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Introduction

When Italian Giovanni da Verrazzano first happened upon the New York Harbor in 1524, the area was inhabited by Native Americans, including the Manahattoes, for whom Manhattan was ultimately named. But it wasn’t until after Dutchman Henry Hudson explored the New World for a merchant group called the Dutch East India Company in 1609 that word of the promising undeveloped region really spread. In 1614, the first Europeans opened a Dutch fur-trading post on the southern tip of what is now Manhattan, and other settlers quickly followed. If you think it’s a jungle out there today, you should have seen it in those days, when heated Indian massacres, unicorn sightings (yes, unicorns), and pirates were not so rare, and the primary occupations involved harnessing and using the rugged wilderness through lumbering, farming, and trapping. But that didn’t deter Peter Minuet, the Dutch leader appointed to the New World, from purchasing the city from the Canarsees Indians in 1624—for nearly nothing, I might add.

Some sources say the island was traded for $24 worth of glass beads. Though that is believed to be incorrect, it is indisputable that the deal struck by the early Dutch for New York City was the deal of the millennium, considering that at the time the city’s population was five hundred, and today it is over eight million and growing—making it one of the ten most populated cities in the world and easily the largest city in the United States.

During Dutch rule, the New York City area was called New Amsterdam, and the modern-day eastern states from Delaware to New York and Connecticut that were being settled by the Dutch were known collectively as the colony of New Netherland. Dutch rule over New Amsterdam and New Netherland lasted only forty years before the English acquired the land in 1664 by forced surrender of the Dutch, renaming their prize New York after James, duke of York.

From the start, the city had been recognized as a major trading port in the world, and because of that, everyone who was anyone in the world wanted a piece of it. But on July 9, 1776, at the start of the American Revolution—when much of Manhattan was yet a field—New York declared its independence from Britain and became one of the thirteen original colonies, and in 1783, the British finally ceded New York City to the colonies for good. In 1789, George Washington was inaugurated as the first president of the United States at Federal Hall on Wall Street, and New York City served as the capital of the fledgling nation until the following year.

By 1835, New York had become the largest city in the United States, a distinction it maintains to this day, thanks in large part to the masses of immigrants who have settled here. Since 1886, immigrants, visitors, and those returning to the New York Harbor have been greeted by the colossal Statue of Liberty on Liberty Island. A gift from the French, Lady Liberty, as she is called, beckons all newcomers with Emma Lazarus’s 1903 poem inscribed in a bronze plaque on the base of the statue that says, in part, “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.” And so they came. This was, after all, the land of freedom and opportunity. But what is it today that draws people to the Big Apple, as it is affectionately called? Simple. The city is a world leader in culture, with Broadway, the Lincoln Center for Performing Arts, and its many museums; in finance, with the New York Stock Exchange and NASDAQ; and in politics, with the United Nations headquarters located in Manhattan. It’s a major center of transportation, religion, higher education, commerce, industry, the media, the arts, and real estate.

In 1898, the city’s current boundaries were set, encompassing five distinct and adjacent regions that, when consolidated, became the five boroughs that make up New York City. Today, each borough is synonymous with a specific county: the Bronx is Bronx County, Brooklyn is Kings County, Manhattan is New York County, Queens is Queens County, and Staten Island is Richmond County. Each has its own unique haunted history and unforgettable stories of ghosts and other phenomena.











The Bronx

The borough known as The Bronx refers to the Bronx River, which was named after Swedish sea captain Jonas Bronck, who established a farm along the Harlem River around 1639. Out of the five New York City boroughs, the Bronx is the fourth most populated, with 1.3 million residents. It is the northernmost borough and the only one located primarily on the mainland, rather than on an island. During Prohibition, the Bronx was infested with bootleggers and speakeasies, which contributed to increased crime and street gangs, and that poor urban image has been perpetuated by the media in films like Fort Apache, the Bronx. But regardless of the sometimes tarnished image of some of its neighborhoods, the Bronx as a whole holds many gems of New York City, including Yankee Stadium, the New York Botanical Gardens, and the Bronx Zoo, where you can see every animal imaginable, to the tune of more than four thousand—but don’t expect to see that elusive enigma, the unicorn. They haven’t been seen in the Bronx since the 1600s. Nor will you find the man-owl-tiger beast that the zoo was solicited to capture in 1904.

Pelham Bay is one of the borough’s more upscale areas, even though it’s historically been considered one of the most haunted neighborhoods in the Bronx, especially near Cedar Knoll, where headless Indians and phantom pirates are said to roam. And in nearby Pelham, an elegant—though forgetful—old woman still searches for the gold she hid in her own house to prevent it from being stolen by others. Fordham University is believed to have a mattress-flipping ghost and a phantom Jesuit priest in hot pursuit of it. The Bronx also has inexplicable phenomena of a seemingly divine nature at its Lourdes of America grotto and at Joseph Vitolo’s shrine to the Virgin Mary just south of Van Cortlandt Park.

Fordham University

St. John’s Hall, the earliest part of Fordham University, was built as the archdiocesan seminary in 1844 and became part of St. John’s College in 1860, when it was combined with St. Robert’s and Bishop’s Halls. Today these three buildings form Queen’s Court, a first-year residential college … and the most haunted place on campus.

In the summer of 2003, the only people occupying Queen’s Court were five resident assistants (RAs) and a residence director (RD) for each hall. Their task was to complete condition reports on each room of outgoing freshmen and prepare the rooms for incoming freshmen. In one room on the first floor of St. Robert’s wing, which was built in 1940, something strange began happening to the mattresses. Each time an RA entered the room, they found the mattresses of both beds leaning upright against the wall. At first the RA assumed it was one of the other RAs playing a practical joke. But nobody came forward. Finally, one of the RAs came up with the idea to lock that room’s door after making sure the mattresses were lying on the beds where they should be. That would keep the pranksters away, assuming they didn’t have access to the key. An hour later, the RA returned to the room and was startled to find the mattresses leaning against the wall again—in the securely locked room.

Later that night, things got even weirder. The same RA who had locked the door in a futile attempt to stop what he thought was a prankster was awakened by a knock at the door. It was a Jesuit priest—the order that runs Fordham University—and he told the RA that “it,” meaning a mischievous ghost, usually stayed in a room at the end of the hall but had gotten out. The priest told the young man that there was nothing to worry about—he had “taken care of it.” The next morning, the RA went to the office of the head nun to thank her for dispatching the priest, because he assumed she had spoken to the priest about the mattress pranks and requested assistance, since by then everyone on campus was aware of the strange situation. The nun said, however, that not only had she never seen a priest that fit the late-night visitor’s description, but as far as she knew, nobody on campus had asked a priest to pay the RA a visit. Was the Jesuit priest who came to the rescue a ghost who was eternally trying to keep another ghost in line? Was the whole mattress incident an elaborate and lengthy practical joke, or was it really a genuine ghost story from a haunted university?

Besides the mattress-flipping phantom, there’s a tale told about a Jesuit priest who allegedly hanged himself in a dorm hallway and was found dead with his dangling feet swaying back and forth, bumping against the radiator. According to the RAs and RDs, who love to spook the incoming freshmen with ghost stories, that’s why the radiator often makes a repetitive thumping noise to this day. There are plenty of ghost stories from all around Fordham University, usually involving young children who don’t belong on campus. From Finley Hall come reports of doors slamming shut inexplicably, furniture being moved by unseen hands, and the sound of a child’s laughter. Apparitions of children have been witnessed by students at Hughes Hall and in the dorm at Martyr’s Court, where a terrified student once reported seeing a young girl standing silently in a shower looking straight ahead.

Lourdes of America

In 1932, Monsignor Pasquale Lombardo, the founder of St. Lucy’s Roman Catholic Church, visited the site of Lourdes, France, where it is said that the Virgin Mary appeared to a young girl in the nineteenth century. A shrine was constructed at the sacred Lourdes site, where a healing spring that bubbled through the rocks was believed to be responsible for many miracles. Father Lombardo made it his mission to re-create that shrine in the Bronx as a place of prayer and hope for the faithful. In 1939, he opened his Lourdes of America at the Church of St. Lucy at 833 Mace Avenue, complete with a four-foot statue of the Virgin Mary perched atop a man-made spring where “miracle water” cascades over the rocks, just as in Lourdes. It doesn’t matter to the devout that the water from the spring is simply tapped from the New York City water lines; their faith, belief, and prayers are enough to cause numerous reported healings at the location in the Bronx, and it’s been happening since the day Lourdes of America first opened.

According to Time magazine’s July 24, 1939, issue, in an article called “Miracle in the Bronx,” a Mrs. Anthony Geraci hobbled to the shrine’s pool, dragging her left foot in a steel brace. Like many others, she sipped the water and prayed. When she felt a sudden prickling on her paralyzed limb, she slipped off the shoe and brace and stood in the pool. That’s when her miracle occurred. She stepped out of the water, jumped up and down on two suddenly healthy feet, and ran the ten blocks to her home to show her husband. The miracle caused such excitement that the police had to be called in for crowd control. Other remarkable cures and healings became a normal occurrence over the years, such as people who were healed just before surgery or after battling long illnesses. Then, in 2001, it happened again: another miracle. A woman who had been using crutches since a disabling accident in 2000 visited the shrine, and when she left, she was walking without crutches for the first time.

The Archdiocese of New York has never investigated the grotto for its claims of divine healing powers, but the believers and the healed don’t need a nod of approval from the church to trust that the site is sacred and miraculous.

The Bronx Miracle

Joseph Vitolo Jr. was a slight nine-year-old boy, the eighteenth child of poor Italian immigrants, when he first encountered the Virgin Mary in the Bronx. It happened near his home just south of Van Cortlandt Park on October 29, 1945. According to an article in the November 26, 1945, Time magazine called “Shrine in the Bronx,” the Holy Mother told Vitolo to pray and promised to return for sixteen nights. The boy told his family and friends, and they accompanied him the following night, when he again saw the vision, though he was the only one who could. Nevertheless, word quickly spread throughout the community and the nation. The second night that Vitolo returned to the site of his encounter, as instructed by the Blessed Mother, he was accompanied by about two hundred people, and by the sixteenth night, the crowd had grown to an astonishing thirty thousand. That’s how fast word of the “miracle in the Bronx” spread … pretty impressive for a pre-Internet world.

People came hoping to see a miracle in action or be healed by the touch of the blessed young boy. For along with the obvious gift of communication with a divine being, Vitolo had developed a gift of healing. Some who came to see the “chosen one” (Vitolo) were healed by the boy’s touch and prayers, such as a baby with a paralyzed hand that was suddenly healed after being pressed into the soil from the site of the Virgin Mary apparitions. Vitolo also allegedly healed his own father. After placing his hand on his doubtful father’s aching back, which had kept the man idle, the pain vanished, and the senior Vitolo was able to return to work.

Even the rich and famous were impressed with the child’s curative abilities. Frank Sinatra gifted the boy with a large statue of the Virgin Mary, which Vitolo keeps in his living room to this day, and Lou Costello of Abbott and Costello fame sent the boy a glass-enclosed figurine. The cardinal and his entourage even paid the young Vitolo a visit. Yet the Archdiocese of New York still refused to confirm the validity of the miracles occurring in their own backyard, as often seems to be the case in similar situations. Nevertheless, the public embraced the notion of the Blessed Virgin Mary in the Bronx, and magazine giants like Time and Life found the phenomenon sensational enough to devote entire articles to it.

For a young boy of nine and his large family of modest means, the sudden fame must have been overwhelming. But the publicity diminished rapidly after Vitolo’s final encounter with the Virgin Mary. Still, over the years, the faithful have continued to visit the site. Today most people are unaware of the Bronx miracle, but Joseph Vitolo never wavered in his belief of what he saw and experienced as a youngster, even when some people called him a crackpot. He was never a fan of publicity, and he never made money from his experiences, so what purpose could concocting such a story possibly serve?

Instead, Vitolo has continued to honor the Holy Mother and the miracles he experienced, still living in his childhood home near the shrine he built at the exact location of his encounters with the Virgin Mary so many years ago. Nearly every night of his life since 1945, he has climbed the hill behind his house to recite the Rosary at the shrine.

Cedar Knoll’s Headless Tribe

Cedar Knoll is located in a remote section of Pelham Bay Park on Shoal Harbor and is not easily accessible to the public, but that may not be a bad thing, since the sight of headless phantom warriors isn’t what I would call suitable for general audiences. For it was there on Cedar Knoll overlooking Long Island Sound that a fierce battle between Long Island’s Matinecock tribe and Shoal Harbor’s Siwanoy tribe in the mid-1600s resulted in the defeat of the latter, when the entire tribe was decapitated on its own turf. Since that time, reports of phantom Indians carrying their heads in their hands and chanting eerily around the site have contributed to the nickname of “Haunted Cedar Knoll.”

The sheer volume of genuine arrowheads unearthed at the knoll substantiates the legends of the land being a battleground, and archaeologists believe the arrowheads may have actually been manufactured on-site prior to that bloody battle. In 1881, Westchester County historian Robert Bolton Jr. said of the legendary ghosts of Cedar Knoll that “the forms of many headless Indians might be seen on moonlit nights, in a circle, performing a kind of war dance on its summit with heads in their hands.” It was likely that a “severe and sanguinary battle had taken place” there, he said, resulting in the decapitation of an entire tribe—and perhaps a subsequent headless ghost tribe. But Cedar Knoll is not the Pelham area’s only claim to fame in the paranormal arena.

Parrish House

Alexander Diack built the old stone house at 463 First Avenue in the village of Pelham in 1851 and sold it to James Parrish unfinished in 1855. Since then, the home, modeled after a Scottish townhouse of one of Diack’s ancestors, has been referred to as both the Parrish House and the Old Stone House. Mr. Parrish came into hard-earned wealth after joining forces with an employee of his, a man named Adams, and operating a successful “express business,” a private mail delivery service that provided an alternative to the post office. After Parrish’s death, his widow continued receiving his share of dividends in the form of gold coins from the surviving business partner.
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Legend has it that after being robbed at the Parrish homestead by masked men, the clever, if forgetful, Mrs. Parrish began to hide her gold—and very well, I might add—in various locations throughout the old stone house to ensure greater difficulty for any other thief inclined to steal from her. The problem is that she hid her gold so well that even she couldn’t remember where she hid it. At the time of her death, it was believed that some of her gold was still unaccounted for. And since then, people have reported seeing an apparition of the elegant woman, dressed in her best, as she always was, wandering through the house as if still searching for the rest of her misplaced fortune.

In a 1946 book with a very long title called A Brief, but Most Complete & True Account of the Settlement of the Ancient Town of Pelham Westchester County, State of New York, Known One Time Well & Favourably as the Lordship & Manor of Pelham, Lockwood Anderson Barr writes: “It is said that a million dollars in gold is hidden in the house, or buried in the gardens. Search has been made of the house, and grounds excavated, but without result. However, underneath a hearthstone in the basement kitchen, a hundred small coins of early date were found by one of the owners—but no pot of gold.”

In her last days, Mrs. Parrish resided with a Wm. H. Sparks, and she bequeathed her house to him for his kindness. Later, the Old Stone House passed through the hands of many others, including an architect named Francis Miles Snyder in 1920, who restored the home. Today, the privately owned Pelham landmark remains as attractive—and its history as intriguing—as ever.

The Fire Ship

While Cedar Knoll has its phantom headless tribe, Long Island Sound in the Pelham and New Rochelle vicinity boasts a phantom “Fire Ship.” According to local lore, in the mid-seventeenth century, back in the dangerous days of Captain Kidd, pirates took over a ship and killed the crew. Though a single white horse was spared the horrific fate of the crew, it soon met a fate even crueler, as it slowly, agonizingly succumbed in the flames of a fire set by the pirates.

It is said to this day, during violent thunderstorms, Pelham’s “Fire Ship” sometimes returns from its watery grave and can be seen rushing through the water, aglow in flames, with a spectral crew of the “undead” manning their posts. The horse, eternally spooked, is rearing and bucking, frantic to escape its hellish grave.

The Hoodoo Post

Where have all the man-owl-tiger beasts gone? In the late 1800s and early 1900s, there were an unusually large number of reports of unidentified, malevolent creatures flying across New York City and the New England states. Provincetown, Massachusetts, was terrorized by a creature called Jumping Black Flash, described in detail in Haunted Massachusetts: Ghosts and Strange Phenomena of the Bay State. This darkly cloaked, supernatural being jumped onto rooftops and down from trees, taunting people with an evil grin and spraying them with blue flames from its gaping mouth. After attempts by law enforcement to capture the beast, it was the quick, fearless wit of a few determined children that scared it away for good. But a strikingly similar creature was reported in England shortly after. The English dubbed their flying menace Spring-Heeled Jack. In another section of this book, I describe sightings of a batlike man flying over Coney Island and Brooklyn, heading due east. He too was darkly clothed (or skinned) and sported an evil grin.

In 1904, the New York Times ran an article about a flying creature that was attacking residents and police officers of the Bronx Park Police Station, Post 16, on Lorillard Lane. Some who saw the hideous creature described it as a winged, man-size demon; others called it a “wildcat with wings” because it screamed like a tiger. Those who didn’t see it at all said it must have been simply a large owl. I’ll call it a man-owl-tiger beast to cover all descriptions. Whatever it was, so many police officers saw the flying enigma that Post 16 became known as the “hoodoo post,” a term that aptly described the disturbing supernatural misfortune the post was enduring.

Several officers were so shaken by their experiences with the being that they had to be transferred to other posts. One officer saw the creature closely enough to hear it growl and establish that it definitely was not an owl. Another officer who saw the thing said it had to be supernatural, because it tried to hit him in the head with a stick clutched in its giant claws. The officer assigned to replace him didn’t fare any better, having the creature knock his helmet off his head. Yet another officer was attacked by what he called “a dark flying object with four legs and two wings.” He said in the police report he filed that the creature alternately took the form of a “tall slim man” and a “mountain dwarf.” A shapeshifter? A giant owl gone mad? The police chief requested the assistance of the Zoological Garden’s superintendent to capture what he stubbornly believed to be a large (albeit man-eating) brown owl.

No further stories were ever published on that particular subject, so whatever it was, it eluded capture—as creatures of cryptozoology inevitably do. (Cryptozoology is the study of creatures whose existence has not been proven.) It’s been a long time since anything like Coney Island’s man-owl-tiger beast has been reported in the New York City area, or anywhere, for that matter.

Unicorns in the Bronx


A long time ago when the earth was green, there were more kinds of animals than you’ve ever seen. Cats and rats and elephants as sure as you’re born, but the loveliest of all was the unicorn …

—“The Unicorn Song” by poet/songwriter Shel Silverstein



Well, the earth was pretty green in the 1600s, when influential Dutch immigrants like Adriaen Van der Donck were settling the primitive land of New Amsterdam. Van der Donck, for whom the neighboring city of Yonkers was named, was the first lawyer of the early Dutch colony and a prominent political leader of the time. He was also well respected by the native tribes of the region, from whom he gleaned much information about the new land he was so instrumental in settling. In fact, today he is recognized as “a sympathetic early Native American ethnographer, having learned the languages and observed the customs of the Mahicans and Mohawks,” according to the online encyclopedia Wikipedia. As fate would have it, the noble Dutchman was also a very articulate author who put his vast knowledge to good use in a comprehensive piece considered by scholars and historians to be the most complete and accurate account of New Netherland ever written.

Van der Donck’s A Description of the New Netherlands includes exceptional portrayals of the land and its endless resources and possibilities, as well as of the Indians who first inhabited it and their interactions with the earliest settlers. The cover page of the document says it describes “the fruitfulness and natural advantage of the country, and the desirable opportunities which it presents, within itself, and from abroad, for the subsistence of man; which are not surpassed elsewhere. Together with remarks on the character and peculiar customs of the savages, or natives of the land.”

Van der Donck’s decisive book describes in great detail the natural resources of the land, including vegetation and animals. One such animal appears to have been the unicorn:


I have also been frequently told by the Mohawk Indians, that far in the interior parts of the country, there were animals which were seldom seen, of the size and form of horses, with cloven hoofs, having one horn in the forehead, from a foot and a half to two feet in length, and that because of their fleetness and strength they were seldom caught or ensnared. I have never seen any certain token or sign of such animals, but that such creatures exist in the country, is supported by the concurrent declarations of the Indian hunters. There are Christians who say that they have seen the skins of this species of animal, but without the horns.



In 1809, Washington Irving, under the pseudonym of Diedrich Knickerbocker, wrote about unicorns in his satirical piece called A History of New York, from the Beginning of the World to the End of the Dutch Dynasty, Vol. 1.


Let. of I. Megapol. Hag. S. P. Ogilvie, in his excellent account of America, speaking of these parts, makes mention of Lions, which abounded on a high mountain, and likewise observes, “On the borders of Canada there is seen sometimes a kind of beast which hath some resemblance with a horse, having cloven feet, shaggy mane, one horn just on the forehead, a tail like that of a wild hog, and a deer’s neck.” He furthermore gives a picture of this strange beast, which resembles exceedingly an unicorn. It is much to be lamented by philosophers, that this miraculous breed of animals, like that of a horned frog, is totally extinct.



Whether unicorns have existed ever is a matter of speculation, for much like Bigfoot and the Loch Ness Monster, no unicorn has ever been captured that we are currently aware of. Some believe the mystical creature did exist at one time but is now extinct; others believe unicorns are pure fantasy; and still others believe they exist but can be found only in the farthest regions of the earth by those possessing extraordinary honesty and virtue. Whatever the case may be, unicorns reportedly have been sighted at least since the time of Adam and Eve in their Garden of Eden, but there have been few documented sightings in the last four thousand years. The Chinese may have an explanation for that. In their mythology, a unicorn’s appearance was considered a good omen, a sign of good times, and something of utmost importance was always implied. For example, five millennia ago, Emperor Fu Hsi was said to have received the secrets of written language by a unicorn. In 551 b.c., another story has it, a pregnant Chinese woman was approached by a unicorn in the woods and presented with an inscribed piece of jade. When the animal laid its head in her lap, she knew it was a good omen. She gave birth to the great philosopher Confucius shortly after, and just as the inscription had predicted, Confucius was indeed possessed of great wisdom. The philosopher himself saw the unicorn in his old age and knew it meant his time here was nearly complete. Other famous people who said they encountered unicorns were Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, and Genghis Khan.

Who knows? Maybe when goodness and prosperity rule across our planet, or another monumental moment in history is afoot, as the ancient Chinese believed, someone among us will be approached by the mythical creature, and the age-old question of its authenticity will finally be answered.
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