


[image: Cover]








GHOST WRITERS

THE HALLOWED HAUNTS OF UNFORGETTABLE LITERARY ICONS

SAM BALTRUSIS


[image: ]


Guilford, Connecticut









[image: frn_fig_002.jpg]

An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.


4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200


Lanham, MD 20706


www.rowman.com


Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK


Copyright © 2020 Sam Baltrusis


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available


ISBN 978-1-4930-4368-2 (paperback)


ISBN 978-1-4930-4369-9 (e-book)


[image: frn_fig_003.jpg]The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992








FOREWORD




“We put ourselves in the middle of some disturbingly dangerous battles so we can document and share our experiences with others.”


—JONI MAYHAN, AUTHOR AND PARANORMAL INVESTIGATOR




The first time I heard author Sam Baltrusis talk about his book Ghost Writers was at a vendor table I was sharing with him at a paranormal convention in Salem, Massachusetts.


A paracon isn’t your typical, run-of-the-mill event. They attract enthusiasts from all walks of life. Some of them are spectators, while others sell their wares or promote their teams. There are psychic mediums offering readings, investigation teams promoting their groups, and vendors who sell a variety of products. A few paranormal-themed authors also attend, hoping to bring awareness to their books.


Because Sam and I have been friends for years, it made sense for us to share a table.


Many people didn’t understand this. “Aren’t you competitors?” they’d ask, wondering why we’d share space with the enemy. The truth is, we might be competitors, but we’re also collaborators. We learned early on that readers read more than one book. If they’ve read my books, hopefully they’ll also read Sam’s books and vice versa. Since that first paracon, we’ve helped one another. We’ve aided each other with editing, have shared stories in each other’s books, and have opened the pipeline for other authors to join our alliance.


It just makes sense. Together we’re stronger than we are separately. No man or woman is an island in the paranormal field, which was why we found it so odd that paranormal authors weren’t invited to be speakers at the paracons.


Most of the paranormal conventions offered a stage in another room where visitors could listen to an assortment of experts in the field talk about their encounters. As we looked at the lineup, we were astounded to notice that every single speaker was a television personality. While we both understood the need to use celebrities to increase attendance, we wondered why weren’t they interspersing with others—authors, investigators, and researchers—in the field? The usual suspects from television weren’t the only ones who knew a thing or two about the other side. Besides ourselves, we knew dozens of people who were enormously knowledgeable about the paranormal world. Why not invite them to speak as well?


After this conversation, Sam took the wheel and set up his own paracon, one that would offer a diverse mixture of both worlds. Due to scheduling conflicts, I wasn’t able to attend his first conference, held in Provincetown, Massachusetts, but I did fly back to attend his Plymouth ParaCon in 2018 with para-celebs such as John Zaffis from the Haunted Collector and Doogie and Porter from Haunted Town s. At the event I was offered my first opportunity to be a speaker at a ghost-themed convention. I invited my friend Gare Allen, who is also a paranormal author and collaborator, to share the stage with me. We spent an hour talking about the haunted towns we’ve both written about. While I spoke about Haunted New Harmony, Gare talked about Haunted Tampa. The room was packed with listeners, many of whom stayed to ask us questions. We also met other authors, such as Darcy H. Lee who wrote Ghosts of Plymouth, Massachusetts, and Jack Kenna, who wrote Paranormal Research: A Comprehensive Guide to Building a Strong Team. They were both invited to speak at the annual event.


The Plymouth ParaCon was a major success and we all left feeling as though we’d accomplished something monumental. Sam had broken the mold and created something of which we were all proud to be a part because of its diversity of speakers.


During our years of friendship, Sam and I have also found ourselves talking about our experiences in the paranormal world. It’s impossible to write about the supernatural without experiencing it firsthand and we’ve both lived through our fair share of horrific events. Once we realized we were in the same metaphysical boat, both with our writing and our paranormal encounters, we began helping each other even more.


“Weren’t you nervous about publishing your first paranormal book?” Sam asked. He didn’t have to explain his question any further. I knew exactly what he meant. Putting yourself out there to the world as someone who’s experienced something bizarre and sometimes unbelievable is a brave conquest. You open yourself up to scrutiny and backlash. The flip-side to this is that you also help people.


When I considered publishing my first paranormal book, Soul Collector, in 2013, I was terrified. Not only was I strongly warned by my mentors to not discuss my experience for fear I’d draw the nasty entity back to me, I was also worried about how people might react. What would my family in Indiana think when they read it? What about my former coworkers and acquaintances who had no idea about my other life? And what about the nameless readers who would pick up my book without knowing me? Some of the things that happened to me were so strange and otherworldly that I feared people might think I was making it all up for the sake of a profit.


After much soul searching, I finally took a leap of faith and published my book. While I was expecting backlash and harassment, reactions were far different.


Hundreds of people reached out to me, having lived through similar horrors. They applauded my courage to “come out” about my medium-ship abilities and the havoc they created in my life. They asked me for suggestions on how to survive their own encounters, which led me to dive further into the veil and learn more so I could share it with others in additional paranormal books. Over time, I found myself exploring some nightmarish locations and putting myself in the line of fire in the hopes of learning more about the mysterious paranormal world.


Sam does the same thing. He doesn’t simply write about the haunted locations in his book. He also explores them and often has paranormal encounters that defy logic. One such encounter nearly ended his life.


After Sam inadvertently channeled a powerful entity near Salem, he found himself in a sea of uncertainty. His entire personality changed and reality became a blurred line. After I noticed him post several unusual updates online, I reached out to him. The person I began talking to wasn’t Sam. Occasionally, the real Sam would emerge from beneath the layers, but it was obvious to me that he wasn’t truly himself. Having lived through an extreme attachment myself, I was able to recognize it in Sam.


Convincing him to get help wasn’t an easy feat. Because he was under the influence of a powerful presence, he resisted me until I finally wore him down. The results of our experience will soon be documented in the one-hundredth episode of A Haunting.


As I write this, I’m packing for my trip to Salem, where we will delve back into the encounter. I’ll need to immerse myself in the story and relive those terrifying moments, bringing back memories that I’ve long suppressed. I’m nervous because I know that every deep dive into the paranormal comes with a price. Sometimes it’s a good payoff and I learn something valuable, but other times it comes with a deadly residue that I might never fully shed.


This is what Sam and I endure with every paranormal book. We put ourselves in the middle of some disturbingly dangerous battles so we can document and share our experiences with others. We now have powerful resources such as Michael Robishaw, a shaman who helps us and others like us if we get into trouble. The harsh reality is that we still have to live through those encounters and come out from the other side as unscathed as possible.


This is why I love Sam’s concept for Ghost Writers. It creates an alliance, one where we can stand stronger together than we ever could apart. I’m certain that Sam and I will join forces again in the future and I look forward to our next adventure.


—Joni Mayhan, author of Signs of Spirits and Ghost Magnet







INTRODUCTION




Writers have a reputation of being tortured souls languishing among the living. Does the unrest linger in the afterlife?




I’ve always had an affinity for the ghosts of America’s literary past. Having lived in Boston, Florida, and New York City before moving back to Massachusetts twelve years ago, I’ve had more than a few encounters with the hauntings associated with some of my favorite ghost writers along the way, including Eugene O’Neill, Edgar Allan Poe, Anne Sexton, Charles Dickens, and Nathaniel Hawthorne.


Who needs dead presidents when you’re surrounded by a literary spirit squad?


As the author of eleven historical-based ghost books, I’ve spent years investigating alleged accounts of paranormal activity at sites up and down the East Coast. I’ve collected a slew of reports from these supposedly haunted locations, and the mission was to give readers a contemporary take on the region’s bevy of literati-specific legends.


Ghost Writers is, in essence, a paranormal-themed travel guide written through a historical lens.


Incidentally, I have first-hand experience with several of the haunts in the book. For example, my sophomore-year dormitory at Boston University, the fourth-floor writers’ corridor at Shelton Hall now called Kilachand Hall, is rumored to be haunted by Pulitzer Prize winner Eugene O’Neill. Did I have a close encounter with the phantom playwright? Not exactly. But I do remember flickering lights and inexplicable knocks when no one was there. The old hotel’s ambiance was eerie and it always exuded a haunted vibe, but I didn’t experience anything paranormal.


My first spirited encounter as an adult occurred while I was living in Somerville, Massachusetts, during the early 1990s. I saw an apparition of a young girl who would play hide-and-seek in the hallway near my bedroom. She was a mischievous teen spirit, and I remember hearing phantom footsteps leading up to our second-floor apartment.
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My personal experiences with the paranormal have been sporadic over the years. I recall spotting a see-through residual spirit of a Confederate soldier when I worked for an alternative newsweekly in Pensacola, Florida. He would appear in the early evening, holding a Civil War–era sword, and pass through the back entrance of the building. It was like a videotaped replay of a traumatic event that occurred years ago.


During my stint in Florida, I also worked as the arts editor of a weekly newspaper for several years and interviewed some of my favorite contemporary authors. In 2006 I chatted with Tabitha King, wife of horror master Stephen and co-author of the gothic-themed book called Candles Burning.


I was surprised when King told me that like her famous husband, she doesn’t believe in ghosts. “In literature, the ghost is almost always a metaphor for the weight of the past,” explained King, phoning from the couple’s home in Bangor, Maine. “I don’t believe in them in the traditional sense.”


I was floored. King has visited some of the most haunted hotels in the country. In fact, the ghosts haunting the Stanley Hotel in Colorado inspired her husband’s epic story, The Shining.


And, no, King didn’t have a “redrum” moment during her stay.


However, she did talk candidly about the dark side of fame and her real-life ghosts—like almost losing her husband after his near-fatal car accident in 1999. “He was in the hospital for twenty-one days,” King said. “I told him that he can’t have those crises anymore. I can’t cope with it emotionally.”


When asked if it was difficult finding her own writing voice while being married to an iconic storyteller, she said it wasn’t an issue. “We’re very different writers and different people,” she told me. “We have different needs. I like being anonymous. His notoriety and fame can present serious problems. Most people don’t understand that being in the public eye is emotionally exhausting. It takes a lot out of you.”


King has seen the dark side of life and it doesn’t involve ghosts. “There’s a heavy price for fame. It can be a very bad thing,” King continued. “But we’ve been really successful, in many ways, at living a relatively ordinary life. Some of that is because we’ve stayed in Maine. But, yes, I know how bad—and how extraordinary—it can get.”


I had a taste of what King was referring to when I lived in New York City. I was an associate producer and worked on several national television shows for networks under the Viacom umbrella including VH1 and MTV. When I was younger, I remember walking with my friends in the heart of Times Square at night and intuitively knowing I would someday live in the city that never sleeps.


I was smitten with the Big Apple. It was love at first bite.


I moved to Boston in the early nineties for college. When a friend transferred to New York University, she invited me to visit and encouraged me to check out the Washington Square Park parade of freaks during Halloween. It was edgier back then and I remember larger-than-life puppets and furry, four-legged creatures parading through NYC’s “haunted corridor.”


My friend introduced me to the Village’s haunted history. Around the corner from her dorm was where my childhood hero, Edgar Allan Poe, penned the final draft to his narrative classic “The Raven” as well as my favorite tale from that era, “The Cask of the Amontillado.” Nowadays, NYU’s Furman Hall has taken over the historic 85 West Third Street location. The three-story building where Poe lived for eight months from 1844 to 1845 was torn down in 2001.


All that remains is the façade of his former home and what some say is the Boston-bred icon’s ghost. There’s a lamppost in front of the allegedly haunted structure and according to the website Curbed, “Poe’s ghost has been seen climbing it by spooked law students.”


Has his spirit been spotted recently? According to multiple sources the answer is, well, “nevermore.”


Across West Third Street is another well-documented haunt, Fire Patrol Station No. 2. According to ghost lore, a firehouse phantom with 1930s-era clothing, graying hair, and a mustache roams the building. He’s also been spotted wearing firefighting gear and people inside have seen him put on an old-school helmet as if he’s suiting up for an alarm. The ghost was identified by a self-proclaimed psychic as Firefighter Schwartz. “He supposedly hanged himself on the fourth floor after he discovered that his wife was being unfaithful,” wrote Tom Ogden in HauntedGreenwichVillage. “This occurred sometime in the decade before World War II—which would explain why his attire dated from that period.”


The tall tale snowballed with multiple sightings in the 1990s. One firefighter claimed to have had a face-to-face encounter with the phantom fireman in 1992 saying the ghost leaned over him while he napped on the second floor. Visitors to the structure reported feeling tapped by an unseen force on the spiral staircase, and objects would mysteriously move, like a 150-pound dolly, without explanation.


CNN anchor, Anderson Cooper, purchased the old firehouse in 2009. According to a source who chatted with him, Cooper believes the Fire-fighter Schwartz ghost story was completely fabricated, and he hasn’t had a close encounter with the ghostly mustachioed gent. At least, not yet.


After living in New York City and Florida for eleven years, I moved back to Boston in 2007 and found a first-floor apartment in an old Victorian-era house in Jamaica Plain. It was only a few blocks from the Forest Hills Cemetery and I would often spend afternoons exploring the historic 275-acre burial ground. During one of my visits, I stumbled on the gravestones of poet e e cummings and my former college roommates, Eugene O’Neill and his wife, Carlotta, but I could not locate the grave marker for which I was looking, that of the Pulitzer Prize–winning poet Anne Sexton, known for her confessional verse and tragic suicide. She was only forty-six when she died and I understood she was ultimately interred in Forest Hills.


Determined, I created dowsing rods from wire hangers I found in my closet. Today I own a pair of “witch sticks” crafted by a Salem high priestess that are more elaborate, but this hack worked. With my makeshift rods leading the way, I discovered Sexton’s grave hidden by a copse of trees.


Did I see her ghost? No. But my spirit communication with her did inspire me to revisit her work. At the time I didn’t know she was friends with one of my other favorite female writers from that era, Sylvia Plath. The Bell Jar author met Sexton at a writing workshop taught by Robert Lowell in 1958. They reportedly became fast friends and would meet at Boston’s Ritz-Carlton for a post-class gathering, downing dry martinis.


Sadly, both women committed suicide. Plath was found with her head in an oven on February 11, 1963. She reportedly died from gas poisoning. Sexton, less than a dozen years after her friend passed, ended her life in the garage of her suburban home in Weston, Massachusetts, on October 4, 1974.


What did I get from my journey of self-discovery in search of Sexton’s grave? History repeats itself, and it was my job to give a voice to those without a voice—even though most of the stories turned out to be tales from the crypt.


It wasn’t my last graveyard epiphany.


While researching a Halloween-themed story for a local magazine, I started spending hours in the Boston Common. I’ve always felt a strong magnetic pull to the site of the Great Elm, also known as the hanging tree. I also had an inexplicable interest in the Central Burying Ground. One night while walking by the old cemetery, I noticed a young female figure wearing what looked like a hospital gown and standing by a tree. In an instant she was gone.


A few months after the incident I joined a group of tour guides who specialize in telling Boston’s paranormal history and I learned about many of the ghosts from New England’s blood-stained closet. Over the years I had stayed away from the Omni Park House hotel because it had a mysterious vibe to it, but while giving tours, I had several encounters with the paranormal there. On one such occasion, while taking a photo in front of the famed “enchanted mirror” on the hotel’s second-floor mezzanine, I noticed condensation mysteriously appear on the mirror as if someone, or something, was breathing on it. According to hotel lore, the antique mirror was taken from Charles Dickens’s room, and he apparently stood in front of it to practice his nineteenth-century orations. Perhaps he still was? While the ghost story is intriguing, what interested me more was that the press room next to the creepy mirror is where John F. Kennedy announced his candidacy for president. I’ve seen tons of photos and heard many stories from guests who had strange encounters while staying on the hotel’s upper floors, and today the Omni Parker House has become one of my favorite hot spots in the city. Haunted history oozes from the oldest continuously operating hotel in the country.


In addition to giving tours in Boston, I’ve also written two books on Salem and spent a lot of time at the Turner-Ingersoll Mansion, inspiration for Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven Gables. While researching my book Wicked Salem: Exploring Lingering Lore and Legends, I signed up to give tours at The Gables in October 2017 so I could check out the location for myself. But, after giving dozens of tours during the museum’s busy season, I never had a paranormal experience there. Oddly it was during a tour led by a fellow guide in April 2018 that I had a haunted encounter in the museum’s attic. I felt as if someone, or something, was tugging on my shirt as if trying to get my attention. Was it a ghost child? Yes, I’m sure of it.


While I’m not convinced that the rest of the house is actually haunted, I can say without hesitation that the other historical structures on campus—including Hawthorne’s birthplace, the Hooper-Hathaway House, and the Retire-Beckett house—are paranormally active.
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One day after giving tours, I was clocking out in the Hooper-Hathaway house and the door literally slammed in my face. I then heard a female voice say “stay.” I noticed my jacket was somehow stuck in the door handle. I had to ask a coworker to help me untangle my sleeve so I could leave the historic structure built in 1682.


During a visit at the Retire-Beckett house, which is home to the gift shop, I was looking for a copy of my book, Ghosts of Salem, for a guest on my tour. After looking through the stacks, I watched in awe as my book literally flew off the shelf and landed on the floor in front of me.


Of course, not all of my paranormal experiences involved ghost writers as legendary as Hawthorne. While doing last-minute research for my book on haunted hotels over Labor Day weekend in 2017, I hopped on the Downeaster Amtrak leaving from Boston’s North Station en route to Southern Maine. I had let the ghosts guide me to this rustic Maine haunt after pulling The Kennebunk Inn from a hat chock-full of potential haunted hotels. I had no idea that the ghost of poet Silas H. Perkins would greet me when I walked into the historic hotel.


As far as the paranormal activity at the inn, I encountered more than one spirit during the overnight stay. I recorded my experiences online and several psychic mediums claimed to have seen a balding man follow me all over the house. A male energy with a thin stature and a child spirit also made themselves felt. In my room on the second floor, I picked up two words on a ghost-hunting tool called an Ovilus. The device mysteriously spit out “poem” and “read.”


Perkins—whose poem “The Common Road” was syndicated nationally from the funeral train of President Franklin Roosevelt—responded when I read his words out loud. I captured on my recorder what sounded like footsteps moving closer to me on the wooden floor, which are unusually creaky, followed by a disembodied male voice. At first I panicked when I felt the spirit next to me, and then the ghost poet walked away.


Of course not all the places I’ve visited with a rich literary tradition are haunted by former wordsmiths. Of all the locations I visited while researching Ghost Writers, there was one haunt that should be a postmortem hangout teeming with the spirits of America’s long-gone authors, but it’s not. Contrary to expectations, Sleepy Hollow Cemetery in Concord, Massachusetts, isn’t haunted by its famous-but-dead inhabitants.
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Within Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, Authors Ridge is the final resting spot for some of New England’s top ghost writers including Henry David Thoreau, Louisa May Alcott, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Ralph Waldo Emerson. Designed in the early nineteenth century, the graveyard was intentionally created as a “garden of the living” to encourage visitors to enjoy the picturesque scenery while honoring the departed.


There is one alleged haunting at Sleepy Hollow Cemetery involving the eerie grave of Ephraim Bull. He wasn’t a writer, but the visionary was the first to cultivate the Concord grape. Apparently, Bull was a bitter man when he died because he never saw any profits from the fruits of his lifelong work. His tomb is inscribed with: “He sowed, others reaped.” If it’s true that there is postmortem unrest associated with unfinished business,




[image: Authors Ridge in Sleepy Hollow Cemetery is the final resting place of several legendary writers and transcendentalists who once lived in the city of Concord, Massachusetts. PHOTO BY SAM BALTRUSIS.]
Authors Ridge in Sleepy Hollow Cemetery is the final resting place of several legendary writers and transcendentalists who once lived in the city of Concord, Massachusetts. PHOTO BY SAM BALTRUSIS.




Bull’s spirit probably does linger among the skeletal remains of America’s elite nineteenth-century writers in Concord.


While standing in the middle of Authors Ridge, I had the ultimate realization. If the ghost writers featured in this book were tortured souls when they were alive, will the unrest continue in the afterlife? Based on my research and actual face-to-face encounters with the ghosts of America’s literary past, all signs point to “yes.”


And that’s how the story begins.




GHOST PROFILE: JOHN ZAFFIS




“If the day ever comes when John Zaffis doesn’t fear anything, it’s time for me to get the hell out of this line of work.”


—John Zaffis, Haunted Collector




John Zaffis, star of the Haunted Collector and co-author of Demon Haunted, has been called every name in the book. “I’ve heard Ziggity, old man, gray beard, you name it,” Zaffis joked during a recent interview. “You’ve never heard of Ziggity? People call me that all the time.”


The latest nickname making the rounds is the “godfather of the paranormal” and he’s not exactly sure how that one came about. “There are so many,” he told me. “I believe it started when one of my agents called me the ‘godfather of the paranormal’ and it just kind of stuck. I went with it.”


Zaffis said the “godfather” moniker was an upgrade compared to what people nicknamed him back in the day when he first started investigating with his famous uncle and aunt, Ed and Lorraine Warren. “People would call me the ‘paranormal brat’ because I would always run to my Uncle Ed if I had a problem,” he recalled.
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Nowadays, up-and-coming investigators in the paranormal field reach out to him for advice. Armed with more than forty-six years of experience, Zaffis tends to be the voice of reason during an investigation. “The thing I do more so now than before is if I’m having a paranormal experience, I don’t say anything,” he explained. “I wait for someone around me to say something because that verifies that it’s not my imagination. When other people start validating what I’m sensing at a haunted location, that’s what I use as my gauge.”


Of course, Zaffis still makes the occasional rookie mistake. When he was dealing with a possession case, for example, he had a knee-jerk reaction when he saw a woman levitating in front of him. “My first instinct was to push her down,” he said. “And I did.”


In addition to experiencing an entity-induced levitation, the demonologist has seen all sorts of extreme paranormal activity over the years. In fact, Zaffis has worked with well-known exorcists such as Bishop Robert McKenna and Malachi Martin. “One time, I witnessed a person who was truly possessed,” he said. “He wasn’t thrashing around while he was going through the rites of exorcism.”


Zaffis said he did see something that truly terrified him during the possession however. “[The man] opened his eyes and they were reptilian. That really took me back. The intensity was so high with that particular demon, it didn’t need to do anything to prove itself or to manifest.”


The co-author of Demon Haunted had to decompress for a few days so he could process the horror that unfolded in front of him. “In the heat of the moment, I’m not the one to react,” he explained. “I’m usually even-keeled and then realize the severity of the situation much later.”


While he tries to keep calm during intense situations, Zaffis said he’s learned from his mistakes. “It’s trial and error,” he explained. “I often share my experiences because even people like John Zaffis have had their back up against the wall from time to time. It’s key that you share what you’ve experienced so that others can benefit from the knowledge.”


Based on his experiences as the lead investigator featured on the Haunted Collector, Zaffis knows a thing or two about enchanted objects. “I put items in the same category as haunted land and places. If an item is haunted it doesn’t necessarily mean there’s something evil attached to it. In some situations, there’s an energy associated with the item and it’s not always bad.”


Zaffis stores the haunted objects he’s picked up along the way in a barn outside of his Connecticut home. He also has a procedure to bind his collection that includes prayer, sea salt, and holy water. “If people randomly collect haunted items, it’s not a good idea to keep them in their personal space,” he said. “I’m not interested in playing Russian roulette. I rather keep them in a separate building.”


As someone who has been on television and has worked with most of the well-known investigators in the field, Zaffis said he doesn’t always trust what airs on the small screen. “Are a lot of these things on TV done for entertainment value? Yes, absolutely.”


Zaffis said what happens in front of the camera is more about keeping people interested and less about actually finding answers. However, it doesn’t mean they’re not trying. “We are all on a journey and searching,” he told me. “At the end of the day, can we prove or disprove that there’s a heaven or a hell? None of us really know. We don’t have the hardcore evidence we need from a scientific perspective. That’s one of the driving forces for many of us. We still can’t prove or disprove these things we’ve experienced.”


The “godfather of the paranormal” has noticed a dramatic shift in pop culture thanks to a post-Conjuring interest in the Warrens and television shows such as the Haunted Collector. “People look at the paranormal differently now because of the amount of exposure on TV, radio, and conventions,” he said. “They have a different perspective. What I mean by that is that they realize there’s something that transpires beyond the physical body. There’s just too much out there we can’t explain.”


When I asked Zaffis about the backlash his aunt and uncle faced during the Amityville case, he said he believes it was a fear-based attack. “Back in the day, who else was out there? It was such a small community,” he said. “Those two would push more doors open than anybody else in the field. No one would take that chance. They did. They broke down barriers. They took a beating, but they stood their ground.”


Ed Warren passed away on August 23, 2006, and I asked Zaffis what he thought his uncle would think about the paranormal now. “The one thing that bothers me is that he wasn’t around to see the success of The Conjuring or to see the paranormal finally come to the forefront,” he said.


Sadly, his aunt Lorraine passed on April 18, 2019. She was ninety-two.


Even though more people are accepting that spirits and demons are real, Zaffis does bump into the occasional non-believer. “If someone is a skeptic, I really don’t take offense,” he said. “Even though I grew up surrounded by the paranormal, I didn’t believe in ghosts until I was sixteen years old. When I was going to bed one night, I saw a transparent, tall figure that was shaking his head back and forth.”


When he told his mother about the incident, Zaffis learned that when his grandfather was alive, he always shook his head when he was upset. A few days after the close encounter, his grandmother passed. Fueled by the life-changing experience, Zaffis became interested in the paranormal and spent his formative years studying under the Warrens.


Zaffis told me that he keeps an open mind when it comes to his work out in the field. “If someone is scratched, it doesn’t always mean we’re dealing with something demonic,” he explained. “I used to think that if a person got pushed or scratched, that it was something evil. Not necessarily. I look at it differently today. If a person was a mean, rotten person when they were alive, then they will be like that in spirit form.”


However, if a case does involve a demonic infestation, Zaffis protects himself on a spiritual level. “A demonologist is a person who studies across the board and looks at the different belief systems and organized religions out there. Looking at the hard-core stuff on the occult level, my guard remains very high, but I’m respectful and try to understand where they are coming from when I approach a case.”


When he works on the hardcore cases, Zaffis tries to keep his family and his work completely separate. “I live a dual life if that makes any sense,” he said. “Sometimes being involved with the heavier stuff can be very isolating. You have to discipline yourself and know where you have to draw the line when dealing with the paranormal and your family life.”


Zaffis, who runs the Paranormal and Demonology Research Society of New England, said his uncle taught him how to find balance. “He always told me, ‘You have to live in two different worlds, Kid.’ As time went on, I understood what he meant,” Zaffis said. “There’s a lot of work I get involved with that will probably go to the grave with me. I just don’t talk about those cases. I learned that from both Ed and Lorraine. There are things you simply need to leave alone.”


As a practicing Roman Catholic, Zaffis said it’s important for him to help people find some sort of normalcy in their lives after surviving an extreme haunting. “If someone is levitating, I don’t look at it like I did ten or twenty years ago,” he said. “Back then, I would have grabbed a camcorder. Now, I want to help these people.”


While Zaffis has pretty much seen it all, he still proceeds with caution when he investigates. “If the day ever comes when John Zaffis doesn’t fear anything, it’s time for me to get the hell out of this line of work,” he concluded.






GHOST ENCOUNTER: BRIGHT LIGHTS, HAUNTED CITY




“Sometimes you have to confront your darkest fears head on. For me, the ghosts of my past during my stint in NYC wouldn’t let me go.”


—Sam Baltrusis, author of Ghost Writers




I see dead people. And, in one disturbing nightmare that was recently featured on the television show A Haunting, I’ve been possessed by them.


It went down at a place I thought was safe. The event was called the Haunting at Witch Hill and I was asked to tell spooky stories wearing Victorian-era garb at the historic Peirce Farm in Topsfield, Massachusetts, the night before Halloween in 2016. I decided to retell the story of the so-called “crime of the century” that riveted Salem in 1830 and involved a black sheep family member of one of the structure’s former owners. A man by the name of Richard Crowninshield had been hired by relatives of Captain Joseph White, an eighty-two-year-old shipmaster and trader, to murder him. He snuck into the captain’s house one night and killed the older man by whacking him over the head with a twenty-two-inch piece of refurbished hickory known as an “Indian club,” and stabbing him thirteen times with a dirk near his heart.


After an extremely draining October giving tours in Salem and managing the paranormal experience at a haunted attraction called Ghost Ship Harbor, I thought the evening went off rather well. Visitors seemed to enjoy my retelling of the sensational case that was rumored to have inspired ghost writers Edgar Allan Poe and Nathaniel Hawthorne.


After the event, however, I began to feel both spiritually and mentally off-kilter. It felt like I was surrounded by a cloud of frustration, but I wasn’t really sure what was happening. I reached out to the paranormal community for help. I called my friend Joni Mayhan and she grew concerned about my behavior. She could tell I was not myself. She consulted her shaman contact, Michael Robishaw, who was able to help me identify what was happening.


I had somehow picked up an attachment, or a disembodied entity that attached itself to my energy field. “The entity attached to you is a male, around twenty-six-years old when he was killed,” the shaman told me. “He has anxiety issues and is not happy at all. He likes to be loud and very obnoxious. He comes from a wealthy family.”


Thinking back over past events, I knew exactly what attached itself to me, and when. It was during the event at Peirce Farm and my attachment was none other than the disgruntled spirit of Richard Crowninshield, the crime-for-hire murderer of Captain Joseph White. He came from a wealthy family and, by most accounts, was loud and obnoxious.


What was interesting was the fact that Robishaw said Crownin-shield was “killed,” when by all accounts the man had committed suicide in his jail cell before being convicted. This raised an investigative red flag with me and confirmed my reading at Peirce Farm at Witch Hill. Crowninshield told me during the channeling session that he didn’t commit suicide in prison and that he may have been murdered in 1830.


Another freakish thing I uncovered and didn’t know at the time? The fact that Crowninshield was twenty-six years old when he died in prison. Robishaw nailed it.


Thankfully, Robishaw was also able to “bind and banish” the attachment.


Nick Groff, a pop-culture investigator formerly from Destination America’s Paranormal Lockdown, talked about his experiences with negative spirit attachments in a previous interview. “Positive and negative energies really do exist and they can have a major effect on you and your well-being,” Groff told me. “If something is going to attach itself to me after leaving a negative location, it’s difficult to get rid of that energy when you go home. Mentally, I try to stay strong and eventually it depreciates. It goes away.”


“Sometimes certain situations take longer than others,” he continued. “But I try to close the door when I leave a location. I just block it out. If you don’t, it tends to feed on negativity, and it intensifies when you go home.”


I was glad to have been freed of my murderous attachment. Later, I learned that my friend Jack Kenna, a paranormal investigator from the television shows Haunted Case Files and Paranormal Survivor, encountered an entity he also believes to be the accused murderer. Apparently, Crowninshield gets around.


For the record, the possession by Crowninshield wasn’t my only trip to the attachment rodeo. I had an encounter with a negative entity while living in New York City during the summer of 2000. I was walking from my job on Broadway to my apartment in the East Village and I had a close encounter with something inexplicable that has haunted me for years.


It felt like the frigid hand of death grabbing my ankle.


I was casually walking through Washington Square Park, a trek I had made hundreds of times, and I clearly remember feeling something touch my ankle. I looked down thinking someone was pulling a practical joke or a homeless person was hiding in the flower bed and trying to get my attention. No one was there.


I kept walking and then I felt it again. The second time was more profound, as the disembodied hand frantically held on. I had to physically reach down and try to knock off the death grip of someone who was definitely not there.


I didn’t tell a soul. I thought it was something explainable. Then it happened again.


It was a particularly warm winter day a few months later when I was walking right around the same spot, the corner of Washington Square Park East. I felt the mysterious hand again, and this time it wasn’t letting go.


I didn’t even think about the possibility of it being a ghost. At this point in my life I was wearing what I call “paranormal blinders” and quickly tried to shrug off the incident.


In hindsight, I believe the spirit was desperately trying to tell me something. Or worse, it was trying to attach itself to me.


Joni Mayhan, author of Dark and Scary Things, told me that it’s possible the entity I encountered at Washington Square Park was preying on my sensitivity to the paranormal. “I’ve had a few really horrible attachments,” explained Mayhan. “One of them was the subject of my book, Soul Collector.”


Mayhan said sensitives are like beacons of light to the spirit realm. “Since everybody senses them differently, it’s always difficult to say if you had an attachment or not. One big sign, though, is a personality change or sudden depression. Dark moods and a feeling of just not wanting to live anymore are pretty common. They don’t have to touch us to attach to us, but it probably makes it easier if they do. They’ve penetrated our shield.”


After the second encounter in Washington Square Park, my mood did change. In fact, I was overwhelmed by negativity. I mysteriously started having issues with anxiety and would drink alcohol to self-medicate. It was as if the icy hand of death had pulled me into the abyss. I was drowning with negative emotions and my life started to spiral out of control.


“Investigators often flock to haunted venues, needlessly paying tremendous amounts of money to hunt for a ghost, while passing several dozen ghosts on their way to the door. Ghosts are everywhere,” Mayhan continued. “You’ll find them lurking in places where you find groups of people. Shopping malls and movie theaters are prime locations, as are restaurants, hospitals, and churches. Most of the time the ghosts are happy to remain there, but occasionally they find one human they feel is worth following.”


I believe this is what happened to me in New York. The entity had attached itself to me and was feeding off my energy, and the experience almost destroyed me. After a series of traumatic events, including a violent mugging on a subway platform, and then the horrific devastation of 9/11, I became a shell of my former self in the months after my encounter in Washington Square Park. After intensive therapy and then years of sobriety in Boston, I was in a better mental place. But it had not been easy.


I’ve mentioned this encounter at various book signings, including a speaking engagement at the Massachusetts State House. When one of the guests at the event mentioned to me that the skeletal remains of hundreds of bodies were uncovered in Washington Square Park, I couldn’t breathe.


Sometimes you have to confront your darkest fears head on. For me, the ghosts of my past during my stint in New York wouldn’t let me go. I had to see for myself if the unmarked graves buried beneath the park were related to the disembodied hand I felt on my ankle in 2000. I needed closure. It was time.


Photographer Jason Baker joined me on this journey to revisit some of the most haunted locations in my former hometown. In hindsight, we did have some truly creepy experiences along the way, including being chased on Roosevelt Island by an army of squirrels in front of the smallpox hospital, exploring the lingering energy at Sailors’ Snug Harbor, and a spirited overnight stay at the allegedly haunted Jane Hotel on the extreme West End of Manhattan.


The hotel’s lobby looked like something from the set of American Horror Story: Hotel. In fact, I expected Lady Gaga to pop up from behind the check-in counter when I rang the bell. The doorman was wearing an old-school uniform and the vibe was The Grand Budapest Hotel with a touch of The Shining. My ears started to ring, which is usually a telltale sign that a location is haunted.


Apparently, my reputation as a ghost writer had somehow preceded my visit. “Are you a sensitive?” asked Kitty, the hotel’s front-desk concierge. “Maybe you can tell us if it’s haunted. I haven’t had an experience personally, but I have heard all sorts of stories about people encountering ghosts here. There’s one story I’ve heard several times of a spirit without clothes walking in the lobby and out of the door.”


Naked ghosts? Been there, done that. However, I wanted to dig into the hotel’s backstory to figure out why it would be paranormally active.


Opened in 1908 by the American Seamen’s Friend Society, the hotel boasted 156 rooms for the captains and employees of the luxury cruise ships of the day. According to the New York Times, “The officers had rooms similar to those in a hotel, but the rooms for sailors, about seven by seven feet, were strung out along two narrow corridors, like berths on a yacht. In 1912, survivors of the Titanic were sheltered there. More than one hundred of them gathered one night for a memorial service at which they sang ‘Nearer, My God, to Thee.’ The sailors were destitute, their pay having stopped the day the Titanic sank, and people left money and clothes for them at the building.”


Reportedly, those sailors were not the only occupants from the Titanic who found refuge at the Jane Hotel; the hotel is supposedly haunted by the “doomed souls that had not made it,” wrote Dr. Philip Schoenberg in Ghosts of Manhattan. “Since then, elevators have arrived unsummoned, cold spots have been experienced in different locations of the hotel, and moans and groans have been heard in certain rooms.”


After a sleepless night in our excruciatingly small, bunk-bed room, Baker left early to take the hard-hat tour of what remained of the Ellis Island Hospital complex while I tried to sneak in a few hours of sleep.


Did I have a paranormal experience at the Jane Hotel other than the ear ringing? No. However, I did have a dream involving magician Harry Houdini. The legendary escape artist lived in a beautiful townhouse located at 278 West 113th Street in Harlem from 1904 to his tragic death in 1926. Maybe I was picking up on Houdini’s lingering energy in the city that never sleeps.


Baker was visibly shaken when we met up on the Staten Island ferry after his tour. “There was something about that hospital that made me physically ill,” he told me. “It seriously made me sick.” Hundreds of immigrants were kept in the hospital complex because of ailments such as tuberculosis and the measles. In addition to the quarantine wards, the infirmary was a literal dumping ground for pregnant women and the mentally ill. Baker was probably picking up on the psychic imprint left behind.


After he recovered from his tour of the Ellis Island hospital, we ventured out to Sailors’ Snug Harbor. Opened in 1833, this Staten Island campus of five Greek Revival–style buildings served as the country’s first home for retired merchant seaman. As far as the legends associated with the complex, a matron was allegedly murdered in a cottage on the campus by her illegitimate son. The boy was rumored to be a hanged as punishment. Of course, there’s no proof of this legend. The Matron’s Cottage is reportedly haunted, with doors opening and closing by themselves and a chair kept in the basement rattling without provocation.


While the matron story was probably fabricated, there was a documented murder-suicide that happened at Sailors’ Snug Harbor on January 30, 1863. A resident named Herman Ingalls shot the Reverend Robert Quinn with a double-barrel pistol outside of the Snug Harbor chapel at 9:00 a.m. “You’ll expose me. I know you will, if you live,” said Ingalls, according to the New York Times. Quinn was shot near his heart and died yelling, “I’m shot! I’m shot!” Ingalls then pointed the pistol at his own head and pulled the trigger. The sailor, losing his entire lower jaw in the suicide attempt, died in the hospital later that night.


I chatted with an employee, Hillary, manning the front desk at the visitor’s center. When I asked her if she thought Sailors’ Snug Harbor was haunted, she sheepishly nodded. “I’m here by myself a lot and you see shadows at the corner of your eye. You also get phantom smells from time to time,” she told me. As far as the legend associated with the matron, the tour guide said that it’s probably not true. “There were a bunch of women-loving guys here,” she said. “When a woman was here, they gathered around her.”


Hillary said she had an experience that could be viewed as paranormal. One afternoon, she was playing the piano in the visitor’s center and she distinctly heard a male voice say, “Shhh.” Was she scared? “No, not really,” she told me. “The ghosts here are benevolent. If you tell them to stop, they do.”


As far as my paranormal experiences at Sailors’ Snug Harbor, I did pick up words like “bet,” and “child” on my Ovilus. One odd incident involved a group of boys playing cops and robbers near the music hall. When I was standing at the exact location where Ingalls murdered Reverend Quinn, a boy playfully pretended to shoot me with his plastic gun. Was it paranormal? No. But it was definitely a bizarre moment of serendipity.


Speaking of strange twists, Sailors’ Snug Harbor earned national ink in 2018 when multiple grave markers of the retired “Snugs” who lived and died at the facility were discovered in the bowels of the complex. “More than one-hundred-year-old limestone headstones are rotting in the basement of a building on the waterfront campus of Snug Harbor Cultural Center, lifted decades ago from a cemetery containing the remains of seven thousand old salts who died between 1833 and 1975 when the complex housed retired sailors,” reported the New York Post on June 30, 2018. “The tombstones were removed to protect them from vandals, but now no one knows where the dead are buried.”



[image: The Matron’s Cottage at Sailors’ Snug Harbor in Staten Island was investigated by the Travel Channel’s Ghost Adventures. PHOTO BY JASON BAKER.]
The Matron’s Cottage at Sailors’ Snug Harbor in Staten Island was investigated by the Travel Channel’s Ghost Adventures. PHOTO BY JASON BAKER.




Based on years of experience as a paranormal researcher, I understand that it’s common for ghosts to become unhinged in the afterlife if their grave markers are desecrated or their final resting place is unkempt. Perhaps the salty specters are haunting Sailors’ Snug Harbor in search of their skeletal remains?


After our brief-but-memorable visit to Snug Harbor, Baker and I decided to check out Roosevelt Island before heading to the dead man dumping ground in Washington Square Park. I had no idea that we were about to face a pack of killer squirrels.


“We’re not supposed to talk about the ghosts,” said Francine Lange, a volunteer who manned the historical society kiosk near the Roosevelt Island Tramway. “Horrible things happened here, so I wouldn’t be surprised if some of that bad mojo is still on the island.” The visitor center kiosk had a few items for sale, including an “Asylum for the Insane” coffee mug and a cute squirrel stuffed animal that oddly foreshadowed our two-mile journey across what was originally known as Blackwell’s Island.


Lange did a great job of directing us to the must-see hot spots. However, she should have warned us about the blood-thirsty squirrels waiting for us on the extreme tip of the island. At first, the four-legged creatures seemed harmless, but the scene quickly turned dark.



[image: Located on New York’s Staten Island, Sailors’ Snug Harbor is a National Historic Landmark District made up of twenty-six buildings arranged within an eighty-three-acre city park. PHOTO BY JASON BAKER.]
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Ghosts usually don’t scare me. Neither do animals. However, the army of squirrels attacking Baker and myself outside of the abandoned smallpox hospital, also known as Renwick Ruin, on Roosevelt Island genuinely creeped me out.


At first, we were approached by what seemed like a friendly squirrel. Then a crew of his critter friends approached us. It started to turn scary when the pack of squirrels followed us around the smallpox hospital. We started to run and they literally chased us off of the southern tip of the island. Yes, it was like a scene from an Alfred Hitchcock movie.


It was almost as if the ravenous animals were protecting the lost souls of the 13,000 people who died from smallpox there in the 1800s. Spirited sentinel squirrels? Yep, only in New York.


Renwick had one-hundred beds and opened in 1856. Thousands died there at the height of the smallpox outbreak. “Corpses would be stacked at the end of each floor, burned, and then dumped into the East River,” reported Nicholas Parco from the New York Daily News. Renwick shut down in 1875 and then became a nursing school for the employees of nearby Charity Hospital. The gothic-style structure was abandoned in the 1950s and was later gutted by a fire. It was also a notorious hangout for drug addicts.


“Back then it was fully structured,” a park ranger named Osborne had told Parco. “A lot of people used to use drugs in there.”


An older female spirit wearing a soiled hospital gown has been spotted walking the grounds near the Renwick Ruin. “People say they hear ghosts,” Osborne had continued. “I don’t think so.”


The next stop on our self-guided tour of Roosevelt Island was the Octagon, a luxury condo that had a past life as the New York City Lunatic Asylum from 1841 until 1894. Charles Dickens was unnerved by the hospital’s inhumane conditions when he toured the facility in 1842. “Everything had a lounging, listless, madhouse air, which was very painful,” Dickens said.


Nellie Bly was equally horrified during her short stint in the women’s wing of the asylum during the 1880s. In fact, her book Ten Days in a Mad-House challenged the mental healthcare system in America. “The insane asylum on Blackwell’s Island is a human rat-trap,” Bly wrote in 1887. “It is easy to get in, but once there it is impossible to get out.”


As far as hauntings, residents of the Octagon claim that there is a lingering residual energy that has psychically imprinted itself into the structure’s blue-gray stone that was quarried on the island. “If you care about ghost stories, you may not want to live here,” said Octagon resident Li Li to the Daily News.



[image: Renwick Ruin was a former smallpox hospital located on Roosevelt Island in New York City. PHOTO BY JASON BAKER.]
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After our quick walkthrough of the Octagon, Baker and I headed to the one spot in Manhattan that had haunted me for years. Washington Square Park was where I picked up my first attachment in 2000. What scared me the most? I was terrified it would happen again.


I spent the summer of 1993 at the NYU dorm on Third Avenue while interning at Seventeen magazine. I spent many afternoons in Washington Square Park, reading and jotting down observations in my notebook. One line I wrote still haunts me: “This is where the dead people go.” I’m not sure what I was referring to, but I did feel a magnetic force summon me back to this spot day after day.


Finding out years later that more than 20,000 people were buried in the park—an estimate that includes burials from the Native American Sapokanikan tribe coupled with victims from the yellow fever epidemic from 1791 to 1821.


“Washington Square Park became a public park in 1827,” reported the online source Curbed. “The park, located in the Village and surrounded by NYU, was once home to a graveyard. In 1797 the land was acquired by the Common Council for use as a potter’s field and a place for public executions. Some historians think that the land might also have been used as a cemetery for one of the adjacent churches, as headstones have been unearthed in the park.”


When I returned to my old stomping grounds in November 2015, the rumored skeletal remains from a hidden burial vault at the corner of Washington Square Park East and Waverly Place were uncovered while crews were updating the city’s century-old water main system. “We’re hoping now to confirm what the descendent church might be,” said Alyssa Loorya, president of Chrysalis Archaeological Consultants, adding that the vaults date back to the late 1700s up to the early eighteenth century. “You normally don’t find burial vaults beneath the city streets.”


Based on the city’s policy, crews had to leave the skeletal remains as they found them. Returning to the scene, you could see what looked like bones from the exposed vaults covered by pieces of plywood.
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