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Author’s Note

In the autumn of a year I would rather not specify, I drove four hours out of my way to stand inside a ring of stone walls on a Swedish island, because someone on an online forum had told me that the ground there still would not grow grass evenly. It does. I checked. The grass is patchy for the same reason grass is patchy on any wind scoured coastal hill: salt, slope, and sheep. But I went anyway, because the story attached to that hillside, that something terrible happened there and that almost nobody noticed for fifteen hundred years, had lodged itself in my chest and would not leave until I had seen the place with my own eyes.

That is the pull this subject has. A village empties out, a town goes quiet, an entire settlement simply is not there anymore when the next traveler arrives, and the human mind does the rest. We are pattern seeking animals who cannot tolerate an empty space in a story, so we fill it, usually with whatever frightens us most at the time. In the nineteenth century the gap got filled with curses and vengeful spirits. In the mid twentieth century it got filled with flying saucers. Today it gets filled with government conspiracies and secret experiments, because those are the monsters of our particular moment.

What this book sets out to do is something slightly less comfortable than ghost hunting, though I promise it will not feel like homework. I went looking for the real history behind nine cases of settlements that have, at one time or another, been described as vanishing without explanation. In most of them, it turns out, there is an explanation. Sometimes it took archaeologists with trowels and patience. Sometimes it took a journalist with a library card and an afternoon to spare. Sometimes the explanation is mundane to the point of disappointment: people left because the fish stopped coming, or the well ran dry, or the work dried up and the railway was easier to reach somewhere else. Mundane does not mean uninteresting. It means real.

But I want to be honest with you about something else, because I think you deserve it going in. Two or three of these cases resisted me. I went looking for the tidy explanation and did not find one, not because nobody has looked, but because the evidence runs out at a certain point and what remains is genuinely, frustratingly open. I have tried hard not to manufacture mystery where there is none, and just as hard not to manufacture certainty where there is none either. Where the record is thin, I will tell you it is thin. Where serious researchers disagree, I will tell you they disagree, and why.

A note on method. Every case in this book is built from published archaeological reports, peer reviewed journal articles, court and police records where they exist, contemporary newspaper accounts, and the work of historians and investigators who came before me, many of whom spent years or decades on a single site. I have tried to credit the researchers whose patience made this book possible, and I have tried to resist the temptation, which is strong and constant in this genre, to round a maybe into a certainly. Where a legend has grown taller than the evidence supporting it, I will tell you exactly how tall, and exactly when each new floor was added.

I should also say what this book is not. It is not a paranormal investigation, and I do not believe ghosts emptied any of these places, though I understand why the idea has staying power. It is also not a debunker’s victory lap. Several of the people who first told these stories, journalists, trappers, frightened survivors, were not lying so much as filling silence with the only language available to them. Understanding why a story grew the way it did is, to me, just as interesting as finding out what actually happened. Sometimes more so.

One last thing, because I think it matters. Several of the places in this book were home to real people whose descendants are alive today, in some cases living within a short drive of the sites their ancestors left behind. The Ancestral Puebloan people did not vanish; their descendants live across the American Southwest and have told me, through their own published statements and oral histories, exactly where they believe their ancestors went. The Caribou Inuit of the central Canadian Arctic did not disappear into a flying saucer; many of their direct descendants live in Nunavut today, and their actual history, one of famine, disease, and forced government relocation, is considerably more important than the legend that displaced it in popular memory. Treating real communities as material for a ghost story does them a disservice. I have tried, chapter by chapter, to put the actual people back into stories that too often left them out entirely.

What follows are nine villages, towns, and settlements that the world, at one point or another, called vanished. Some genuinely have no satisfying answer. Most have answers that are better, stranger, and more human than any curse.


INTRODUCTION


	Why We Cannot Stop Telling This Story

Before we get to any specific village, I want to spend a little time on the shape of these stories themselves, because the shape repeats with a regularity that is, frankly, more interesting than most of the individual cases.

Here is the formula, stripped down to its bones. A traveler, often someone with no formal authority and no way to be cross examined, arrives at a settlement. The settlement is empty. Crucially, it is empty in a way that suggests its occupants left suddenly and did not intend to stay away: food still cooking, clothing half mended, animals still tethered. No bodies, or very few. No obvious sign of who took the people, or where they went, or why. The traveler reports this to an authority, who investigates and finds nothing conclusive. The story is published, usually in a newspaper hungry for readers, and it spreads. Decades later, the story resurfaces in a different form, usually with the population count and the strangeness both inflated, and a new explanation bolted onto the front of it: aliens, demons, secret weapons, whatever the era’s preferred anxiety happens to be.

You will see this formula again and again in this book, and I want you to notice it, because noticing it is the first step toward understanding why some of these stories are wrong and a few of them are not.

Folklorists have a name for the empty meal, the abandoned needle and thread, the fire still smoldering. They call it the suspended moment, and it shows up across cultures and centuries with remarkable consistency, from old Russian accounts of villages found empty after Tatar raids to American frontier stories of wagon trains discovered with breakfast still on the fire and nobody around to eat it. The suspended moment is powerful because it does something very specific to the imagination: it removes the boring, gradual explanations, people packing slowly over days, deciding where to go, arguing about what to bring, and replaces them with a single frozen instant of total surprise. A story with a suspended moment in it feels like a crime scene. A story about gradual economic decline feels like a quarterly report. Only one of those is going to keep you up at night, and only one of those tends to survive a hundred years of retelling.

The trouble is that suspended moments are also, very often, fabricated or exaggerated after the fact. Memory and storytelling do not preserve detail with the fidelity of a photograph. They preserve emotional shape, and they sharpen it with each retelling, the way a story about a near miss on the highway becomes, ten years later, a story about a crash that almost killed everyone in the car. By the time a story has passed through three or four retellings, three trappers become a dozen, a missing population of thirty becomes a missing population of a thousand, and a plausible cold camp becomes an inexplicable vanishing with rifles standing untouched by the door, because rifles standing untouched by the door is a better detail than rifles that were never mentioned at all in the earliest version of events.

I do not say any of this to spoil the fun in advance. I say it because understanding the machinery behind a good mystery story makes the genuinely unexplained cases, and there are a few in this book, hit that much harder. When you have seen how easily a mundane abandonment gets dressed up as an inexplicable vanishing, you develop an instinct for the cases where the dressing comes off cleanly and the cases where, no matter how hard you tug at it, something real and puzzling remains underneath.

There is also a deeper reason these stories will not let us go, one that has less to do with journalism and more to do with what a village actually is. A village is not just a collection of buildings. It is a record of intention. Someone planted that orchard expecting to eat from it for thirty years. Someone built that well expecting their grandchildren to draw water from it. A village that is suddenly empty represents a violation of one of the most basic human assumptions there is, that the future will resemble the present closely enough to be worth planning for. When a whole settlement disappears, what we are actually frightened by, underneath the curses and the saucers, is the possibility that the future can simply fail to arrive, with no warning and



