing a frigid river in Greenfield and was instantly hacked to death by the blow of a tomahawk. Her bloodied body drifted away with the current as the marchers—each mourning for their individual losses—were forced to continue on without pause. For two years, John Williams and his three daughters were held captive in Canada. When they were finally set free, one of the children—the young Eunice, named after her mother—refused to leave. She preferred to marry an Indian and, in so doing, turned her back on her English heritage, becoming one of the savages who had murdered her mother in cold blood.

This had to be more than Eunice’s poor spirit could handle. It was horrible enough having her newborn child torn away from her and then being killed herself, but to have her own flesh and blood disregard those same things was unfathomable. Many people believe Eunice’s restless spirit still haunts the river and nearby covered bridge that was later named after her. Her ghost has been seen both in the water and inside the bridge, reportedly responding to motorists who stop their engines, turn off their headlights, and honk once.

The Face on the Mountain

Ghosts can do some pretty impressive things, but nothing compares to the giant face carved into the side of a mountain by the man for whom that mountain was named. How else can the coincidental likeness be explained?
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