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      Brooding over the village of Bar Harbor, Maine, stands a place of legendary proportions. This vast, sprawling structure goes by the name of Ledgelawn. With enough ghost sightings to fill an entire volume, Ledgelawn lives up to its reputation as the most haunted mansion on the island. Indeed, it casts a spell of darkness and horror to this very day.

      The spectacular, shingle-style manor commands an oversized lot on the south side of Mount Desert Street, two doors down from the Church of the Holy Redeemer. Even the most casual passerby can feel a ghostly pall hovering over the old mansion. Built in 1904, Ledgelawn was one of the last of the true “cottages,” an incongruous term referring to palatial estates built of simple bungalow-style elements such as cedar shingles. At one time Ledgelawn was the setting of lavish parties and balls, with candlelight and orchestral music spilling from the open windows and carriages lining the curving drive. At one of these events, the Hope Diamond even made an appearance, glittering on the neck of an illustrious guest.

      Long before the close of the town’s Golden Age, Ledgelawn abruptly ceased its festivities. The fastening of a funereal wreath on the massive front door began a long era of doom and mystery. Yet the house survived the 1947 fire that destroyed so much of Bar Harbor—the unstoppable flames came within inches of Ledgelawn before something drove them away. The fire abruptly shifted direction, sparing the historic property. After functioning for decades as an inn, Ledgelawn came under the ownership of Ocean Properties in 2010. Although the great structure may not stay open to the public, it will always remain a landmark to the paranormal.

      The most celebrated phantom of Ledgelawn is arguably its most sinister—a specter of a young dark-haired woman with madness in her smile. The story goes that a woman named Mary Margaret took her own life at Ledgelawn when her fiancé jilted her shortly before their wedding day. Mary Margaret possessed all that a person might desire—riches, youth, and beauty. Ironically, these gifts left her completely defenseless to the pain of a broken heart and the sting of public humiliation.

      To the third floor of the mansion went the distraught girl, and in a sewing room on the east side of the house she found her wedding dress, hanging white and ghostly. Whether the sight of the dangling dress suggested the unthinkable, we’ll never know, but what happened next is legend. Decking herself out in the wedding gown, Mary Margaret hung herself by attaching the long veil to the beams of the sloping ceiling. That is where her family later found her, a ghastly parody of the blushing bride. Mary Margaret’s face was so bruised that she was nearly unrecognizable. The final horror was the grotesque smile twisting the blackened face of the corpse.

      Since then, the specter of Mary Margaret has appeared on countless occasions. She looks almost as she did in life, young and lovely, except for the strange smile that distorts her whole face. The setting of the suicide became a guest room at the Ledgelawn Inn. People who checked into Room 326 were apt to wake up to the image of a woman in white floating in the moonlight at the foot of the bed. Or, as experienced by one guest, a phantom veil appears to sway all night from the sloping ceiling. Anyone inside the structure must beware since Mary Margaret freely walks the halls of the old estate, manifesting herself elsewhere in the dwelling, despite her odd attachment to the room where she died.

      Some witnesses have heard the ghostly legend, but most have not and therefore arrive without preconceptions. In one instance, the ghost appeared to an elderly woman, Donna Gerda, who had just arrived from Brazil. Donna Gerda spoke only Portuguese, and she knew nothing of the house or its history. Yet on the morning after her arrival, she saw the apparition in all its classic form. As Donna Gerda was descending the grand staircase, she was in full view of the front desk, staffed by two employees, Jomar Castro and Sherry Gallant. They both saw her stop suddenly and begin waving her hand and nodding her head excitedly, but she wasn’t looking at them. She was looking at someone that neither of them could see. When questioned later, Donna Gerda described seeing a young, dark-haired woman wearing a veil and a long white dress. Before disappearing, the phantom woman kept smiling up at Donna Gerda in a most disturbing fashion.

      As a caretaker of the mansion for fourteen years, Mike Gallant has had his own unforgettable encounters with the unsettling wraith, but one instance stands out in particular. The event took place in October 2000, when Mike and the staff were shutting down the inn for the season. Nothing strange happened until the ghost cornered him upstairs. He had left the rest of the workers on the first floor in order to inspect the guest rooms above. Despite the fact that all the doors were open, and all the lights were on, a deep sense of gloom and confinement was building up inside the old manor house. Certainly, the darkness grew as Mike proceeded in his work—after he finished inspecting each room, he turned out the lights to indicate that the job was done. During this time, no one came upstairs past Mike, engulfed in the growing shadows of Ledgelawn.

      When Mike climbed to the third floor, things really began to get strange. A light he had turned off in one room suddenly turned itself back on again. What happened next has etched itself permanently into his mind. He had just turned off the light for the second time, and he was leaving the room when a quickly moving object caught his eye. Swiveling in its direction, he faced Room 326.

      He saw the white apparition of Mary Margaret slip out the door of an adjacent room and float across the corridor into Room 326. As the specter was passing by, she slowly turned her head around to make eye contact with the astonished caretaker, then flashed him a smile of fathomless intent. She was only ten or twelve feet away, so Mike got a good look. In his words, “it was as if time stopped when I looked at the object, and I began to focus, and in a split second realized I was seeing a woman in white smiling at me as she passed.” It occurred to him that he was effectively trapped, for the hallway formed a cul de sac, with only one way in and out.

      Ledgelawn is home to other phantoms. One of these is the spirit of a young woman who worked as a maid in the mansion years after it was sold by the original family. One morning, servants found this woman at the bottom of one of the back staircases. Her neck was twisted and broken. Rumor had it that someone pushed her down those stairs. Certainly, she had been uncommonly pretty, and in the whispered tales of the town, she was having an affair with her married master. Arguments ensued—and either the wife or the maid made implacable demands. Then all ended with a sudden death quickly hushed up in the interests of the wealthy owners of the estate.

      The phantom maid manifests herself as a feeling of nameless dread, or the sensation of being watched when no one else is present. Commonly, the specter travels as a preternatural draft—ice cold on the hottest summer day—that snakes throughout the mansion. Other times, this vengeful ghost slams doors and echoes the sounds of a heated argument in rooms that are dark and empty. Her favorite place to haunt is a suite that once housed the separate bedrooms of the master and mistress of the manor. For years, each of these rooms contained an antique portrait—of a man in one room, and a woman in the other. On many different occasions, guests and staff at the hotel have been surprised to discover that the portrait of the man had been strangely altered during the night. In the morning the picture still sat behind glass, but only the back was visible in the gilt frame. Apparently, the phantom maid turned the picture around in a show of rage against her former master.

      During a séance conducted in the mansion years ago, the presence of another ghost was reported, that of a young boy who drowned while visiting Ledgelawn with his parents when the place was still a private residence. While the boy did not die on the grounds, his frightened spirit apparently returned to Ledgelawn, where he still remains, hiding in the vast warren of Victorian cabinetry.

      The specter of a lurking man stalks the servants’ quarters of the cellar. This ghost appears as a silhouette or dark figure that shimmers like heat off the highway. There may yet be other phantoms at Ledgelawn, for the sprawling mansion sits on the site of an earlier house, built in 1876 on the actual foundation of a still older structure. As each house was torn down to make room for a larger one, Ledgelawn absorbed all their secrets—and all their specters.

      And so Ledgelawn lives on—a stunning site of supernatural wonder. The shadow cast by this malignant mansion falls over the whole town. Contained within its labyrinth are the spirits of the unfortunate and the damned. Expect to encounter them yourself in the deep gloom of the place—a vengeful draft, the slamming of a door, a floating veil, and the apparition of a corpse bride with a smile reserved solely for you.
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      Imagine the scene: The bell tolls off the shoals of Seal Harbor. The moon hangs full over the silvery waters of the Atlantic. Like a shroud, a low bank of fog creeps slowly over the Cranberry Islands and descends upon the land. On the sea cliffs near the Cooksey Drive Overlook the atmosphere begins subtly to change, and a darkness of utmost evil settles in with the fog and the damp smell of saltwater. Then comes the reenactment of one of humanity’s worst crimes, an act of horror that has replayed itself here for more than two hundred fifty years.

      The supernatural event takes the form of sounds out at sea. Moans and cries, faraway lamentations, and wailing sobs convey a sense of utmost suffering and despair. In the hold of a ghost ship that cannot be seen, hundreds of men and women cry out for their lives and their souls. Their cries for help go unanswered, for these are spirits doomed to repeat their final torment over and over again. The ghastly recital lasts as long as the sinking of the ship, and then falls a most terrible silence.

      The story began in the late 1750s. Slavery was legal and no laws stood against the importation of slaves from West Africa into the colonies. Yet the British made restrictions—costly licenses for slave ships, as well as duties and taxes on their human cargo. Under these circumstances, a new breed of smuggler came onto the scene. Hoping to land a fortune, a young man from a prominent family entered upon a scheme with some companions. They planned on “running slaves.” They would outfit a merchant ship as if it were heading out for a long voyage to the East Indies. In actuality, it was going to Africa to pick up slaves.

      Many ships have been called the Pride of the Seas, but one in particular was most ill-suited for the name. This ship sailed from a port in southern New England, probably from Rhode Island, a major sector in the slave trade. Concealed within the hold were manacles and chains that could hold hundreds of men and women. Troubles beset the Pride of the Seas from the start. Just as it reached its destination in the Congo, a British warship sailed in range and signaled the Pride of the Seas to stop for customs and inspection. Only darkness and clouds aided the smugglers in slipping past the warship.

      A couple nights later, the smugglers returned to make their devilish bargain. In a hidden cove, African slave traders had three hundred slaves penned in an enclosure. In exchange for boats and merchandise, the smugglers obtained all the slaves, stowing them aboard the ship so closely together that there was no possibility of their changing position or even lying down. As in other boats of this kind, slaves had as little as sixteen inches of floor space. There was no way even to remove the dead from their chains until the voyage was complete. Fortune seemed to shine down on the slave smugglers, celebrating upstairs in the captain’s quarters, but little did they know what lay ahead.

      On the return voyage, a whole set of complications ensued. Docking in the West Indies, the truth about the Pride of the Seas almost came under detection once again. To maintain the charade, and for purposes of piracy, the smugglers agreed to lead a convoy of merchant ships up to New York, rather than unloading the hidden slaves as soon as possible in the markets of the southern colonies. Naturally, the ruse only prolonged the agony of those stowed away below decks. Close to New York, the smugglers on the slave ship seized on their last chance to plunder the boats in their fleet. This reckless action proved to be a success. With hundreds of thousands of dollars in stolen money, the men aboard the Pride of the Seas needed a place to conceal their unexpected gains, and to decide what to do next. Only a short distance by sea, Mount Desert Island, then in a state of abandonment, offered the perfect hideaway. Legend has it that the Pride of the Seas and its convoy of stolen ships approached the island from the south, and anchored at Otter Creek.

      There are different versions of the horror that took place. In every account, though, the Pride of the Seas sank with all its slaves still chained in the hold and crying out desperately for help. Meanwhile, the crew escaped in boats and didn’t bother to look back. From here, the similarities stop. One version of the story has the ship going down in a gale. In another account, the smugglers accidentally ran the ship against a rocky ledge attempting to avoid detection by yet another British warship. The actual location of the wreckage is also a matter of dispute, but not for islanders, who know otherwise. For them, the slave ship went down in Seal Harbor, an opinion based on oral history passed down in the region for hundreds of years. Of course, Seal Harbor is right next to Otter Creek, where the slave ship anchored, and such a location does not lend itself to theories of an accidental shipwreck.

      All of this brings us to the worst of all accounts. This is a tale of utmost depravity, in which the smugglers deliberately sank the Pride of the Seas, with all three hundred slaves on board. Supporting this horrifying outcome is the smugglers’ piracy of the ships in their convoy. The slave dealers unexpectedly found themselves with much more wealth than they could possibly handle. The risks were now simply too great to return to the South as originally planned. The human cargo, already dying in the suffocating barrows of the ship, had become a liability. And so the slave dealers decided to cut their losses and sink the whole ship once and for all. This took place one foggy night in the nearby waters of Seal Harbor. This account was already long in circulation in 1883, when patrons of the Mount Desert Herald read that the captain of the Pride of the Seas “scuttled his ship and departed.”

      On one thing all accounts agree. The screams and cries of the drowning slaves haunted the smugglers to their end. As they rowed away from the doomed Pride of the Seas, the captain and crew heard the agonizing screams and shouts of the manacled slaves, and the terrible memory of those cries followed the men. As if in retribution, many of the smugglers met early deaths in the watery grave of the sea. Others went completely insane. No matter where they went, the wretched wailing followed them. Nothing, it seemed, could stop them from hearing the hopeless screams of the slaves chained to a sinking ship.

      The story stands as a cautionary tale, not only of the depths of evil in the human heart, but also for the chances of hearing the ghosts of the drowning slaves. People can go to Seal Harbor as they have for centuries, and if the conditions are right they will hear carried over the water the screams, wails, and sobbing of the unfortunate spirits entombed within the ghost ship. Anyone who has heard their pitiful cries is haunted ever afterward by the memory of gloom, despair, and senseless evil that led to such inconceivable suffering. But for the ghosts of the slaves, the final horror is the continuation
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