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‘Truth can often be much scarier than fiction - something Mahnke proves as he dives deep into the world of folklore and the darker side of history in a quest to root out the fragment of truth at the bottom of our fears’ – Entertainment Weekly

‘Unlike so much horror that needs over-the-top viscera to scare you, this podcast leans on history-folklore, myth, the stuff people once thought were true - to tell its tales’ – The Atlantic

‘Narrated by Mahnke in a style that evokes spooky campfire stories, Lore is a history lesson like no other’ – Esquire


BY AARON MAHNKE

Destiny: A Fairy Tale

Indian Summer

Consumed

Grave Suspicion

THE WORLD OF LORE

Monstrous Creatures - buy now 

Wicked Mortals

Dreadful Places  - pre-order now 



For my girls.

You remind me every day that stories are like food: we need it regularly, we each have our favorite kinds, and making it can be a bit messy. I’m so proud that both of you love stories so much, and I look forward to the tales you will someday write for me. I love you.
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I believe there are monsters born in the world to human parents.

—JOHN STEINBECK,

East of Eden
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ON JANUARY 17, 1894, a couple stood before a minister at the Vendome Hotel in Denver, Colorado. Henry Howard and Georgianna Yoke were about to be married. Standing near them was their witness, a woman named Minnie Williams.

The bride had come from Indiana to escape a scandalous reputation, and had found work in Chicago at a store owned by Henry. She was a tall, slender woman, about twenty-five years of age, with blue eyes and blond hair. And she was madly in love with Henry.

It sounds wonderful. It sounds perfect, actually. But there was trouble in paradise even before they met the minister there at the hotel.

You see, Henry was already married. He was, in fact, married to two other women. And Minnie, the woman standing as witness, was actually Henry’s mistress of over a year. Even Henry’s name was fake; his real name had been abandoned long before, and it would be months before Georgianna would discover who he really was.

Sometimes we think we know a person, only to discover that we were fooled. Community is built on trust, and that trust allows each of us to make connections, to let down our guard, and to feel safe. When that trust is broken, though, our minds quickly shift to disappointment and stress and outright fear.

Sure, it happens less often now in the age of Facebook and social media. But in the late 1800s, very little stood in the way of a person falsifying their identity, and Henry Howard—or whoever he was prior to that moment in Denver—had turned that skill into an art.

Few people knew this about Henry, though. In fact, few people could have imagined what deep, dark secrets boiled just beneath the surface of this smiling young groom. And when the world finally did find out exactly ten months later, they could barely contain their horror.

WARNING SIGNS

Henry Howard was born in New Hampshire in 1861 as Herman Mudgett. His parents were wealthy, well-respected people in their community, and their son was born into that privilege. But from an early age, Herman was a problem child, constantly getting into trouble.

According to Mudgett himself, as a child his classmates forced him to view and touch a human skeleton after learning that he was afraid of the town doctor. Their prank backfired, though, generating a deep fascination rather than frightening him off. And that obsession with death would only grow.

Soon the boy was expressing interest in medicine. One report claims that he would actually perform surgery on animals. Along with his excellent performance in school, he was able to pursue that interest and enter medical school, enrolling at the University of Michigan as H. H. Holmes in 1879. Far from home, and with access to resources that he previously lacked, college allowed Holmes to get creative.

He devised an easy way to make money—a drive that would fuel many of his future crimes. It involved stealing a cadaver from the medical lab. Holmes would disfigure the corpse and plant the body somewhere that gave it the appearance of being the victim of a tragic accident. Then, a few days later, he would approach a life insurance company with a policy for his “deceased relative” and collect the cash.

His final insurance swindle in Michigan netted him $12,500, but he knew his welcome was wearing thin. After collecting the money, he vanished, abandoning school and his new wife, Clara, and child, who never saw him again.

He moved around the country doing legitimate work, but also learning his way around the business world. He mastered the art of buying product on credit, avoiding the bills, selling the items, and then vanishing with the profit. Armed with that skill, he soon settled in Englewood, just south of Chicago.

It was 1885. Holmes was trying to avoid creditors from all around the country. But rather than vanish into obscurity, he chose to hide in plain sight. He married his second wife—bigamously, of course—and took a job at a local drugstore owned and run by Dr. Elizabeth Holden, whose husband was dying of cancer.

Holmes spent the next two years becoming more and more essential to Holden’s business, paying her for ownership in the business and building relationships with the customers. When Mr. Holden finally did pass away, the payments from Holmes stopped, and Dr. Holden became upset, threatening to end their business partnership.

But nothing happened—because Dr. Holden mysteriously vanished. When asked about her disappearance, Holmes told the authorities that she had moved out west to live with family, right after she had signed over the business to him, of course. And the police bought the lie.

Holmes operated the drugstore as if nothing had happened, growing the business and continuing his chess game of evading creditors. But when the empty lot across the street became available, he couldn’t resist the temptation. Holmes, you see, had bigger plans. The World’s Columbian Exposition was scheduled to be hosted in Chicago in 1893, and he envisioned a hotel that could house the countless visitors who would travel to the area.

His project was lovingly called the Castle, which wasn’t far from the truth. It was 50 feet wide and more than 160 feet long, taking up half of a city block. With three stories and a basement, it would eventually have over a hundred rooms within its walls. And Holmes, ever the micromanager, took on the task of project architect, refusing to share the plans with anyone else.

Workers on the building asked questions, naturally, but when they did, Holmes would replace them. Most of the men working on the project never lasted for more than two weeks. All told, more than five hundred carpenters and craftsmen worked on the Castle.

True to form, Holmes managed to avoid paying most of them as well. He would accuse them of shoddy work and refuse to give them their wages. Some sued him, but he managed to put those cases off long enough that they eventually gave up.

Once the new building was completed, Holmes moved the drugstore to its ground floor and rented out space to other shops. His personal offices were located on the top floor, and the remaining space was rented out as temporary living quarters, marketed as a boardinghouse for young, single women.

The Castle was open for business. Unfortunately, not everyone who stayed there managed to survive the hospitality that Holmes offered them.

GONE GIRLS

When Mrs. Pansy Lee arrived from New Orleans, she rented a room at the Castle. She was a widow and had traveled all over the United States before arriving in Chicago to settle down. When Holmes learned that she had $4,000 in cash in the false bottom of her trunk, he kindly offered to keep it in his store vault for her. Mrs. Lee declined the offer, and vanished a short time later.

While some people came to the Castle for lodging, others were looking for work. One of the requirements that Holmes imposed was that all his employees were to have life insurance policies for the sum of $5,000. Holmes, remember, knew the life insurance business well.

When seventeen-year-old Jennie Thompson arrived from southern Illinois looking for work, Holmes saw an opportunity. She was young and pretty—the exact sort of blond-haired, blue-eyed beauty that he preferred—and he quickly gave her a job.

In casual conversation Jennie let it slip that her family didn’t actually know where she was. She had told them she was traveling to New York, but the offer of a good job was enough to keep her right there in Chicago. She told Holmes that she couldn’t wait to tell her parents about her good fortune. Before she did, though, he escorted her up to her room, and she was never seen again.

In 1890, Ned Connor arrived at the Castle looking for work. He traveled with his wife, Julia—unusually tall for a woman at nearly six feet—and their young daughter, Pearl. Ned was a watchmaker and jeweler, and Holmes hired him right away. But it was Ned’s wife who captured his attention the most.

Holmes soon fired his bookkeeper and gave the job to Julia. Not long after, it began to be obvious that Holmes was more than a little friendly with Ned’s wife. Ned, for his part, turned a blind eye. It seems he was glad to have a good job with steady pay and a roof over his head.

When Julia became pregnant, though, Ned took the hint. He packed up, filed for divorce, and left her and Pearl in the care of Holmes, who immediately took out insurance policies on both of them. But Holmes had a new problem: Julia knew the business too well, and she presented a threat to his illicit activities.

Holmes found a solution. He told Julia that he would marry her, but only if she would have an abortion. Julia resisted at first, but finally, on December 24, 1891, she gave in. She asked Holmes to put Pearl to bed, and then he led her to the basement, where he had a makeshift operating room.

Julia and Pearl were never seen again.

That same winter, Holmes summoned a man named Charles Chappell to his office. Chappell performed odd jobs around the Castle, but he had a particular skill that Holmes required. He was incredibly gifted in the craft of articulating skeletons.

Chappell arrived, and Holmes led him to a second-floor room, where the body of a woman lay on a table. According to Chappell’s own testimony to the authorities, the body had been skinned like a jackrabbit. He assumed, since Holmes was a doctor, that he had simply been performing an autopsy on a patient, and pushed his doubts to the back of his mind.

Holmes paid Chappell $36 to strip the flesh off the body and prepare the bones for articulation. The finished skeleton was sold to Dr. Pauling of Hahnemann Medical College. Dr. Pauling would often look at the skeleton in his private office and marvel at how unusual it was to see a woman nearly six feet tall.

THE MURDER HOUSE

Eventually Holmes made a critical mistake. Ironically, it was his old love of insurance scams that caught up with him in the end. After he killed his right-hand man, Benjamin Pitezel, and attempted to pass the death off as an accident to the insurance company, the authorities caught wind of the crime and tracked him down.

He was finally arrested in Boston on November 17, 1894, ten months to the day from his wedding ceremony in a Denver hotel. Before his trial began, however, the Castle was mysteriously gutted by fire. Thankfully, the authorities had already been able to search the building, and after doing so they had given it a new name: the Murder House.

The authorities discovered that, like any boardinghouse of the time, the Castle had a reception room, a waiting room, and many rooms for residents to live in. But the building had more inside its walls than was expected. There were secret chambers, trapdoors, peepholes, and hidden laboratories.

Aside from the thirty-five guest rooms, the second floor was a labyrinth of passages. Some doors opened on brick walls, some could only be opened from one side, and others were hidden from sight completely. Trapdoors led to staircases that led to hidden chambers. There were even alarms in all of the rooms that would alert Holmes in his quarters if any of his prisoners tried to escape.

Some of the rooms were windowless and could be sealed off and made airtight if necessary. Some were equipped with gas jets that were fed by pipes from the basement. Others were lined with asbestos and had visible scorch marks on the floor.

Then there was the Vault.

It was a room that could fit a single person, and then only if they were standing. The walls inside the Vault were lined with iron plate, broken only by a handful of gas fixtures and a trapdoor that led to a chute. On the inside of the door was a single footprint, the size of a woman’s boot. It was a homemade gas chamber that was designed to deliver corpses straight to the basement.

When the police descended to the lowest level of the building, they discovered that Holmes had expanded the basement beyond the foundation of the building and out beneath the sidewalk. He did this to make room for all of his equipment.

Here they found the dissection table, still splattered with blood. Jars of poison filled a shelf, and a large wooden box nearby contained multiple female skeletons. Built into one wall was a crematorium, which still contained ash and bone fragments. A search also found valuables that belonged to some of the victims: a watch that belonged to Minnie Williams, scraps of fabric, tintype photographs, and a ball of women’s hair, carefully wrapped in cloth.

The bones of a child were found buried in a pit, and the remnants of a bloody dress were recovered from a wood-burning stove. When Ned Connor was asked to identify the fabric, he confirmed it belonged to his wife, Julia.

A rack designed to stretch bodies was also discovered. Beneath the dirt floor they found a vat of corrosive acid and two quicklime pits, used for quickly dissolving the flesh off corpses. There were human skulls, a shoulder blade, ribs, a hip socket, and countless other human remains.

Whatever the police had hoped to find that day, they were unprepared for the truth. In the end, they had discovered a medieval charnel house right beneath their feet.

MONSTERS IN MASKS

It’s easy to feel safe in our own neighborhood, walking past the closed doors and manicured lawns. But what goes on behind those walls is never something that we can be sure of. Each and every person we meet wears a mask, and we’re only allowed to peek behind it if they let us.

Society is built on the idea that we can trust the people around us. That we can take our neighbors, our family, even our coworkers at face value and enter into relationships with them. But with every relationship comes risk. We risk disappointment. We risk pain and betrayal. For some of us, we even risk our very safety.

European mapmakers of the fifteenth century would sometimes mark unexplored areas of their maps with a warning: “Here there be monsters.” There’s danger in the places we haven’t explored. And while this was true then of undiscovered continents, it has always been true of humanity. Beneath the surface, behind the mask, hides the monster.

On May 7, 1896, after a final meal of boiled eggs, dry toast, and a cup of coffee, H. H. Holmes was led to the gallows at Moyamensing Prison. A black hood was placed over his head, and as the crowd outside the prison walls shouted their insults and jeers, he was positioned over the trapdoor.

When it opened, Holmes dropped and his head snapped to the side. But rather than killing him quickly, the rope had somehow broken his neck and left him alive. The crowd watched for over fifteen minutes as Holmes hung from the noose, fingers and feet twitching and dancing, before his heart finally stopped beating.

Holmes was buried in an unmarked grave in Holy Cross Cemetery, just south of Philadelphia. As per his request, there was no autopsy, and his body was buried in a coffin filled with cement. Holmes, you see, was afraid that someone would dig up his body and use his skeleton for science. He was probably right.

We don’t know how many people he killed. Holmes confessed to a variety of numbers, even changing his story again on the hangman’s platform. Some experts who have studied the missing-person reports of the World’s Columbian Exhibition place the possible death toll as high as two hundred.

There’s so much we don’t know about Holmes, a man whose entire life seemed to be one elaborate lie built atop another, like some macabre house of cards. He will forever remain a mystery to us, a monster hidden behind a mask that was painted to look just like you or me. But one last insight into the man can be found in his written confession.

“I was born with the Devil in me,” he wrote. “I could not help the fact that I was a murderer, no more than the poet can help the inspiration to sing. I was born with the ‘Evil One’ standing as my sponsor beside the bed where I was ushered into the world, and he has been with me since.”


[image: image]

MOST OF US have had the joy of being sick once or twice in our lives. It’s part of the human experience, I suppose. We get sick, and then we get better. At least that’s how it’s supposed to work.

One thing I am constantly thankful for is the fact that we live in such a modern, enlightened age of medicine. We no longer use urine as an antiseptic, nor do we diagnose illness based on our astrological signs. But that wasn’t always the case.

Gone are the days of bleeding ourselves with leeches, or trying to balance our humors to make sure our sanguine fluids aren’t overpowering our melancholic fluids. And I’m probably not the only one who’s happy that we no longer treat sick people with enemas of boar bile administered with metal syringes.

Yes, bile from a boar. I could not make this stuff up.

Our ancestors didn’t know why certain things happened, but they sure did their best to explain them. Stories were created, myths were told, and superstitions took root. All of them were designed to explain why things happened, and these reasons, even if they were pure fabrications, somehow helped people deal with the realities of life.

Why was my child born deformed? Why did my husband’s personality change overnight? Why did my entire family die from a plague last winter? These questions haunted people in ways we can’t understand today, and they grasped for anything that would help them cope. They found answers in their common folklore.

Among the countless tales and stories told, there’s one superstition from Ireland that saw more usage than most. You see, when something didn’t seem right—when things went wrong and people suffered—in the minds of the Irish there was only one explanation that covered it all: changelings.

THE SUBSTITUTE

A changeling, according to the folklore of Europe, is a kind of fairy. Stories of them can be found in Germany, Ireland, England, Scandinavia, Spain, and many other European countries.

In all of those cultures, changelings have the same methodology: they are a substitute for a kidnapped human being. Either out of jealousy or great need, fairies were said to enter our world and make a trade without our knowledge. They would leave one of their own behind and return to the fairy realm, where the kidnapped human would live a happy, joyful life in paradise.

We have a great summary of changelings thanks to Irish poet William Butler Yeats. “They steal children,” he wrote, “and leave a withered fairy—one thousand or maybe two thousand years old—instead. At times full grown men and women have been taken. Near the village of Coloney lives an old woman who was taken in her youth. When she came back at the end of seven years, she had no toes, for she had danced them off.”

Changelings, according to the legends, can actually take one of three forms. The first is the kind Yeats wrote about, the senile and ancient fairy who is disguised as a child. Another type of changeling is an actual fairy child, and the third type is an inanimate object such as a block of wood or a carved log. This third type is sometimes known as a stock.

The logic, at least to someone in medieval Europe, was simple: if a child was born with birth defects, was sickly, or was ill-tempered, they were often thought to be the fairy substitute left behind when their real child was taken from their home.

If an adult went missing and was later found mysteriously dead, people would often assume that the body was really a bundle of sticks that have merely been enchanted to resemble their loved one.

Folklore blossomed on the subject. Old wives’ tales and legend taught new generations how to spot a changeling, instantly providing both one more reason to fear every little change in a person’s life and a clear sign of safety and hope they could cling to.

Even the overall well-being of a family could hinge on these creatures. Changelings, you see, were said to drain all luck away from a house, and by doing so, they would leave a family destined to struggle with poverty and misfortune, all while trying to care for a child they saw as a curse more and more every day.

When the stories focused on men and women who had been swapped out for a fairy, the symptoms were more psychological in nature. Signs of an adult changeling included mood swings, becoming argumentative, and losing interest in friends and family.

Changelings were said to have enormous appetites, eating everything they were given and then asking for more. It was said that if your infant preferred food from the larder rather than being nursed, there was a chance they weren’t really your child at all.

While most changeling infants died in early childhood, those that survived were said to become dim-witted adults. Men and women who survived this long were sometimes called ouphe, which is where we get the word “oaf.”

Thankfully, though, there were ways to test people to see if they were, in fact, a changeling. One method involved putting a shoe in a bowl of soup. If the baby saw this and laughed, it was seen as proof that the child was a changeling. Another method involved making a tiny loaf of bread inside half an eggshell, again meant to make the fairy laugh.

Once discovered, a fairy changeling could be driven from the house in a variety of ways, in which case the kidnapped human child or adult would be returned unharmed. One trick involved holding the suspected child over a fire, while another recommended forcing the suspect to drink tea brewed with foxglove, a poisonous flower. It was thought that as the person’s body expelled the toxin through vomiting and diarrhea, the changeling would be forced to return to the fairy realm.

It sounds crazy to think that people would believe such stories, even centuries ago. Surely no one actually performed these tests or administered these treatments, especially to their own family, right?

Unfortunately, history teaches us that desperate people are capable of just about anything.

DROWNED, DIPPED, BURNED, AND POISONED

In July 1826, a woman named Ann Roche from Tralee, County Kerry, in southwest Ireland, was caring for a four-year-old boy named Michael Leahy. According to her own testimony, the boy was unable to walk, stand, or speak. Convinced that he was, in fact, a fairy changeling, she bathed him in icy waters three times to force the fairy out. The boy drowned, she was tried by a court, and the court found her not guilty.

In 1845, a woman suspected of being a changeling was placed in a large basket filled with wood shavings and then hung over the kitchen fire until the contents of the basket ignited. In 1851, a man in Ireland literally roasted his child to death because he believed the boy to be a fairy. Three children were suspected of being fairies in 1857. They were bathed in a solution of foxglove and then forced to drink it.

Sometimes babies were left in or near bodies of water as a way of forcing the changelings to leave. In 1869, an exorcism was attempted by dipping a child three times in a lake in Ireland. Another woman actually left her infant on the shore of a lake and walked away, expecting the fairies to come and make the swap. Thankfully, she returned later to reclaim her child.

Sometimes neighbors stepped in when the parents of an obvious changeling did nothing. In 1884, while the mother of three-year-old Philip Dillon was out of the house, Ellen Cushion and Anastatia Rourke snuck inside. Philip, you see, could not use his arms and legs, and these neighbors saw that as proof enough of his condition.

One of the neighbors stripped the boy naked while the other stoked a fire. Then, when everything was ready, they placed him on a large shovel and held it over the flames. Little Philip survived, but he was severely burned by the incident.

We hate what we fear, you see. But rather than fade away as the nineteenth century moved on, the fears and superstition around changelings only seemed to grow in Ireland. And as hard as it might be to believe, things were about to get worse.

THE CLEARYS

In the late nineteenth century, each district in Ireland had a Board of Guardians. They were tasked with dispensing public aid, and one of the ways they did that was by building cottages to house rural agricultural workers. Many farmers had lost their land in the recent famine, and this was one way of helping alleviate some of the homelessness and poverty that had become so common in the country.

One cottage was constructed in Ballyvadlea, a small community of just nine homes and thirty-one people in County Tipperary. The family who was awarded the cottage moved in, but there was a problem. It seems that the house had been built on a rath, a low earthen ring. And while archaeologists know them to simply be remnants of an Iron Age fort, some of the Irish still thought of them as fairy rings, portals into another realm.

After the family moved in, odd things began to happen: cries in the night, noises that couldn’t be identified, and a feeling of dread. It wasn’t long before they picked up and left. In their stead, the cottage was given to an old retired laborer named Patrick Boland, who moved in with his adult daughter and her husband.

His daughter, Bridget Cleary, was unusual. In 1895, it was the men who controlled the family. Men were the breadwinners and the sole providers. But even though her husband, Michael, did well as a cooper—someone who makes and repairs barrels, a business that has always done well in Ireland—Bridget wasn’t dependent on him. She had her own business, making dresses and keeping hens, and the income from those jobs was more than enough to meet her needs.

She was also said to be clever, flirtatious, and highly independent. So you can imagine how she must have annoyed her husband and caught the ire of the neighbors. And then there were the rumors of the affair she was having with another man. Bridget Cleary was a self-made, self-possessed woman, and everyone else was bothered by that.

I tell you all that because stories have layers. There’s the meaning you glean from the initial telling, and then there’s the rest of the story. The deeper you dive, the more things begin to make sense. And believe me when I tell you there’s a lot about this story that fails to make sense.

On March 4, 1895, Bridget left home on an errand. She had eggs to deliver to the house of her father’s cousin, Jack Dunne. It was a short enough distance that she decided to walk, but the weather turned sour while she was out. She spent the next day in bed complaining of raging pain in her head. She had chills and shivered constantly.

Dunne came by the little cottage to visit a few days later and found Bridget still in bed. He took one look at her and declared, “That’s not Bridget.” According to him, she was a changeling. Thankfully, no one believed him. Yet.

On March 9, five days after Bridget’s trip in the cold, her father walked four miles to the nearest doctor and asked him to come help. Two days later, there was still no sign of the doctor, and so her husband, Michael, made the journey. After yet two more days of waiting, the doctor still had not come, and so Michael went again, this time making sure that he brought along a summons from the local health authority.

While her husband was out looking for the doctor, the doctor arrived unexpectedly. He did his typical house call checkup, prescribed some medicine, and then left. Still frustrated, the family called upon a priest to come by and give her last rites, just in case. Things weren’t looking up for Bridget Cleary.

This was March 13, a full nine days since she’d taken ill, and so later that evening, neighbors and relatives gathered at the cottage to help administer fairy medicine in the form of herbs. Bridget refused the treatment, and they held a red-hot poker in her face until she complied.

Things got worse the following day. Cousin Jack Dunne had begun to spread word that Bridget had been taken by the fairies and replaced with a changeling. At his urging, a man named Denis Ganey was called to the house. He was known in the community as a “fairy doctor” and was well versed in treating cases such as these.

His treatments wouldn’t necessarily fit into modern medical textbooks, mind you. They included the use of the hot poker, forcing the changeling to drink “first milk” from a cow that had just given birth, dousing the person in urine, and exposing them to flames. Bridget was slapped and held in front of the fireplace while her husband demanded that she state, before God and family, that she was indeed Bridget Cleary. Even though she answered yes, the gathered crowd didn’t believe her.

Now, before I continue, there’s something you need to understand about Michael Cleary’s state of mind. While his mother had died when he was young, his father had passed away just hours before. He and Bridget were childless, and they lived with her father in a spare room in the nineteenth-century equivalent of public housing. His own wife was rumored to be cheating on him, and she didn’t even need him to support her. Michael Cleary was adrift. He had come undone. Maybe that’s what drove him to the edge of sanity.

The treatments continued late into the night. Friends and family began to ask to leave, but Michael was said to have yelled that no one was leaving until Bridget came home. He locked the door and placed the key in his pocket. If they could just get this right, he told them—if they could just drive the fairy out and be done with it—his Bridget would come home.

Again she was asked to declare her identity as a fairy, and Bridget refused. Historians don’t know why. Maybe she was afraid. Perhaps her independent, stubborn nature prevented her. Whatever the reason, her silence infuriated Michael. He stripped her to her undergarments and pushed her to the floor.

“Come home, Bridget, in the name of God,” somebody was said to have cried as she lay near the fire.

“She’s not my wife,” Michael replied. “You’ll soon see her go up the chimney.”

With that, he doused her with lamp oil and grabbed a log from the burning fireplace, which he used to ignite the oil. Bridget Cleary burned to death on the hearth of her own kitchen fireplace in front of her husband and father, cousins, and friends. She was twenty-six years old.

BURNING QUESTIONS

We haven’t always known as much about the world as we do now. Compared to the centuries before our own, we live in a veritable golden age of knowledge and understanding. Science has eradicated much of the ignorance that once plagued us. And while I’m a fan of mystery and unanswered questions, that’s not necessarily a bad thing.

Ignorance has been used as a justification for the barbaric, inhumane treatment of other people, to fuel our hatred of those who aren’t like us. That kind of fear often becomes the agent of a dark transformation. Under the influence of fear, humans have a history of mutation, of changing into something grotesque and dangerous. We become monsters.

Fear drove Michael Cleary and the others to kill his wife. Fear of illness and disease, of mental and medical mysteries. Fear of the loss that seemed to be creeping ever closer to his household. Blinded by that fear, Michael Cleary lashed out with the only tool he had—superstition.

In many ways, it’s beyond ironic that his fear turned him into someone else. In the end, perhaps he was the changeling.

After he forced one of Bridget’s cousins at knifepoint to help wrap her body in a sheet, they carried her to a nearby field and buried her in a shallow grave. A short time later, some of the neighbors told the local priest that Bridget Cleary had gone missing. They said, in whispered tones, that it had been a fairy exorcism.

When the priest found Michael Cleary praying in the church the next day, he asked about Bridget.

“Is your wife all right?” the priest asked. “I heard she’d been sick.”

“I had a very bad night, Father,” Michael told him with a wild look in his eye. “When I woke up, my wife was gone. I think the fairies have taken her.”

He was convinced she would return. He had plans to visit a nearby fairy ring and await her. She would arrive in a white gown on a pale horse, and he would cut her bindings with a blackened knife. His Bridget would come home.

The priest, to his credit, didn’t believe a single word. He called the police, and a massive search was undertaken. On March 22, two constables found her body in the shallow grave her husband had dug just days before.

She had been badly burned, and lay in the fetal position, with her knees against her chest, arms wrapped tightly around them. Because her face had escaped the fire, a cloth sack had been placed over her head. All that remained of the little clothing she had been wearing was a pair of black stockings.

Bridget Cleary would never come home.
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I CAN STILL REMEMBER the first time I saw Nightmare on Elm Street as a child. Those tense moments in the dark. The thumping of my heart in my chest. The screams. But the decades have reduced much of those memories down to impressions and flashes of key images. The most important of those, of course, was the glove.

Freddy Krueger’s glove was iconic. All leather and metal and fish knives. Just a glimpse of it was enough to send shivers down the spines of millions. It was one of a handful of weapons that became foundational to a new wave of horror movies that started more than thirty years ago.

There were others, of course. The chainsaw, with its screaming motor and biting teeth, filled many nightmares. The machete always takes me back to the hockey-mask-wearing Jason Voorhees from Friday the 13th.

There are many stories of a killer who uses a hook, from I Know What You Did Last Summer to an early episode of Supernatural. And who could forget the wooden stake that makes an appearance in almost every vampire movie?

But no tool of destruction has been more prolific—more horrific—than the ax. It’s the stuff of nightmares, equal parts passion and skill. It’s a near-mythic weapon that instantly inspires fear.

But a little over a century ago, those nightmares became reality.

A TRAIL OF BLOOD

Between January 1911 and April 1912, a killer traveled across western Louisiana and eastern Texas, and whoever they were, a trail of bodies was left on a scale beyond anything we can imagine today. They were crimes of intense passion and brutality. They were calculated and merciless. They were hate crimes to the core, focusing on victims of mixed race. And they were all committed with an ax.

The first murder took place in Rayne, Louisiana, in January 1911. While a young mother and her three small children were asleep in their beds, someone entered their home and brutally killed them all with an ax. Shortly after that, and just ten miles to the west in the small town of Crowley, the killer struck again. While Walter Byers, his wife, and their six-year-old son slept in their beds, their lives were ended.

There was a pattern forming—something beyond the victim profiles and the murder weapon—but it was still too early for the authorities to notice it. This was an age before the Internet, before twenty-four-hour news networks. Most information traveled along the railroad and took days or weeks to spread effectively. Which was unfortunate, because it allowed the killer to move on and continue his work.

Whoever he was, he didn’t wait long before making his next appearance. On February 23, 1911, someone entered the home of the Cassaway family in San Antonio, Texas, and slaughtered everyone in their sleep, the husband and wife and their three children. There were never any signs of robbery. No vandalism or other evidence of a reason for the murders. Whoever the man was, he entered each home with one horrific purpose, and then moved on.

The killer took a long break after San Antonio, but when he reappeared he was back in Louisiana. On Sunday, November 26, 1911, in the city of Lafayette, all six members of the Randall family were butchered while they slept. The authorities said that each had been killed with a single blow to the back of the head, near the right ear. And the weapon, they claimed, was an ax.

The police arrested a woman named Clementine Bernabet, who claimed to have committed the crimes in Rayne, Crowley, and Lafayette. Her story was an odd mixture of voodoo superstition and cult mentality due to her involvement in something called the Sacred Church, but in the end the true killer proved her innocence by continuing with his spree while she remained behind bars.

In January 1912, Crowley experienced yet another tragedy at the hands of the Ax Man. Marie Warner and her three children were brutally killed in their beds, following the pattern of the previous murders. Two days later in the Louisiana town of Lake Charles, Felix Broussard, his wife, and their three children became the next victims. One blow to the head for each, just behind the right ear. But this was the moment the killer went off script.

He left a note. It wasn’t incredibly helpful, but it did lend a small amount of humanity to the man behind the ax. The note read: “When He maketh the inquisition for blood, He forgetteth not the cry of the humble—human five.”

No one knew what it meant. No one does to this day. But it helped the towns along the Southern Pacific Railroad line understand that it wasn’t some mythical beast that was hunting them. No, the killer was a man. Still a monster, but of the human variety.

The death toll continued to climb. On February 19 it was Hattie Dove and her three children in Beaumont, Texas. On March 27 it was the Monroe family in the town of Gladden. On April 11 the killer returned to San Antonio to take the lives of William Burton and his family. Two nights later, in Hempstead, three more lives were taken.

The killer appeared one final time, in August 1912, in the home of James Dashiell of San Antonio. But something went wrong. Rather than never waking up again, Mrs. Dashiell opened her eyes as the killer missed his target. She screamed, and he ran, slipping away into the night.

And then, as if it had been nothing more than a hot wind blowing off the Gulf, everything just stopped. No more murders. No more blood. No more little coffins with no one left to weep over them. Just . . . gone.

But there’s always another ax. There’s always another family. And there’s always another monster.

VILLISCA

Tucked in the southwestern corner of Iowa, between the middle and west branches of the Nodaway River, is the sleepy little town of Villisca. In 1912, this was the sort of town where everyone knew one another, if not by name then at least by face.

Local man Joe Moore had been the star salesman at a farm equipment business run by another Villisca native, Frank Jones, but had struck out on his own five years earlier, starting his own business. He and his wife, Sarah, had four children ranging from five to eleven years of age, and all of them were well loved in town.

On the night of June 10 their eldest daughter, Katherine, played host to a pair of local girls, Lena and Ina Stillinger, for a sleepover. With a full house, the family retired to bed, and soon all eight of them were fast asleep.

Just after midnight, however, a stranger lifted the latch on the Moore family’s back door and stepped inside. Today, we don’t think twice about locking all our doors and windows before going to bed, but in Villisca in 1912 that would have been overkill. Crime wasn’t a problem, and everyone . . . well, we’ve already covered how friendly they all were.

Whoever it was that entered the Moore house that night closed the door behind him and then quietly picked up a nearby oil lamp. This was the type of lamp with a glass chimney on top, which protected the flame from gusts of wind. But the glass was also prone to toppling over if the lamp was tipped too far. Breaking glass makes noise, and that’s probably why the intruder removed the lamp’s chimney and set it aside.

He lit the lamp and turned the flame down as low as he could. Just enough light to see by, but not enough to wake anyone up. And then, moving as quietly as he could, he walked past the room where the two Stillinger girls slept, and slowly climbed the narrow stairs.

We know this because the town coroner did his best to later reconstruct the events of that night. We’re told that the man first slipped into the room of Joe and Sarah Moore, who lay asleep in their bed. He set the lamp down. It would only get in the way when he started to use the other item he had brought with him: an ax.

When he raised the weapon over his head, it scuffed the ceiling of the room, but neither of the occupants of the bed noticed. He brought it down first on Joe and then on his wife. Two quick swings, two sickening thuds, and then it was over.

He next visited the Moore children, asleep in the second upstairs room. He quietly killed each of them with similar, quick blows to the head with the ax, before returning to the stairs. Back downstairs, he entered the room where the two guests slept, and completed his macabre mission.

No one awoke. No one screamed. No one was allowed a chance to warn the others until it was all over. But there are signs that one of the Stillinger girls woke up. According to the coroner, her body showed signs of movement prior to her death. Perhaps the noises upstairs woke her up. Maybe her sister screamed, or some other noise disturbed her sleep. But by the time she was awake, it was too late. She quickly joined the others in their horrible fate.

I wish I could say that the night’s events were over, but the intruder—the killer, now—wasn’t finished. After killing all eight of the people inside the house, he returned upstairs and systematically brutalized their remains with his ax. There are details I won’t record—details that most of us can do without, no matter how strong some people’s stomachs. But it is estimated that the killer struck Joe Moore’s face at least thirty times before moving on to his wife.

When he was done with this, the man covered each of the faces of his victims. All eight victims, shrouded in clothing and bedsheets. Then he moved on to the mirrors in the house, draping each in turn with more cloth. Every reflective surface, every place where it might be possible to see eyes staring back at himself; he carefully and deliberately covered each of them.

They think the killer stayed in the house for a while after he was done. There were signs that he had taken a bowl and filled it with water, where he washed his blood-soaked hands. A little before 5:00 a.m., the man picked up the house keys, turned off the lamp, locked the doors, and then vanished into the red morning sky.

PATTERNS AND SUSPECTS

As it goes with so many small-town tragedies, the people of Villisca quickly went in search of someone to blame for the murders. One of the first suspects to be considered was Iowa senator Frank Jones. If you remember, Jones had been Joe Moore’s boss at the farm equipment business just a few years before. When he left to strike out on his own, though, Moore had taken one of the most lucrative clients with him. There was no love between these two men. In fact, they used to cross over to the other side of the street to avoid passing each other.

There was also a rumor that Joe Moore had been having an affair with Frank’s daughter. The theory—around town, at least—was that Frank hired a killer to get rid of Moore. He was never formally charged with the murders, but the news coverage ruined his political career.

Another suspect was local man Lyn George Kelly. Aside from being the town’s Presbyterian minister, he was also a known sexual deviant with mental problems. This is a guy who had placed an ad in the local paper looking for a receptionist, and when women responded, he instructed them that they would be required to type in the nude. Super nice guy—if by “nice” you mean “crazy.”

But crazy or not, he quickly admitted to the murders and to leaving town on a train the morning of their discovery. He was also left-handed, something the coroner had determined was characteristic of the killer. But there were problems, too. Kelly was five foot two and weighed a little over a hundred pounds. Not the “beast” people would have expected to find swinging an ax in the middle of the night. Unfortunately, Kelly later recanted his confession and complained about police brutality.

One final suspect was William Mansfield. It was believed by some that Frank Jones had hired Mansfield to do the killing, while others just believed the man worked alone. Mansfield had a criminal record, and at one point one of the detective agencies hired to investigate the murders claimed that he was even a cocaine addict. No one liked Mansfield.

And it seemed like he was really the guy. Mansfield had been suspected in two other murders prior to Villisca, which didn’t help his case. One, in Paola, Kansas, had happened just four days before, and another had been committed in Aurora, Illinois. The locations of both of those murders were easily accessible by train, and both had been committed with an ax.

That’s not all. Both of the previous murder scenes were eerily similar, too. In both homes, investigators found a lamp burning at the foot of the bed, glass chimney missing. Mirrors in both homes had been covered, and bowls of water used to wash bloody hands were found near the kitchen. No prints were found, though, suggesting a killer who was worried about being identified by prison records, something Mansfield would have understood.

In the end, however, Mansfield was able to provide an alibi. His name was apparently on the payroll records for a business several hundred miles away, making it difficult to believe he could have traveled to Villisca to swing the ax.

Someone did, though. Which means the killer got away. He caught a train, skipped town, and landed somewhere else. Who knows where the train might have taken him.

A CONVENIENT CHOICE

The ax is about as iconic as it gets. Some of the oldest man-made tools that scientists have discovered are hand axes, suggesting that their form and function is somehow part of our subconscious. They fit our needs, and perhaps they fit our nature as well.

In Villisca, like countless communities around the world at the turn of the last century, the ax was about as commonplace as the hand-pumped well or the wooden outhouse. Everyone had one, and everyone took them for granted. It was incredibly common to see them lying on a person’s porch or protruding from a large piece of firewood in the yard.

Which means that there would have been no need for the Villisca ax murderer to carry his weapon with him. It was a weapon of convenience. It was the easy and logical choice. The perfect tool for the perfect crime.

As a result, our scary stories are full of those brutally sharp iconic weapons. Their vicious arc is the stuff of nightmares. And for the Moore family, those nightmares became real.

We encounter William Mansfield one more time in the historical records. Shortly after his trial and release, a man named R. H. Thorpe from nearby Shenandoah came forward with a story. According to him, he saw a man fitting Mansfield’s description board a train the morning of the murders within walking distance of town.

Maybe it was someone else. Maybe it was Mansfield himself, caught in his own lie. There’s no record that the authorities followed up on that lead, but other things followed him in the years to come.

In June 1914, a full two years after the events in Villisca, Mansfield was arrested once more, this time in Kansas City. The reason: his former wife, along with her parents and her infant child, had been found dead in their home in Blue Island, Illinois. According to the authorities, they had been brutally murdered in their sleep during the night.

The killer had used an ax.
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