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			Preface

			The stories you are about to read are based on oral history, folklore, written accounts, and—in many cases—actual fact. In approaching the question of cursed people, objects, and places, I have endeavored to use my skills as a researcher to rout out the facts among the tales of mayhem and malevolence, if facts could be found. I followed the words of the famous Russian proverb: Doveryai, no proveryai (or, in English, “Trust, but verify”). When I could find no verification, I chose not to tell that story.

			It is not my intention to spoil the fun of these tales, nor am I totally convinced that these stories can and should be debunked. I simply searched for truth, wherever it may hide. In some cases, it became impossible to deny that a person cursed by an adversary came to harm, or that an individual who owned a cursed object suffered dire consequences. I make no attempt to determine how such a thing could take place; I am only a humble reporter, not a medium, mystic, scientist, or priest.

			In reading this book, I caution you to heed the words of William Shakespeare: “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” Evil may lurk, but not all that lurks is evil. Read on.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			“Oy, ken-a-hora!”

			My mother said this frequently when I was a child, almost always after someone gave me a compliment. It wasn’t until I began work on this book that I learned the phrase was meant to protect me, in that backhanded way that comes from the impassioned cultures of Eastern Europe. Ken-a-hora (or, more precisely, kein ayin hara) is a Yiddish expression that translates to “There should be no evil eye!”

			What is the evil eye, and why should a compliment draw its attention? As I researched this book, I came across dozens of variations on the concept. For Jews—like my mother—any compliment is an invitation to ein hara, the evil eye, to take that good fortune away from people so bold as to believe that they deserve this goodness.

			Thus, the compliment becomes a curse. That’s the kind of perverse logic that has haunted me since childhood . . . and, as it turns out, it’s not far from the beliefs of just about every culture on earth.

			In the Middle East, people in Afghanistan, Iran, Greece, and Turkey hang talismans in their homes to ward off Isabat al-’ayn, their belief that a person or animal only has to look at them to curse their very existence. Hindus fear Drishti (also known as Buri Nazar) and decorate their babies’ eyes with black eyeliner to ward off this spirit of evil. In Ethiopia, some Christians of different social groups believe that other groups can hurl the power of bouda at them, so they carry amulets to keep this force from destroying their happiness.

			Pakistani truck drivers ward off the evil eye by placing squares of black cloth on their bumpers to keep them safe while driving. In Greece, fear of the evil eye leads to secretive rituals passed down within families, involving prayers that must be revealed to the younger generation by their grandparents when a time of potential distress is close at hand. The Italian belief in malocchio is so ingrained in the culture that I devoted a whole chapter to it in this book.

			All these forces of evil have one thing in common: They can be inflicted by a word, a gesture, or a glance. Anyone who has the power—essentially, anyone who wishes you ill—can curse you simply by telling you that they have done so.

			This makes a curse a frightening thing indeed. By definition, a curse implies that someone (or something) intends that you should suffer harm. This intent is the key element that makes a curse different from other visitations from the hoary netherworld—like, for example, a haunting.

			When I began this research, many people wanted to tell me all about the ghosts that inhabited their homes or property, or that drifted about in old buildings throughout the state. Let me say that, for the purposes of this book, it makes no difference whether I personally believe in ghosts; many people do, and they are certain that these sylphs haunt places all over the state in great numbers. I looked into some of these stories, and the staggering level of documentation of these apparitions certainly speaks to their popularity. Only one or two of the ghosts seemed to wish anyone evil, however, and only a handful of them had evil done to them during their days as corporeal beings. In this book, you will find some tales of spirits condemned to spend their metaphysical existence in the buildings in which they lived in life. This is not a book of hauntings and ghost stories, however, and I hope this fact will not discourage you from reading further.

			Instead, most of the legends selected for Cursed in New York happened to people here in our great state who felt the impact of the curses during their lives. In some cases, the curse led them to rack and ruin—in fact, some curses actually drove people to take their own lives, most often with great drama. The sequential ownership of one gemstone, in fact, made three people leap off of tall buildings to die on the pavement below. With numbers and coincidental events like that, it’s hard to argue that no malevolent force was involved.

			Here’s the other thing that makes curses so terrifying: Anyone, it seems, can curse another human being. The act requires no special powers or previous experience. It may be that a curse only takes effect if the person doing the cursing truly and deeply wishes bad luck on the person being cursed. Perhaps, for example, the lack of heartless ill will kept Ann Cooper Clarke’s curse on her children at Hyde Hall from having the deleterious effect she intended (see chapter 15).

			If you are on the receiving end of the curse, you may not even realize that you did something wrong. You could simply be doing your job, like Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr when they defended a young man accused of murdering a young Quaker woman in 1802. It’s the law of the land that every person accused of a crime is entitled to a competent defense . . . but when these two distinguished gentlemen did what the law told them to do, they got a curse for their troubles. Every student of history knows how this one ended (and if you don’t, you can find out in chapter 12).

			You might just swim in the wrong lake, like the hapless young men who took a dip in Lake Ronkonkoma on Long Island and found themselves in deep, dark waters determined (if a lake can be determined) to avenge an Indian princess. Or you might root for a sports team that betrayed a promise to a former coach, or one that happens to be in the same city where a president of the United States met an untimely end. Either way, you are doomed to one season of disappointment after another.

			What did any of these people do to deserve their fates? For the most part, they showed up in the wrong place at the right time. They bought a property where a murder had taken place, constructed a building on the site of an ancient burial ground, purchased a gem stolen from an east Indian temple, intruded on a spirit in a cave, or spent their last days separated from their loved ones because of a state law. Some of these people knew that their actions could bring the wrath of evil down upon them, but most made an innocent misstep. Now, decades or centuries later, we still speak and write about the results.

			This book contains stories collected from across New York State, from the eastern reaches of Long Island to the gorges of Niagara Falls. Here you’ll find tales documented by reputable sources ranging from the New York Times to the Associated Press, as well as some that make a tissue of half-truths and long-forgotten sources surprisingly substantial and plausible.

			As you read these tales, I offer these words of advice, based on parallels I have drawn as I completed my research. First, keep in mind that if you believe you are cursed, then you very certainly are. This may be why so many of these stories go in such a direction of misfortune, often over the course of many years. The power of suggestion may be one of the strongest in the human mind, reinforcing itself as more and more evidence mounts to turn an idea into a reality. So, for example, a team that feels the weight of six different kinds of curses can’t help but continue to have one losing season after another.

			And second, watch out for the logical fallacy post hoc ergo propter hoc, or the reasoning that if a person did A, and then B happened, A caused B. It’s easy enough to believe that a curse caused bad things to happen, especially in retrospect—and we often go looking for reasons when we cannot accept the randomness of bad fortune. Not all of life’s difficulties offer us someone or something to blame, and not all things happen for a reason.

			That being said, when someone stands in front of you, points a finger at you, and says, “I curse you and your household! May no one ever see a day of happiness here!” it can be tough to believe that any strife you experience from that day forward is not a result of this curse.

			To this, I say, “Ken-a-hora!” I invite you to read about the misfortunes of others, and thank your lucky stars that none of these things are happening to you.
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			Ancient, Unsportsmanlike Souls

			Why haven’t the Buffalo Bills won a football championship game since 1965?

			Every beleaguered fan from the shores of Lake Erie to the central Pennsylvania border has a response to this question: player shenanigans, faults on the field, a home in a shrinking city, or too much turmoil at the top of the organization. Buffalo residents who live in this “drinking town with a sports problem,” however, may be missing a barely noticed nugget of information about the Bills—not about the team itself, but about where it plays the game.

			Journalist Aaron Lowinger dug up a story for the Buffalo Spree in 2012 that points to a curse, one rising out of the very ground on which Ralph Wilson Stadium was constructed (it was Rich Stadium then) back in 1973.

			If you’ve been to the stadium, you may have felt the chilling winds that blow off of Lake Erie and whip through the stands, driving even the hardiest Bills fans to zip their parkas up to their noses. The unnatural cold—even for Buffalo—may be one more sign of the sinister and ghostly forces that keep western New York’s team from the long overdue winning streak its fans deserve.

			According to Lowinger’s dogged research, Ralph Wilson Stadium sits on hallowed ground: a Native American settlement long since lost to the bloody, brutal Iroquois Wars of the 1600s, and then to the European settlers who followed them.

			You may never have heard of the Wenrohronon people, but they were one of the tribal groups who lived in western New York in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The Wenrohronon (shortened to Wenro by historians) maintained a tenuous peace with the Seneca, the Erie, and another little-known tribe, the Neutrals, with whom they shared land and trade. Eventually, the smaller tribes fell to the larger as the Iroquois swept through this area, and the Wenro were absorbed into the Six Nations of the Iroquois. They left behind a village built here on the banks of Smoke Creek, and they buried their dead along the outskirts of the village.

			How can we know that Native Americans were laid to rest here? For this information, we turn to the legendary Arthur C. Parker, director of the Rochester Museum and Science Center from 1925 to 1945, and a recognized authority on American Indian culture. Born on a Seneca reservation and part Seneca himself, Parker took an active interest in the heritage of the Iroquois people. His position as first archaeologist with the New York State Museum gave him the opportunity to create an atlas of places throughout the state where Native American artifacts had been discovered.

			In his 1920 atlas, Parker describes the exact site on which the stadium would be built decades later: “Village site, extensive, in East Hamburg at the junction of Smokes Creek and a small brook. The site is on the George Ellis and Charles Diemer farm east of Abbott Road. The occupation is identified by Professor Houghton [another archaeologist working on the atlas] as Wenro. A large cemetery was destroyed by contractors and many clay vessels were broken and thrown in excavation.”

			And that, my friends—in the hands of careless construction workers predating the formation of Buffalo’s team by four decades or more—is when the Bills’ trouble began.

			[image: ]

			Where Not to Build

			Horror movies of the late twentieth century provide us with some of the best advice we could want for avoiding the effects of the supernatural: Don’t go in the basement, don’t go in the attic, don’t go in the woods . . . and for the love of God, don’t build your home—or stadium, for our purposes—on the site of an ancient Indian burial ground.

			The trope has become so familiar that every animated television series from The Simpsons to Family Guy has spoofed it. Bloggers and tweeters even have an acronym for it: Indian burial ground is IBG.

			Why are these ancient cemeteries so scary and threatening? Disturbing the last resting place of anyone’s bones certainly has an innate creepiness, but when these bones come from the native peoples of our great land, their removal literally adds insult to injury. Dr. Lawrence Rosen of Princeton University explained this in a paper published in American Anthropologist: “The excavation of Indian burial sites poses serious ethical problems. Many American Indians regard the excavation of such sites as an affront to their actual and spiritual ancestors.” He goes on to note that anthropologists feel that digging up Indian bones is indispensible to their research, giving them clues to the relationship between diet, disease, ecology, and social strata and how they affect all human beings. These pursuits fly in the faces of Native Americans, however, who “trace their actual descent or spiritual affiliation to ancestors whose graves, in their view, are disturbed in the name of dispassionate science. To many Indians, the disinterment or display of Indian skeletons is an indignity that most scientists would hesitate to inflict on their own predecessors.”

			If digging up graves in the name of science is a horrendous insult to the Native American culture, how can they possibly feel about the location of their ancestors’ remains becoming a football field?

			The laws of our state keep the descendants of these ancient people from retaliating against those who destroyed the graves and threw their relics willy-nilly, but there’s no law in America to keep the spirits of these irritated ancestors from taking matters into their own hands.

			Iroquois legends describe the inhabitants of the Spirit World as gentle souls living on a beautiful island where flowers bloom and spring is eternal. The idea that these spirits might take on malevolent powers and seek revenge comes from a European sensibility, one that created a concept of a dark underworld that can produce phantoms who perform black magic.

			Combine this with a fairly recent change in sensibilities—the grim acknowledgment of the injustices done to America’s native peoples since the 1600s—and we have a veritable stew of guilt, fear, and helplessness that leads us to a single conclusion: Indians are cursing us from beyond the shattered grave.
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			More Fuel for the Fire

			The Bills are not the only team to suffer the affliction brought on by co-locating with long-dead Native Americans.

			The Miami Dolphins play in Sun Life Stadium, constructed on the ninth-century burial site of the Tequesta tribe, who inhabited the shores of Biscayne Bay until the Europeans arrived in the sixteenth century. The conquering Spaniards passed their diseases on to the Native Americans and all but wiped them out entirely by the 1700s, leaving nothing but the graves discovered when the Dolphins broke ground on the stadium in 1985. This time the contractors called in archaeologists and had the site excavated properly and respectfully, but fans can’t help but notice that the once-champion Dolphins have not been to the Super Bowl since the Native American remains were exhumed.

			In Chicago, evidence of a Native American burial ground was discovered just a few blocks from Wrigley Field, the ballpark built in 1914, where the Chicago Cubs have never won a championship. Frustrated fans speculate that the burial site may have extended to the land beneath the field, preceding the Theological Seminary of the Evangelical Church of America, which stood here for two decades before it was torn down to make way for Wrigley.

			Are these nothing more than convenient excuses for one loss after another? Are urban legends catching up with reality? Or could there be some truth to the notion that long-dead Native Americans are making our professional sports teams lose?

			To find some kind of answer to this discouraging phenomenon, let’s take a quick trip to Long Island to find out how this curse of the ancients became so prevalent in twentieth-century pop culture.
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			You Guessed It: Amityville

			Long before it became so clichéd that it crossed over into comedy, disturbing the Native Americans’ final resting place served as the reason for the hauntings in Amityville, New York, in the home that became the subject of 1977 book and 1979 film The Amityville Horror.

			The story of the haunted house sprang from the very real 1974 murder case of twenty-three-year-old Ronald DeFeo Jr., who killed his parents and four siblings in their home at 112 Ocean Avenue. As improbable as it may seem, someone bought the house in December 1975: George and Kathy Lutz, who moved in with their three children, fully cognizant of the gruesome acts that had taken place there. Twenty-eight days later, they moved out—and their tale of the paranormal activity that drove them from the house became the subject of an astonishingly successful book.

			The Lutzes described swarms of flies, strange smells, visions of a pig-person with glowing red eyes, slime oozing from the walls, spontaneous levitation, voices telling them to “Get out!” and a good deal more. These supernatural events were the result of more than the grisly murders, the book claimed: The sturdy Dutch colonial had been built on a Shinnecock Indian graveyard—and not just any graveyard, but one that served an Indian sanitarium, where the dying would be left to perish outdoors in the cold and dark of a New York winter. The spirits of these twice-afflicted people inhabited the house, providing the voices that Ronald DeFeo heard telling him to murder everyone in his family.

			Shinnecocks in Amityville? The mention of this tribe stirred a number of debunkers into action, not the least of which was the Montaukett Nation, the Native Americans who actually lived—and still live—in the Amityville area. The Montauketts have been clear that the Shinnecocks never resided in this part of Long Island, and there was no burial ground or sanitarium on this spot. They went so far as to take author and criminologist Ric Osuna, writer of the debunking manifesto The Night the DeFeos Died, on a tour of the real Indian burial grounds in this part of Long Island, most of which now serve as dumps. To their knowledge, none of these have produced creepy hauntings or long decades of bad luck for the residents in proximity.

			The misidentification of the local Native Americans was just one of the many clues that the tale of 112 Ocean Avenue was a work of fiction. Eventually, Ronald DeFeo’s defense attorney, William Weber, owned up in an interview with People magazine to helping the Lutzes create the crazy story to net a massive book deal. He then sued them when they took the concept and made a deal that excluded him.

			No steaming pile of truth, however, kept the Amityville Horror franchise from building its own momentum. Today no fewer than eleven additional movies (many of them direct-to-DVD) have been made, a testament to the success of the disturbed Indian burial ground as being a very scary place.

			Just down the road from Amityville, the IBG served again in the 1982 film Poltergeist (which no one claimed to be factual)—another suburban Long Island home disrupted by Native Americans who could no longer rest beneath it. Stephen King used the native burial ground in his 1983 novel, Pet Sematary, which became a movie in 1989. Blood Trail, Dark Harvest, Skeleton Man, Terror at Tate Manor, Death4Told, The Haunted, The Reptile . . . the list of movies that pivot on an Indian burial ground continues to grow, giving weight to the idea that unseen forces below ground can continue to torment us, especially if they happen to have arrived on this continent long before we European, Asian, or African descendants did.

			Since 1990, any unearthed Native American remains are protected by the federal Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, which gives the excavators strict instructions to return the remains to the Native American organization in question. Perhaps this will help keep new stories of haunted, hallowed ground from creeping into newly constructed housing tracts. But it’s the older homes, the Dutch colonial with the eerie look of a jack-o’-lantern or the three-story Italianate mansion with the drafty attic and the square cupola, that become the receptacles for ghostly tales of restless natives.
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			The Indian Princess of Lake Ronkonkoma

			A legend tells the story of

			A pretty Indian maid

			Who loved a handsome pale-faced lad

			But marriage was forbade.

			Her father chose another mate

			A fine strong Indian brave.

			The Indian girl could not comply

			And so her life she gave.

			Ronkonkoma Ronkonkoma

			The lake of sparkling water.

			Ronkonkoma Ronkonkoma

			Where rests the Indian daughter.

			—Lois J. Watt

			Of all the stories of lovers forced apart by their parents, by an accident of birth, or by dreadful circumstance, few wrap themselves around the heart as completely as the tale of Ronkonkoma (pronounced ron-kon-ko-ma), the Indian princess who cursed the lake that bears her name.

			Her story stirs more sorrow than fear, because she means no harm in pulling young men down into the deep waters of this freshwater lake. Ronkonkoma simply hopes to find a lover who can take the place of her first and most passionate love: a white settler named Hugh Birdsall, who lived across the lake from Ronkonkoma’s tribe and never sought to bewitch the beautiful princess with his affections. No, Ronkonkoma sought him, spotting Birdsall while he was cutting wood in the forest and falling instantly in love with the handsome young man.

			It’s a story that grows more relevant with each passing year, one that combines elements of race, distance, raw emotion, and the ultimate tragic end—and its consequences are felt even today, as another life ends each summer and residents are left to ponder the causes.

			But we are already ahead of ourselves in telling this tale. First, let’s understand exactly where this seventeenth-century romantic tragedy took place, and why these two lovers became entangled there.
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			The Bottomless Lake

			If mapmakers were to pinpoint the center of Long Island, north to south and east to west, their markers would fall quite close to Lake Ronkonkoma. The lake can be found just north of the Long Island Expressway at the end of Pond Road, off of the highway’s exit 59, where it provides residents and tourists with a tranquil place to swim, fish, canoe, and kayak in the midsummer sun.

			Fresh, beautiful, and filled with aquatic life, the lake has attracted human settlement for hundreds of years. Four Indian tribes established their homes here first: the Nissequogues, Secatogs, Unkechaugs, and the Setalcotts, also known as the Setaukets (for whom the North Shore town of Setauket would be named in the 1600s). These first peoples represented four of the thirteen tribes of Long Island. The Setaukets were a particularly powerful tribe among the thirteen, and it is from this tribe that the legend of the Indian princess of Lake Ronkonkoma springs.

			On the shores of this lake, one the native people held most sacred, the Setaukets and their counterparts carried out their worshipful rituals under the watchful eye of the Great Spirit. It would be easy to assume that they gathered around this lake because of the abundance of food it must contain, but these first Long Islanders believed that the lake’s waters protected fish and other marine life within them, so they did not disturb their aquatic neighbors. This posed no problem, however, as the surrounding lands provided all the food they needed, allowing the Setaukets to leave the lake just as they found it.

			Beyond its mysteries as a sacred place, Lake Ronkonkoma held other secrets in its depths. Its floor descends into darkness, a churned-silt murkiness so deep that both Indian and European settlers determined that it must be bottomless. Natives told stories of their brothers drowning in the depths of the lake and their bodies disappearing forever, never floating to the surface. Others claimed that the bodies would turn up miles from the lake, drifting on waterways that emptied into the Great South Bay, the forty-five-mile-long lagoon between Long Island and Fire Island. In the 1700s, witnesses watched as a white man dropped a weight on a string over the side of his boat into the deepest part of the lake and played out the entire length of his line—some accountings of this legend say for a thousand feet or more—without encountering the bottom.

			None of these early residents could know, of course, what a federal government study would determine in the twentieth century: Lake Ronkonkoma is a natural well, filling itself with fresh water from the underground water table and, essentially, controlling its own depth as the rush of clear water flows into and out of its
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