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			Preface

			Curses! They are something people from the distant past feared. They are the stuff of folklore and religion. They surely cannot hurt us in our modern world. We have electric lights and digital phones. We make sense of the world and view it from afar via our laptops and our televisions. We do not believe in curses, and yet the fear of curses has never gone away. This book is a collection of stories about cursed places, cursed people, and cursed circumstances.

			Curses are fueled by hatred, jealousy, anger, greed, and fear. Curses can be deliberately placed upon us through the imprecations of others. Curses can, likewise, be placed upon us by ourselves. Inadvertently, people often put themselves in harm’s way. In this book we chose to tell the stories of people who were cursed, of places that were cursed, and of situations where surely a curse was in play.

			Curses happened long ago, and those stories are within this book. But even today, there are people who are being cursed. The stories of these modern curses, too, have been included in this volume. Some of the stories came through painstaking research and documentation. Some of the stories were built upon personal interviews with those who were cursed.

			It is hard to say what actually makes a curse work. Surely it requires more than unkind words and hateful actions. But it does not seem necessary to perform a ritual in order for a curse to work. There is some invisible line between hateful thoughts and deeds and a curse. Perhaps no one truly knows how curses fall upon us, but there seems little doubt that they do.

			Tell the world that you do not believe in curses because they are not rational. Tell yourself that such things surely cannot exist. Whisper to your children that curses are a myth. But still, in some dark corner of your heart, the stories from this book will whisper otherwise. And remember this from author Louis Sachar (Holes): “A lot of people don’t believe in curses. A lot of people don’t believe in yellow-spotted lizards either, but if one bites you, it doesn’t make a difference whether you believe in it or not.”

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The story of Pennsylvania begins as a story of religious freedom.

			At the age of twenty-two, William Penn, son of a British naval hero, found the Religious Society of Friends (the Quakers), a match for his rebellious nature and his dislike for the fetters of the strict Anglican Church. For his beliefs he would go against his own father as well as the leaders of British society—as far as being jailed in the Tower of London in pursuit of his independence.

			He became friends with George Fox, the founder of the Quaker movement, and traveled to Ireland and Germany, witnessing other oppressed minority religions. He was in and out of jail for his written religious tracts and back and forth to Germany and Holland, proselytizing for the Friends. By 1677 he was involved in a group purchasing a tract of land in America—what is presently west New Jersey—to which persecuted Quakers could move.

			With that foothold in place, Penn called in a debt King Charles II owed his father, Admiral Sir William Penn, for his support in regaining the throne. Glad to accelerate the departure of the pesky Quakers, Charles granted William Penn the younger forty-five thousand acres of land in America for his mass migration of Quakers. On March 4, 1681, the king signed the charter for the vast wooded land north of Lord Baltimore’s Maryland. William Penn named the tract Pennsylvania—“Penn’s Woods”—in honor of his father.

			Not only were Quakers welcomed to Pennsylvania, but other Protestant Christian sects persecuted by European intolerance. Penn reached out to the Native Americans, signing a treaty after asking permission to “enjoy the land with your love and consent so that we may always live together as neighbors and friends.” He established the Friends public school, to become the Philadelphia Public School system in 1689. His independent ideas on democracy were also incorporated in the establishment of Pennsylvania’s government. He died in 1718 in England, having created what would later be dubbed “the Keystone State” for its vital importance in holding together the thirteen colonies.

			Pennsylvania would be a major battleground during the French and Indian War and would give at least one young American his initial taste of battle. George Washington first went to Erie as an ambassador for the English with the French and Indians. He helped construct Fort Necessity near present-day Pittsburgh, which he later had to surrender. In 1755 he was serving as an aide to British general Edward Braddock when the general was killed at the Battle of the Monongahela, about ten miles east of what became Pittsburgh. As colonel of the Virginia Regiment, Washington fought off French and Indian raids and helped force the surrender of Fort Duquesne. Though he later resigned from his militia post, the fighting he did in Pennsylvania gave him valuable insights into the ways of the British military and provided firsthand experience under fire, something he would use years later to help win his fledgling country’s independence from Great Britain.

			During the Revolution eastern Pennsylvania became key, as Philadelphia was the largest city in the colonies. As with the rest of America, Pennsylvanians were torn between the centuries-old ties with Great Britain and the movement toward independence. Some had business ties with England; others wished to maintain their loyalty to the king. The Quakers and other religious sects refused to help either side on moral grounds.

			The British captured Philadelphia in September 1777, and the city and its environs became the seat of war. George Washington, commander of some 14,600 Continental troops, chose to oppose the British, commanded by General Sir William Howe, along Brandywine Creek. The British victory was costly to the Americans, who left some 1,300 casualties on the battlefield. The colonial defeat also left Philadelphia open for occupation by the British.

			At the beginning of October, Washington attacked the British at Germantown. It was another defeat, and the Continentals went into camp at Whitemarsh. Though Washington lost two major battles and the city of Philadelphia, these engagements occupied Howe’s army so that it could not bolster British forces at Saratoga in New York, precipitating their surrender to the Americans. The news gained attention from the French, who eventually threw in with the Americans, adding tremendous assistance and support to the cause of independence.

			Then there was the Pennsylvania winter of 1777–78. The history of the heroes of Valley Forge is etched into the hearts of all freedom-loving Americans. Their ordeal outside Philadelphia helped galvanize their devotion to the cause of liberty, as it has helped American soldiers endure their own trials ever since.

			“Four score and seven years” after those battles for independence, another great battle was fought on Pennsylvania soil in the fields and streets of Gettysburg during the Civil War.

			The second Confederate invasion of the north was blunted and turned back by Union troops converging on the crossroads town in south-central Pennsylvania. The accidental initial clash on the morning of July 1, 1863, exploded into the largest battle ever recorded on the North American continent. Ninety-five thousand Union troops fought 75,000 Confederates and left 51,000 casualties lying in the fields and throughout the town to be cared for by a handful of army doctors and orderlies and the 2,400 citizens of Gettysburg. Four months later President Abraham Lincoln came to Gettysburg and delivered an address, two minutes in duration, dedicating the new National Cemetery at Gettysburg, and rededicating the nation to the unfinished business of creating a “new birth of freedom.”

			In retrospect the Battle of Gettysburg was the watershed for the war. After it the fortunes of the Confederacy receded, their dreams of an independent nation died, and the Union was saved. As one historian put it: “The Union was created in Philadelphia, but it was preserved at Gettysburg.”

			After the Civil War, Pennsylvania’s future lay in industry. Iron, coal, steel, and railroads dominated the economy of the Keystone State and gave jobs and built fortunes for the barons of industry. Science was seeded and watered by the needs of industry; its growth went hand in hand with bringing to the world iron bridges, T-rails for steam locomotives, and Westinghouse’s air brakes to stop them. In Pittsburgh, Charles Hall developed a new metal—aluminum—that would prove essential in winning World War II. Why shouldn’t Pennsylvania be central to science in America? One of America’s first scientists called it home: Benjamin Franklin.

			A trip through one of the many wayside antiques shops in Pennsylvania will allow the collector to pick up a piece that demonstrates why the Commonwealth was called “the Breadbasket of America.” From hand-cranked apple peelers, wooden pitchforks, and butter churns to steam-powered tractors, threshers, harvesters, and balers parked out back, one can take a tangible journey through the agricultural history of the Keystone State.

			During World War II one-third of the nation’s steel came from Bethlehem Steel and its subsidiaries. The Philadelphia Naval Shipyard built fifty-three ships, including the battleships New Jersey and Wisconsin, and produced warbirds at the Naval Aircraft Factory. Pennsylvania refineries produced the 100-octane aircraft fuel to keep them flying. Pennsylvanians who rose to the rank of general included George C. Marshall, Henry “Hap” Arnold, and Carl Spaatz. Pennsylvania veterans who served in the Twenty-Eighth Infantry Division took a grim pride in their red keystone patch, calling it “the Bloody Bucket.”

			Pennsylvania will grow on you. You can live the country life or in the big city. You can hike the famous, forested Appalachian Trail, which crosses Pennsylvania, and walk the very heart of the state. You can enjoy the mountains throughout the Commonwealth, roam land over which Union and Confederate troops fought in Gettysburg or where their predecessors suffered at Valley Forge. You can enjoy the hospitality and friendship of its gracious people and glory in its history. But always in your mind are those forbidding, friendly, wild, welcoming woods—“Penn’s Woods”—Penns-sylvania.
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			A Reverse Curse

			Ghost stories swirl about the battlefield of Gettysburg like the apparitions themselves. Where do they come from?

			Author Mark Nesbitt has collected well over one thousand ghost stories about the battlefield, the town, and its environs. Many are published in his seven-volume series Ghosts of Gettysburg. Still others reside in his file cabinets, waiting to be published.

			While many of the stories in his first volume came from his days as a park ranger/historian at Gettysburg, others came after the publication of his first book, from visitors to Gettysburg who just happened to run into one of the many spirits wafting about the great battlefield.

			Some are things that happened to Nesbitt while he was living in historic houses on the park grounds. They have been validated by other rangers who lived in those houses before him.

			Some stories came from older park rangers who patrolled the field in the 1950s and ’60s. There was the story of sightings of a horseman, completely out of place, riding down the west slope of Little Round Top. His horse picked his steps very carefully around the brush and rocks; the rider could give him no direction through the reins because, the observers noticed just before the horseman and horse vanished, the rider was missing his head.

			There are the other stories of the sightings of a “Woman in White,” mostly in the vicinity of Spangler’s Spring. She is seen “floating,” by most descriptions, across the open fields around the stone structure housing the modern water fountain representing the original spring. Her actions have been described as moving, bending down, then moving on as if looking for something or someone in particular. Those exact motions had been repeated time and again shortly after the battle by nuns from a nearby convent acting as volunteer nurses, looking among the dead for those wounded soldiers that could still be helped. Once the Woman in White was seen actually materializing among the rocks and trees across from the spring, much to the horror and fascination of two nurses visiting the battlefield after dark. They testified to their encounter in a documentary that appeared on television.

			But one of the earliest ghost stories about Gettysburg comes from the soldiers themselves.

			The Union army’s Fifth Corps had completed an arduous daylong march on July 1, 1863, from Maryland into Pennsylvania and was encamped for the night just west of Hanover, near McSherrystown. Exhausted, thirsty, hungry, they had just begun cooking their meager rations over their campfires in the dark when word spread through the camps: Douse the fires, pack up the half-cooked rations, wake up if you’d been lucky enough to eat quickly and then collapse into slumber. There had been a great clash of armies just a few miles to the west at a place called Gettysburg. An overnight forced march was ordered to reinforce their comrades in blue.

			Weary, angry soldiers forced stiffened limbs to pack up gear and fall into marching columns. Slowly, like a massive, undulating animal, the men moved through the hot July darkness.

			During a night march the view was less than spectacular: A soldier would see the knapsack of the soldier in front of him. Occasionally the twinkling of oil lamps being lit in the windows of curious farmers along the way would catch their attention. Mostly the rhythmic slogging along through the choking dust lulled the men into an almost dreamlike state.

			Somewhere along the route a bizarre rumor began to be passed back through the column, met at first with derision and disbelief. The front ranks had seen a rider, apparently leading the route. He was, by his carriage, obviously a fine horseman. He would stop, allow the column to catch up, then ride ahead again, until he was barely out of sight. The times he could be seen most clearly, the men could make out as well that he was a military man, for he wore a uniform. There were troubling details, however.

			His cape was longer than the modern military manual prescribed. And his hat was nothing like the “slouch” hats, or kepis, or “Hardee” hats officers wore. In fact, he wore military headgear completely out of date by some eighty years: a tricornered hat.

			And, little by little as they continued to get brief glimpses of him—a profile here, a frontal view there—some thought they recognized him from the portraits hung in their one-room schoolhouses back home.

			It was the ghost of none other than George Washington himself.

			The identity of the spirit passed through the ranks like wind bending a prairie wheat field. Even the officers heard it. Years later, when he was asked about the specter who was leading the army, Major General Joshua L. Chamberlain, a lieutenant colonel in the Twentieth Maine at the time of the sightings, thought about it a long time before answering. According to historian John J. Pullen, the old general responded, “Yes, that report was circulated through our lines . . . Doubtless it was a superstition, but yet, who among us can say that such a thing was impossible?”

			Most of the men were elated at what some had seen. They felt it was an omen: George Washington, the father of his country, stepping in from the spirit world to lead them to victory and save the Union he had founded.

			Their enthusiasm might have been dampened had they stopped to remember two historical facts: first, that Washington was a Southerner—a Virginian by birth—and second, that he was considered, at least by the British, a rebel.
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			John Brown’s Curse from the Gallows

			Drive a few miles outside of nearly any city in Pennsylvania and you will discover why the vast area was originally called “Penn’s Woods.” And with so much timber in the state, forest fires are a great concern. Everyone knows that just the smallest of sparks, with the forest in just the right degree of dryness, can cause an unstoppable inferno with a destructive life of its own.

			This observation of Pennsylvania is an analogy for the whole of America for much of its history: a tinderbox of passions and emotions over an explosive condition that just would not go away. The subject had simmered near the flashpoint almost since the first settlers, through the colonial era, and certainly since the founding of the country and the Constitution.

			The white-hot subject was human bondage. Slavery in the New World. And the small flicker that caught America on fire was nurtured—and saw its hottest conflagration—in Pennsylvania.

			Slavery, of course, had been around since prebiblical times. It was a scourge on humanity that inflicted ill-treatment, suffering, and death to those unfortunate enough to become ensnared in it.

			But to some of the founders of America, educated in the tenets of the Enlightenment, it was particularly odious because of the hypocrisy involved.

			Philosophically, it didn’t—couldn’t—fit in the New World the founders of America envisioned, where “all men are created equal,” endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. How could these noble goals be reconciled with the forced, unpaid labor and ownership of other human beings?

			If you think that we can’t be talking about Pennsylvania—being north of the Mason-Dixon Line—then you’re wrong. All of the colonies were guilty. Ships from God-fearing New England sailed to the west coast of Africa, where they picked up blacks who just days before had been farming and hunting and living peacefully in their villages with their families and friends, admiring their neighbors’ newly made clothing as they prepared their homes and children for dinner. They suddenly were set upon by black “slavers” who tore them away from their homes, stripped them, chained them, and marched them to the coast.

			There, they and their neighbors stood naked before strangers who bid upon them. Strong-backed husbands were taken from wives and children; the leaders of the communities were thrown in with the lot and all were driven, like cattle, into the dank, miserable, black holds of the slave ships to endure—or perish in—the Middle Passage. For the weeks-long trip across the Atlantic, they saw the outside of the ship’s hold perhaps once a day. The rest of the time they lay in the human waste and vomit and bilge that collected in the hold. Those that died were thrown overboard.

			To the slavers—white and black—they were cargo, a commodity that would pay well once they reached the New World, where labor was needed.

			As they arrived in ports in the colonies—Philadelphia being one of them—they were brought from the hold, the smell of crowded, unwashed humanity wafting through the air. Their ears were bombarded with an unknown gibberish. Chained, they were placed upon a stage or a block of stone, still naked, to be poked and prodded and bid upon. For many, there would be one last glimpse of a husband or wife and children. The auctioneer’s gavel would descend, and they would be carted off along with strangers to a far-off workplace in Pennsylvania, New York, New England, Maryland, Virginia, or farther south.

			Africans were not the only slaves in America at the time. The Irish, too, became victims of this hideous system. But somewhere along the line, “indentured” white slaves were eventually freed; black slaves continued to be held in bondage.

			And whites were not the only slaveholders. The first legally recognized slaveholder in the colonies was an African American man. One of the largest slaveholders in Louisiana was an African American woman who utilized 152 slaves to run her large sugar plantation. A large number of free African-Americans held slaves in Charleston, South Carolina.

			No less human than the whites, slaves were not treated as such when it came to human rights. “Society” took over; “just the way things are” took over; eventually even the US government took over with laws sanctioning slavery, determining that, for census purposes, a slave counted as three-fifths of a person. Because slavery was prosperous in one section of the country and not in another, the nation divided. As new territories were added, Congress negotiated whether the territory should enter the Union as “free” or “slave,” as much for the political power balance as the morality of it. Eventually slaveholders in some of the states released their slaves, but only when they didn’t need them to produce income anymore, when another economic system made it prudent. The federal Fugitive Slave Act made it illegal to even assist a slave to escape.

			Eventually the country began to grow a conscience about the “peculiar institution” that made some men lord over others.

			But it appeared that weighing conscience against profits is never a fair balance.

			Soon groups decided to abolish slavery, led by fiery ministers and politicians bent upon maintaining their power base. Pennsylvania was the first state to abolish slavery, perhaps because of the Quaker influence in the state. Others followed suit, mostly north of the famed “Mason and Dixon’s Line.” They were responding to the burgeoning Industrial Revolution and mechanized industry, less dependent upon a large labor force. But many northern industries needed raw materials, especially cotton from the southern states, the cultivating of which was labor intensive, requiring the continuation of the odious system of slavery.

			Periodically there were attempts by the slaves themselves to cast off their chains. New York had one of the largest slave populations in the colonies, and in 1712 a group of twenty-three slaves rebelled in New York City by setting a fire, then attacking the men who responded. Using guns, hatchets, and swords, they killed nine whites. Some seventy slaves were rounded up and twenty-one eventually executed by burning to death. Fear of another slave insurrection provoked government officials to use the most severe form of execution available and then enact draconian laws disallowing blacks to carry firearms, gather in groups of more than three, or gamble. Theft, rape, conspiracy, and property damage by slaves became punishable by death.

			The Stono Rebellion in 1739 saw slaves battle militia as they attempted to make their way from South Carolina to Florida. Some eighty slave “soldiers” burned seven plantations and killed twenty-five whites on their march until they fought a pitched battle with white militiamen on September 11, killing twenty militiamen and losing forty-four rebels. Within a week another battle was fought that ended their march to Florida with executions and deportations.

			A series of fires in New York City in 1741 was attributed to slaves attempting rebellion, but the proceedings became more like the Salem witch trials, with neighbor accusing neighbor, resulting in burning the allegedly guilty at the stake.

			Gabriel’s Rebellion in 1800 centered around the Virginia capital of Richmond, which Gabriel intended to invade. He was betrayed by fellow slaves and he, his two brothers, and twenty-three others involved in the insurrection were hanged.

			On Dunbar Creek, on Saint Simon’s Island near Savannah, Georgia, a cargo of Igbo tribespeople from Nigeria, known for their fierce resistance to chattel slavery, took over the slave ship on which they were being transported. After drowning the crew they grounded the ship. Having already spent some of their lives in slavery and knowing what lay ahead, they marched into the creek, committing suicide. Their act today is revered by many as the ultimate rebellion to slavery. As if to accentuate the deed, the site of Ebo Landing is said to be haunted by the spirits of the rebellious slaves who died rather than submit.

			Denmark Vesey, a carpenter and minister who had purchased his own freedom, organized a slave rebellion in 1820 in Charleston, South Carolina, by attempting to raise a slave army. The plan was apparently quite elaborate, with a multipronged attack on the Charleston Arsenal to capture arms, the killing of slaveholders to free other slaves, and the commandeering of ships in Charleston Harbor to sail to Haiti, site of a successful slave rebellion years before. Word of the rebellion necessarily got out to the many slaves in Charleston. Some slaves loyal to their masters told them of the plot, and a dragnet began. Though no arms caches were ever found and actual organization of the rebellion was sketchy, Vesey and five others were captured, tried, and eventually hanged on July 2, 1822.

			In 1831, in Southampton County, Virginia, slave rebellion drew blood again.

			Nat Turner was a precocious slave child who, despite laws prohibiting it, learned to read and write. As he grew into manhood he found religion and became respected among his fellow slaves for his intelligence and fervor. Fasting, praying, and immersing himself in the Bible led to visions, and his preaching led other slaves to name him “the Prophet.” The visions grew more intense and ominous until, on February 11, 1831, he witnessed a total eclipse of the sun, which he took as the final sign to plan his rebellion to free his fellow slaves. Another solar event on August 13—when the sun turned bluish green—convinced him that the time was ripe. After dark on August 21, Turner and his band began invading the homes of their masters, killing whole families using axes, hatchets, swords, and knives so as not to alert their neighbors with gunshots. From farm to farm they went, murdering slave owners and their families—including children—as they slept, and gathering (sometimes reluctantly) the newly freed slaves as part of their seventy-man “army.” Militias were called out, and within two days the rebellion was quashed. Blacks with even a suspicion of being involved were murdered, but Turner temporarily hid in a hole in a local farmer’s field. In the terrible backlash some two hundred blacks were killed and Turner and fifty-six of his followers were executed.

			You would think that slave owners would soon realize how antiquated, immoral, and impractical the system of slavery was.

			Indeed, after so many slave insurrections, each generation of slaveholders grew more suspicious and more paranoid and their reactions to quell the rebellion more harsh.

			And abolitionists grew more zealous in their cause, pointing out at every step that slaveholders were living in sin by holding their fellow humans in bondage. To the slaveholder, after generations in the system, it had become a social institution, somewhat like marriage. Once slavery became institutionalized, condemnation would be like someone telling a married couple that, for the last thirty or forty years, they had been living in sin. Of course the accuser would have been scoffed at as a lunatic or worse.

			Then there were the political factors, which may be too numerous to elaborate upon in this work. Suffice it to say that as the election of 1860 approached, the country was firmly divided between slave and free states, and whoever was elected president would probably tip the scales one way or the other.

			It was a nation of dry, combustible tinder waiting to explode. Into this fuel, heated to the flashpoint, stepped John Brown.

			Born in 1800, in Connecticut, Brown moved to Oberlin, Ohio, with his family when he was five. Oberlin was the site of Oberlin Institute (now Oberlin College), a center of liberal thought. He left home at sixteen to attend school in Massachusetts, then Connecticut, but returned to Ohio and married in 1820. He learned the tannery business and became a Pennsylvanian. By 1825 Brown had started his own tannery in New Richmond, Pennsylvania. His businesses expanded into raising cattle and surveying, but a series of personal setbacks left him in dire straits. In 1831 one of his sons died, he himself fell ill, and his wife died shortly after childbirth. By 1833, however, he had remarried and moved to Kent, Ohio. By 1842 Brown was declared officially bankrupt. But sometime before that, no doubt from coming to age in the era of slaveholder versus abolitionist, his passions had been fired by the cruelty and injustice of the slavery system in America.

			In 1837 abolitionist publisher Elijah P. Lovejoy of slaveholding St. Louis moved to free-state Alton, Illinois, but had his fourth printing press destroyed and was savagely murdered by pro-slavery men. The attack on freedom of the press and the invasion into a free state to assassinate a publisher moved Brown greatly, and he swore an oath, from that day forth, to dedicate his life to the destruction of slavery in the United States.

			Back in Ohio he started a sheep and wool business, then moved to Springfield, Massachusetts, and was, through his travels, brought into contact with fervent abolitionists. He began to attend a black church while in Springfield and heard speakers like Frederick Douglass and Sojourner Truth. He grew more and more dedicated to slavery eradication. In Springfield he was exposed to the highly secretive Underground Railroad, a vast network of clandestine people and places set up to help slaves escape from the American South. He also organized a militant group for those ends. The Fugitive Slave Act was passed during this time and continued to galvanize Brown’s antislavery sentiment.

			In 1855, hearing that pro-slavery men were violently attempting to intimidate free-staters, Brown went to Kansas. On the night of May 24, 1856, he and his band kidnapped five pro-slavery men and hacked them to death with swords. Brown had ushered in a period that the press dubbed “Bleeding Kansas.”

			“Battles” between pro-slavery groups and free-staters raged through the state. Brown’s homestead was destroyed and Brown’s son Frederick was killed.

			By November 1856 Brown was raising money for his cause among New England abolitionists. They pledged to supply Brown with two hundred new Sharps breech-loading rifles—state of the art for the time—but wanted to remain anonymous. Brown also ordered one thousand pikes, an ancient weapon he felt slaves could easily handle with little training. He hired a British mercenary to drill and train his men and write tactical guidelines. Clearly he was planning some violent military action.

			He continued to travel and raise money and support as his plans jelled. He wrote a provisional constitution to govern the freed slaves where his army invaded. He named himself commander-in-chief of his army and appointed a secretary of war, a secretary of state, and a president for his provisional government and wrote a Declaration of Liberty for the slaves in the territory he planned to invade. He met with Harriet Tubman, the courageous runaway slave who had returned numerous times to the slaveholding states to lead groups of other escaped slaves northward. From her he gathered information on the network of safe houses in Pennsylvania and other border states.
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