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INTRODUCTION



The Jersey Shore—that glorious strand of beaches from Sandy Hook in the north to Cape May in the south—is haunted. The great bays and rivers flanking the beaches on both north and south are haunted as well. Just behind the seashore, the infamous Pine Barrens have their share of supernatural phenomena, from ghost towns to grisly murders to witchcraft. New Jersey’s “official state demon”—the Jersey Devil—is one of the many weird apparitions that frequent both Pinelands and seashore locales.


This book brings together stories and traditions of ghosts, witches, monsters, and other strange phenomena from the seashore and neighboring Pinelands and Tidewater vicinities. The book is organized into regions: the Northern Shore, from Sandy Hook to Barnegat; the Central Shore, Long Beach Island; the Southern Shore, from Brigantine to Cape May; the neighboring Pinelands, fringing the seashore; the Northern Tidewater, consisting of Sandy Hook, Raritan, Newark and New York Bays, and the Hudson and Hackensack Rivers; and the Southern Tidewater, encompassing Delaware Bay and River. All of these regions share the mystical, spirit-attracting qualities of water. In so many instances, ghosts seem to be almost magnetically drawn to the shores and banks of water features. It is not at all surprising that ghost stories from the Jersey Shore often involve shipwrecks, pirates, lighthouses, and sailors.


As a geographer, I have come to realize that ghost stories have a geography: They relate to specific places and reflect the regions’ physical, economic, and cultural geography. Also, ghosts themselves have a very specific geography: They almost always are territorial and haunt a particular building, usually just a room in the building. The ghost associated with a haunted house, for example, never shows up in a neighbor’s house or wanders down the street to the convenience store.


Most of the stories in this book will be new to the majority of readers. In the interest of completeness, however, a few classic Jersey Shore ghost stories that appeared in my previous volume, Haunted New Jersey: Ghosts and Strange Phenomena of the Garden State, such as those of Captain Huddy and the Woman in White, have also been included here, although often in different versions of the same basic story.


Ask any beachgoer about the Jersey Shore, and it’s unlikely that he or she will talk about anything except the sandy beaches, the ocean waves, and the large number of people who flock there each summer. The happy resort image of New Jersey’s seashore, with sun-filled days of innocent fun in this realm of sand and surf, stands in sharp contrast to its place in the spirit world. But the 127-mile-long string of beaches also has a dark side—a shadowy world of greed, violent death, betrayal, and murder—with a number of tragic shipwrecks, the murderous actions of wreckers who lured ships into dangerously shallow waters, and many visits by ruthless pirates to these shores.


Was it an omen that the first two explorers to see the Jersey Shore, Giovanni da Verrazano and Henry Hudson, had very bad luck afterward? Verrazano was the first European known to have viewed the Jersey beaches—from a distance. Rather than attempting to land here, he sailed along the coast in 1524 and claimed the area for his employers, the French. But they took no practical steps to take possession of the region, which to them was unimpressive. Verrazano was later captured, killed, and eaten by cannibals in the Caribbean. It wasn’t until 1609, eighty-five years later, that another explorer bothered to sail along New Jersey’s shores. Like Verrazano, Henry Hudson was not especially excited about the seashore and didn’t get off the boat to look at it. Later, while exploring his namesake bay in Canada, his boat was locked in ice over the winter. His crew mutinied and set him adrift in a small boat come spring, while they sailed for home. Hudson was never heard from again.


Few now are aware of the first impressions of the early explorers, who saw little good and much to fear as they surveyed the coast between the Hudson and Delaware Rivers. Henry Hudson noted that the waves broke over shallow, submerged sandbars many yards off the beaches, and that the inlets or channels between the islands along the southern shores were narrow, twisting, and only a few feet deep—not a welcoming shoreline for sailors. Like other seafarers before and since, Hudson was favorably impressed not with New Jersey’s coast, but with the great natural harbors that flanked it to the north and south. The broad, sandy beaches sloping gently into the waves allow vacationers to wade out into the surf for the thrill of braving the breakers. But the same qualities that make New Jersey’s ocean shoreline a great natural playground also made it, for centuries, a death trap. Very shallow water, breaking waves, and the low, flat horizon of most of the seashore made this a hostile shoreline for early sailors—except, that is, for those who flew the skull and crossbones.


Because of the great number of shipwrecks along the New Jersey shorelines, some of the first, tallest, and most famous lighthouses in the country are found here. And the first federal government–sponsored lifesaving stations were built along the Jersey coast. This “graveyard of the Atlantic,” as it became known to early seafarers, has become as haunted as other graveyards. No one really knows how many victims of shipwrecks lie restlessly on the seabed, their bones tossed about like seashells by waves and currents, their spirits condemned to wander the sands.


Was the dreadful loss of life, and the resultant hauntings of the Jersey beaches, the motive for the establishment of a chain of federal lifesaving stations along the shore? Many people thought so at the time. The restless spirits of drowned sailors and the ships’ passengers have haunted virtually every seaside community. It is said that ghosts are particularly active when they are not resigned to their fate, when their deaths were not the result of true accidents but were caused by criminals. Two varieties of mass murderers visited New Jersey beaches in times past: wreckers and pirates.


Wreckers caused many shipwreck disasters along the coast by luring ships onto the sandbars and beaches in order to loot their cargoes and strip dead bodies of valuables. It started innocently enough. People living near the then isolated beaches were in the habit of beachcombing for anything useful that might wash up on their doorsteps. Shipwrecks were a bonanza for beachcombers, who salvaged the abandoned cargoes and often sold them at auction. “Finders, keepers” was the rule. Many a wrecked ship’s timbers were used to build houses, furniture, and fences ashore.


There was nothing wrong with recycling these gifts of the sea when they were the products of natural disasters. The problem came when a few locals, lured by the prospects of easy pickings, decided not only to take advantage of shipwrecks, but to cause them. In the days before most lighthouses had been built, ships cruising along the coast had few clues as to exactly where the shoreline was at night. Jersey had a very low-profile shore, with few houses or landmarks. On moonless or stormy nights, wreckers would tie a lantern to the tail of a donkey or horse and lead the animal slowly along the beach. The light, swinging slightly from the creature’s tail and making slow progress parallel to the shipping lanes, was a good imitation of a ship’s riding light, swinging back and forth with the sway of a ship under sail. The crews of ships at sea, seeing the light of what appeared to be another ship, would misjudge the actual distance to the shore and thus venture into shallow waters and be grounded on the sands. Unable to maneuver or break free, the ships were pounded by the surf and broke up, with cargo, sailors, and passengers alike spilling into the sea.


Even after the first lighthouses were built on the Jersey coast, the wreckers still provided false information to ships at sea. They would walk a lighted lantern around and around a tall haystack built on the beach, so that the disappearing and reappearing beam would resemble the revolving light atop a lighthouse.


Many lives were sacrificed to the greed of the wreckers, who sometimes were also called pirates or “mooncussers” (moon cursers), the latter because they were said to have “cussed” the full moon, the light of which helped navigators avoid danger. The wreckers were much more interested in salvaging cargo than in rescuing people. The dead who washed ashore were stripped of jewelry, money, and even clothing, then left unburied.


Pirates. The word sent shivers through the civilized world between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries. The merciless buccaneers terrorized sailing ships and coastal towns, and they frequented the Jersey shoreline because it offered numerous opportunities. Here was a lonely coast with few to notice or report the presence of unfamiliar ships or sailors. It was close to busy ports, with many valuable cargoes going to or coming from other ports around the world—temptations for bloodthirsty pirates.


But pirates thirsted for more than blood and treasure. Like all sailors, they needed to land on occasion to replenish their supplies of fresh water. Not wanting to risk entering ports in search of water, the pirates preferred to land in isolated, uninhabited places to refill their water casks. A freshwater spring called the “spout” on Sandy Hook became a favorite of pirates, including the notorious Captain Kidd. At the opposite end of the Jersey Shore, freshwater Lake Lily at Cape May Point was another pirate watering hole that also attracted Kidd’s attention.


Woe to any local residents who might stumble into a pirate crew landing for water. Witnesses were killed immediately. It is widely believed that pirates sometimes buried treasure near their water sources, intending to dig them up again in the future. The usual suspects among pirates said to have left treasure in New Jersey include Jean Lafitte of New Orleans, Blackbeard (a.k.a. Edward Teach), and Captain Kidd. Alleged burial sites ran along the seacoast from Sandy Hook to Cape May Point, and inland up the Delaware, Mullica, Maurice, Cohansey, and Great Egg Harbor Rivers. There are rumors of buried treasure on Sandy Hook, Money Island, Long Beach Island, and Cape May Point.


SUPERSTITIONS OF THE SEA


Sailors and fishermen know firsthand the dangers and mysteries of the sea. Most are firm believers in luck, both good and bad, and superstitions of the sea form an ancient tradition of omens, avoidances, warnings, and beliefs that guide their behavior.


New Jersey has a long history of sailors and fishermen. Those who are brave enough to go to sea share many superstitions about how to behave at sea and how to read the signs of good or bad luck. The word superstition comes from a Latin word meaning “soothsaying.” Soothsayers foretold the future, and they were supposed to foretell it accurately, as sooth means the truth or reality. For sailing ships, the Jersey coast was a dangerous place to avoid at all costs; safe harbors were on the Hudson and Delaware Rivers. Ships need not only protected harbors, but also deep water alongside land, and these requirements were not found between Sandy Hook on the north and Cape May to the south. The winds that carried ships across the seas could also smash them against the shore. Ships were safest either far at sea, where no land existed, or in deepwater harbors protecting them from storm waves. Sailing vessels tried to stay well off New Jersey’s treacherously shallow shoreline of gentle beaches and deceptive inlets. But given the busy ports at either end of the Jersey coast, this hostile shore was not always easily avoided. Many ships in the vicinity, shallow waters, and frequent storms all added up to make this the graveyard of the Atlantic.


Those who made a living on the waves were very vulnerable, and as a result, they were interested in avoiding bad luck and inviting good luck. The superstitions familiar to many sailors and fishermen are ancient, but they are still observed today along the shores and on the waters of New Jersey.


If a crewmember or passenger died aboard ship, this was considered a very bad omen. By tradition, the body was carefully handled and disposed of, lest the ghost stay aboard. The corpse had to be laid parallel to the ship’s keel, lengthwise not crosswise. The head had to be at the back so that as the ghost rose from the body, it would face the bow, in the direction the ship was traveling. If the ship was more than a day from port, the body had to be buried at sea. On a sailing ship, the corpse was sewn into a sail before being dumped overboard. The body was weighted so that it would sink before it attracted sharks.


It was believed that a ship should always be boarded right foot first, and from the ship’s right (starboard) side. Although some old-timers thought that a woman aboard might bring bad luck, all agreed that a baby being born aboard brought good luck to that ship. When a ship embarked on its first voyage, an old shoe would be thrown into its wake, much like tying old shoes to the car of a couple departing on their honeymoon. Seasoned sailors tossed a penny overboard as their ship left its dock, a tribute to Neptune, god of the sea. If Neptune didn’t get his tribute, he might have seen to it that the ship never returned. Similarly, to guarantee a good catch, fishermen tossed a penny into the first net to be lowered to appease Neptune. Some said that tossing a little salt into the sea would produce a good catch. Many fishermen tossed back the first fish caught on the voyage to encourage Neptune to send more fish toward them. On a fishing boat’s first voyage, however, the first fish caught was nailed to the mast.


A ship under construction was never called by its name. The name was officially known only at launching. For this reason, shipyards assign a number to “builds” or “hulls” under construction. The number refers to the hull’s sequence among all boats or ships built there, as in “Hull 121” or “Build 98.” Once named at launching, it was considered very bad luck to ever change the name. Even if a male name was given, a ship was always referred to as “she.”


The custom of smashing a bottle of champagne against the bow of a ship, often called “christening,” has its origins in a dark superstition of the Vikings. The ancient warriors always launched their longboats over the bodies of enemies or slaves so that the boat slid into the sea easily, having been lubricated by blood. A boat “born in blood” would have a long, lucky life, riding high over the waves. In less bloodthirsty times, red wine was substituted for blood, and eventually champagne was used. It is considered bad luck if the champagne bottle does not break on the first contact with the ship. To avoid such bad luck, experienced boatbuilders supply a bottle that has been scratched or incised in several places to encourage easy breaking.


European sailors believe that a cat aboard ship is good luck, but two cats bring bad luck. If the cat falls overboard, the ship may be doomed. American sailors have mixed opinions on cats aboard ship; some think they are good luck, but others think cats bring bad luck.


There are many seafarer superstitions about birds. Bringing a live bird aboard in a cage is the worst luck. But if a bird lands on a ship at sea, it is usually good luck. If a land-based bird, like a sparrow or robin, lands aboard, it is an honored guest seeking refuge and brings good luck. An albatross, thought to contain a dead seaman’s spirit, must never be killed. Its very appearance heralds a storm. Bird droppings on deck must not be removed until after the next storm, which will most likely remove them anyway. Seagulls may bring bad luck; they are believed to contain the restless spirits of those drowned at sea. When gulls fly in a long, straight line over the water, they are following a drowned man’s spirit moving across the seabed. Though not welcomed, gulls must never be harmed. Truly superstitious sailors may believe that a seabird defecating on them is the best fortune of all.
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