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Introduction

This is a book of ghost stories. But it is also a book about the land and what happened there. Since the European explorers arrived in Maryland in the early 1600s, portions of what they discovered and what they did have been recorded in court documents and historic newspapers. So much more occurred here though, both before and after the settlers’ arrival—so much that we will never know.

The land was here, and while the earth is silent and doesn’t keep written records, the land never forgets. Some events—good things and bad things, achievements worth celebrating and tragedies best forgotten—leave an indelible legacy at their locations, a mark or a message that can be retrieved some time in the future. And the essence of those private and public deeds has become the basis for the stories we tell, especially ghost stories.

I live at the northeastern corner of Maryland, within a very short walk of the Mason-Dixon line. I’ve touched the centuries-old stone markers and traced my fingers in the lines of the letters M (designating Maryland) and P (indicating Pennsylvania) carved on opposite sides of these weathered stones. They were put in place nearly 250 years ago. At night, walking through the thousand-acre forest of the nearby state nature preserve, it’s easy to imagine the Indian guides, axmen, cooks, and surveyors who created the internationally recognized geographic boundary. Some of these long-gone people stood on the same spots as modern-day weekend hikers, or camped near the roads and paths so many people routinely travel today.

Certain people believe past events have been recorded and preserved in ways we cannot imagine—much more sophisticated than words on newspaper pages, or information and images on Web sites, or secrets locked in the minds of elders.

Psychics claim they can grab slivers of the past and the future. People calling themselves “sensitives” say they have received “the gift” to hear and see incidents that most mortals overlook or don’t know how to access. And ghost hunters—folks I call “ghosters”—roam the night armed with the latest in expensive, high-tech gizmos on a paranormal treasure hunt to catch a spirit on film or capture a ghost in a jar.

This book, containing nearly 150 stories, has taken advantage of all of these sources. The chapters—featuring six sections of the state—are based on personal interviews with paranormal experts, museum guides and administrators, residents of haunted homes, folks who claim direct experiences with entities from the other side, and even a few owners of haunted objects, or “possessed possessions.”

There also are a number of stories that were found in old books, historic documents, and both faded and modern newspaper clippings. These were located over the Internet, in historical society file cabinets, and on library special collections shelves. Some were nothing more than scraps of paper, handwritten notes, or faded writing on the backs of old photographs. But the most entertaining tales were given to me by friendly folks during personal interviews. A few of these stories had been written in some of my earlier books, which are now out of print, and others have been updated for this new volume.

The history of the region is the foundation of many of these stories. From the Revolution to the Civil War, from the Underground Railroad to the War of 1812, from Chesapeake Bay culture to Allegheny Mountain settlements, spooky tales have provided both entertainment and information about Maryland’s treasure trove of history.

Of course, after writing nearly two dozen books related to the paranormal, it’s natural for readers to wonder if I believe in ghosts.

My answer is: I believe there is something that is unseen, unusual, and at times, very evil that does exist. I believe there is a very limited number of people who, for whatever reason, were born with a psychic gift or who have developed the ability to communicate with, or sense, what others cannot. But these gifted individuals are few in number.

I also believe there are many people who see what they want to see, who have very active imaginations and who desperately wish they could encounter a ghost or experience a paranormal event. After talking to hundreds of people that have shared their unusual and sometimes troubling unexplained experiences, my advice to anyone who wants an up-close-and-personal encounter with “the other side” is: Be careful what you wish for.

Thanks very much for selecting this book, and I wish you happy reading.


[image: 001]

 

The Pit of Ashley Manor

Most writers believe it’s best to begin a collection of stories with a tale that’s shorter rather than longer. But circumstances sometimes dictate that certain rules should be broken. This is such a case—because this story is based upon my interview with the owners of a haunted house. It also is one of the first ghost stories I had written.

It was 1992, during the latter part of October. For some this is the most eerie, horrifying, and, for ghost hunters and paranormal fans, favorite period of the year. I was a freelance writer for the Wilmington (Delaware) News-Journal. But I didn’t focus my attention on serious newsworthy happenings. My assignments were features, best described as “fun” or “real” stories about interesting people or unique events. Features are the attention-grabbing pieces most readers turn to when they want to escape from the bad news that covers the front page of the daily paper.

As a story finder, I sought out eccentrics, collectors, tinkerers, award-winners, and hometown heroes—people usually overlooked and whose exploits rarely made the front page. If the topic was a bit offbeat, or a peek behind the curtain, it was my specialty.

One Halloween season I did a story explaining how a local “haunted valley” got its buildings and trails ready for the annual arrival of more than 10,000 visitors. The story’s attention-capturing photo showed five recently-hacked-off heads of huge pigs, which the event organizers kept in a freezer and hauled out each night to display and terrify the paying customers. I think that’s why the following October I received a call from my editor. “I need an unusual Halloween story, and I figure you’re the one who can come up with just the right article,” he said, “and I need it yesterday.”

“How about another spooky trail or corn maze exposé?” I suggested, figuring that could be done quickly, primarily because the operators of seasonal attractions would do anything necessary to obtain the free publicity such an article would deliver.

“No way!” my boss snapped, as if anticipating my response. “I know what I want, and it’s a story about a haunted house.” Then he paused a second, and stressed in a commanding tone, “a real haunted house.”

To some placed in this position such a request may have seemed impossible to fulfill. But I had a contact in place who, I was fairly certain, would be able to give me a worthwhile lead or two.

This friend, George Reynolds, had lived in his own haunted home in Elk Mills, Maryland. I had written about him a few years earlier, and we had stayed in touch. I figured George would once again prove a valuable source to fulfill my editor’s last-minute demand.

I was right. Within two days I had the names, address, and phone number of the owners of a first-class, eerie-looking, haunted mansion. A week before Halloween, when the leaves were turning bright colors and falling from the trees, I drove to Ashley Manor, then the home of Clayton and Caroline and their children. The family had moved to Cecil County about ten years earlier and had purchased the three-story, twenty-two-room, Federal-style mansion. A prominent county landowner and Maryland state delegate had erected the structure in the early 1800s.

A plantation of more than 500 acres had originally surrounded the mansion. The home now stands in the middle of a small, three-acre plot at the top of a hill overlooking the banks of a Cecil County creek west of the Elk and north of the Sassafras. The locals call the spit of land a neck, a slender slice of marsh and farmland that seems to reach out toward the wide part of the river like the longest finger of an aging hand.

There is a magnificent view of the upper reaches of the Chesapeake Bay from the mansion’s white-fenced widow’s walk, perched atop the building’s roof. That’s where the original owner would go to watch his ships come up the waterway, delivering valuable cargoes of spices, fine cloth, ivory, and slaves.

As a pulled into the gravel driveway, a man and woman were standing on the porch, awaiting my arrival. After I locked my car and began walking their way, the newspaper’s photographer was exiting the house. He glanced back at the owners, looked at me and said, “That place is a nightmare.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Holding his camera toward my face, he said in a frustrated voice, “I had to make three trips out to my van to replace the batteries. The flash worked fine outside, but as soon as I entered into that house, the power died. And the owners, they’re a real pair,” he said, rolling his eyes.

“Well,” I said with a bit of hesitation, “they say in haunted places the spirits will drain the energy out of power sources. Suck them dry. That’s why camcorders and tape recorders and cameras seem to go dead at the moment when something exciting happens.”

The photographer gave me a look that seemed to indicate he thought I had escaped from a mental institution, and added, “Really?” in a questioning tone. “Well,” he continued in his mocking voice, “I’m sure you’ll fit right in with the Addams Family up there. But my concern is that something worthwhile comes out from this shoot, because I don’t want to have to come back here to frightland and do this over again.” As he walked away, obviously glad to be done with the assignment, he shouted back, “Have a nice time chatting it up with your friends in their haunted house.”

I ignored his sarcasm and turned toward my hosts and their home. I was immediately impressed by the awaiting couple’s distinctive attire. It was obvious they had prepared to have their picture taken. Clayton looked like a pirate, in gleaming black boots and dark red trousers. He wore a gray, unbuttoned vest atop his white, fluffy cuffed shirt. A gold and blue scarf accented his open collar.

Caroline, like her husband, was in her early fifties. She was wearing a full-length gold gown. On her fingers were several large stone rings. An ornate, mother-of-pearl comb was affixed to the back of her hair.

My hosts explained they had spent years and a significant amount of money restoring their historic home. Dozens of Caroline’s early American plates and teapots sat on shelves arranged along three walls of a medium-sized sewing room. Clayton’s collection of muskets and swords hung from the walls of a larger room farther down the hall. Dozens of musket balls found on the property filled a glass bowl.

I complimented them on their historic artifacts, but then tried to steer their attention to the focus of my visit, asking: “What about the ghosts?”

They responded by leading me into the parlor and stopping at one corner, where Clayton carefully picked up a narrow glass cabinet door that had been resting against the side of a large armchair. The surface was covered with dust, but you could see the ripples in the ancient glass, handmade more than a century ago by an unknown craftsman.

The couple had planned to refinish the piece and replace it back onto the bookcase that stood above the antique desk. They said the glass panel had rested for more than five years in the back of an unused closet for safekeeping.

As Clayton turned the panel, he pointed toward the top corner. Boldly written in script lettering, one could read the words that were partially hidden by a fine layer of dust: “Please help me.”

“We think it’s a message from a spirit trapped in the house,” was Clayton’s explanation.

“But,” Caroline added, “we don’t know which one. There are so many.”

They had my attention. During the next three hours, as we sat beneath flickering candlelight around a large dining room table, the couple presented a succession of unusual occurrences.

There were the usual: crashing noises in the middle of the night (while everyone was asleep); footsteps walking the halls (when only one person was home); a pungent smell of tobacco (although no one in the house smoked); the distinct smell of roses in the dining room (often in winter when no flowers were in the house); cat footprints traveling up a hanging wall mirror and animal scratching outside the master bedroom door (this began the night after the family pet was killed in the road in front of the house); voices calling out unfamiliar names; conversations originating from the front porch in an unknown language; and chilling, sinister laughs.

I told them I was approaching ghost overload and asked them to start at the beginning. Caroline smiled and said a stranger alerted them that something might be wrong with their new home. Soon after moving in, the couple was buying gas at the general store in the nearby town and the attendant said, “You must be the folks that moved in the old haunted house.”

Clayton and Caroline laughed, thinking the man was referring to the home’s sad, paint-chipped appearance. Not so.

A few days after they had moved in, Caroline was home alone. Clayton had left for work, and their daughters were at school. While unpacking boxes in the foyer, Caroline heard footsteps that seemed to indicate someone or something was walking along the second-floor hallway. Eventually, she decided the bothersome sounds seemed to be coming down the stairs, toward her.

Startled, she shouted, half in fun, “I don’t know who you are, but we’re going to be living here together. So we might as well all plan to get along. So leave me alone right now, I’m busy unpacking my things.”

She said the footsteps stopped and did not resume that day.

When she shared her ghostly experience at supper with Clayton, the no-nonsense engineer and chemist looked at her and calmly tried to explain, as any twenty-first-century scientist would, that his wife was the victim of an “overactive imagination.” Noticing Caroline’s reluctance to accept her husband’s logical explanations, he looked directly at his wife and said, “Do not tell this nonsense to anyone else. You don’t want them to think you’re crazy and come and put you away.”

Caroline said she controlled her initial impulse to argue with him, and sternly replied, “Fine. You think I’m crazy. Just wait. You’ll get yours one day.”

When recounting this story, Clayton looked across the room at me and said, “It didn’t take long, and I got mine.” My host immediately rose from the table and motioned for me to accompany him into the kitchen. Clayton walked directly out the side door, onto the porch, and headed down a set of narrow stone steps. They led to a cellar door located under the outside steps, directly beneath the kitchen entrance. It was quiet and very dark outside. We entered the dirt-floored cellar, which contained several rooms but only one entrance-exit, the doorway through which we had just walked.

Standing beside a modern workbench, Clayton said he spent a lot of time down there, working on projects and items that he needed to repair in the ancient and long-neglected house. He pointed to a locked door. Triple locked, with a small opening—similar to a narrow slit in a jail door. A small metal slot could be slid aside, and the thin opening would allow a narrow object to be passed through it.

“What’s in there?” I wondered aloud.

“We don’t go in there,” he said, pointing to the thick door of the triple-locked room. “I’m careful not to open it very often. They say that was the ‘Screaming Room’ where they punished the bad slaves.”

After a long silence, Clayton took a few steps back from the eerie, thick wooden door and leaned against his workbench. “You want to know why we don’t go in there?”

I nodded.

He took a deep breath. “Late one night,” he said, rather quietly, “I was working here and felt something, like a sudden chill in the air. I looked up, to my left, toward the door—which is the only way in and out of here—and I saw a black-cloaked figure standing in the doorway. It was blocking my way out. The thing, whatever it was, just looked at me. It was all fuzzy, cloudy, but it had the most piercing red and green eyes. Then the figure seemed to begin moving, floating directly toward me. And those eyes, they actually bored right into my chest. The heat was unbearable. I thought I couldn’t breathe. Then, just as I knew I was going to pass out, the cloaked figure began floating sideways, eventually going right through the Screaming Room door. And it was gone. That’s why I try not to spend too much time down here, especially at night.” Then he paused and chuckled, “Unless I have some company, like you.”

After that story, I was ready to head back outside and return to the more comfortable and less threatening first floor, but Clayton turned and walked toward the rear of the basement. This caused me a bit more unease, since it was the farthest point from the exit. He stopped and waved me over. When I caught up to him, my host looked down and pointed to a distinct square outline of what seemed to be a well. The opening was about five feet square. He said he guessed it was about twelve feet deep at one time.

“Seems like it should have a fence or railing around it,” I said.

“That’s one of the things I wondered about, too,” Clayton agreed. “Most people assume, like I did, that this was a well. But you know what happens when you assume,” he added, smiling. Picking up a small plate, he pointed to a few small relics in the center of a table. He said the family had retrieved the items from the deep hole. There were buttons, shards of broken pottery, a few arrowheads, several musket balls and short slivers of what he guessed was some kind of bone.

He said he found out the story of the hole during a yard sale his family was holding about two years after they had settled in. Clayton stressed that they had not told anyone about the strange experiences they had endured since their arrival. In truth, he said they found most of the unexplained events either annoying or intriguing, but never horrifying or threatening.

A man was standing at a table displaying some of the items on sale. After a while he decided to buy a small trinket. As he passed the money to Clayton, the man referred to the spooky look of the house. “I guess you got a lot of ghosts in there,” he said, chuckling.

Taken off guard, Clayton nervously replied, “Oh, we might have one or two.”

Suddenly, a well-dressed woman, who was looking over some items at a nearby table, snapped in a sharp voice, “You’ve got a lot more than one or two in there!”

Surprised, Clayton took care of the man and immediately ran to the woman’s side, asking her what she had meant by the remark and demanding more information. As the well-dressed woman ignored his question and began walking to her car, Clayton pursued her, trying to get additional details.

Suddenly, the stranger turned, pointed a finger directly at Clayton’s face and asked, “You known that hole in your cellar?”

“Yes. The well?” he responded, nodding that he knew what she was referring to.

“That’s not a well,” she said in a hoarse whisper. “That’s the pit where they used to hang the disobedient slaves.” Clayton was too stunned to ask for more details, and the woman got into her car and drove away.

“I don’t think more than a few seconds had gone by until I recovered from the news,” Clayton said, “but when I looked up, she was gone. It was like she just vanished.”

Frantic, Clayton and Caroline closed up the yard sale and called the former owners, two elderly farmers in their eighties who had lived in the house more than four decades. That night the previous residents arrived for a visit and sat around the dining room table with the new and confused owners. The two couples calmly discussed the building’s unseen former residents and they shared their common ghostly experiences.

The strong scent of flowers was traced back to days when the dining room had been used as a parlor, where deceased relatives had been laid out for three-day wakes.

The unfamiliar dialect was a language spoken by slaves when they sat near the mansion and discussed topics they didn’t want their masters to hear.

The smell of smoke was a remnant of the original builder, who was never seen anywhere without his constantly lit pipe.

After a few hours pondering paranormal pleasantries, the former owners said if they had told anyone about their eerie experiences, no one would have bought their property. Even worse, people would have considered them crazy old coots and tried to “put them away.”

After the meeting, Clayton and Caroline admitted they felt better about living in the old building and dealing with the strange and unexplainable experiences in their historic home. “I felt I wasn’t crazy, and all the strange events weren’t my imagination or just happening to me. Besides,” Caroline added with a slight smile, “even when you are home by yourself, you never feel like you’re alone.”

I asked a few obvious questions: “Why do you stay? Why not move away?”

They offered several reasonable answers. First, it had been their home for more than ten years. They had restored it themselves. They felt it was their way of preserving a small part of American history that had been falling into ruin and neglect. A new owner might not be dedicated to historic preservation.

They also wanted to leave something of value and of themselves to their children—even though their grown daughters, who had lived in the home, refused to return, even for a brief daytime visit. When they came back to the area, they would meet their parents at a nearby restaurant.

Caroline and Clayton added they wouldn’t be run off from the home of their dreams. If and when they decided to sell the property, “It would solely be on our terms.”

Caroline said she and Clayton had considered inviting a psychic, and maybe even asking a priest, to pay a visit and bless their home. Some suggested both of these approaches might help rid the place of its pesky spirits. After long consideration, they decided not to take any action. Caroline believed the phantoms they had experienced were bearable and described them as “more annoying than evil.” Clayton even suggested their unseen inhabitants seemed to be benevolent and protective. If a priest or psychic drove them off, just maybe, something else would come in and take their place.

Caroline wondered: “What if the spirits we knew were actually protecting us from a patiently waiting evil force, resting deeper in the cursed well? That might be more harmful.”

“Better live with the devil we know than something that might be worse,” Clayton agreed.

As the long night came to a close and the clock approached mid-night, I closed my notepad and thanked my hosts for their time and candid comments. Rarely are persons involved in such an unusual dilemma willing to speak so openly about a paranormal problem.

My car was parked on the gravel driveway, not far from the side entrance that led into their kitchen. Beneath the wide set of stairs was the doorway leading into the Screaming Room. I shook Clayton’s hand and prepared to leave, but took one last look at Ashley Manor. From the tip of the widow’s walk to the uneven windows of its lowest cellar level, the old mansion screamed “HAUNTED HOUSE.” Suddenly, we both focused our eyes on what appeared to be a yellow flash of flame, which offered the appearance of a candle passing behind a cellar window. But just as quickly, the uneven light disappeared.

I turned to Clayton, about to ask him if he had seen the same thing. But before I could speak, he looked at me and said, “That’s why I don’t go down there very often.”

Several years later, I was driving along the road in front of Ashley Manor and noticed a “For Sale” sign standing beside the driveway. I turned my car around, drove up the gravel lane, and knocked on the side kitchen entrance door. Caroline answered. I told her we had met a few years earlier, in connection with the newspaper article, and directed our short conversation to the pending sale of their property.

She explained that the home was too large, and demanded too much attention, for her and her husband to handle. She added that there had been a fair number of lookers, but, as of that time, no one had made an offer. Then she paused a moment, offered me a conspiratorial look and said, “At first, potential buyers all seem delighted with the property and home, but after I tell them about our unseen residents they leave without saying a word, and we never hear from them again.”

Eventually, the property was sold. The subsequent owner told me the pit-in-the-cellar story was a sensational tale with little substance and he never felt ill at ease in the home. The fellow claimed he felt very comfortable in the historic building, even though he believed there were a few ghosts roaming the rooms and hallways. One pesky child spirit seemed to enjoy stomping up and down the stairs and rattling a door handle, as if demanding to be let out of a certain room. The owner said he solved the problem by leaving that door open so the ghost could move about with ease. But each time he forgets to leave that particular door ajar, the spirit is sure to make its presence known.

Buggy Ghost

The Kent County Courthouse in Chestertown made national headlines in the summer of 2004. One month after installation of a new $75,000 security system, the ever-watchful, high-technology guardian seemed to be well-worth the money. It had captured an unauthorized presence in one of the new building’s stairwells.

But after a thorough search, law enforcement personnel did not find anyone matching the description of the intruder on the premises. Computer geeks who were called to the scene also were unable to identify the criminal element involved in the captured-on-film break-in. Eventually, someone spoke up and offered an off-the-wall explanation: Maybe it was a ghostly spirit, moving up and down that particular section of the stairs, that had been captured on film.

One security officer was quoted by the Associated Press as saying of the movement, “It didn’t show up to the eye, but it showed up on tape.”

Security officers physically walked the stairway in the exact location where the tape indicated the floating spirit had been seen, and where it still remained visible through the camera’s lens. But the on-the-scene inspectors found nothing in the area. At one point, a crowd of employees gathered around the camera monitor and actually saw a security staff member “walk through the anomaly.” The AP reported that at that same moment, the security officer who had been on the stairwell said he “felt a real chill.”

Soon after hearing the news of such a mass paranormal sighting, ghost hunters and psychics converged on the newly identified haunted location. They all wanted to become a part of this significant paranormal breakthrough. Some longtime courthouse employees began talking about unexplained incidents they had been circulating over the years regarding the old building . Some said people saw shadows in the halls. Others claimed they heard doors slam, and some workers swore they had experienced unexplained noises when no one else was in their section of the building.

At the time of the highly publicized camera incident, the Kent County sheriff said he didn’t believe in ghosts and stated, “There has to be a logical explanation,” but added, “I’m keeping an open mind.”

Someone suggested the structure was as good a place as any in this historic Eastern Shore town for a ghost to take up residence. After all, the old Chestertown courthouse is built upon the site of several executions, dating back to 1746. And a 1969 expansion of the building was erected over a forgotten nineteenth-century cemetery, which some said was directly below where the feisty twenty-first-century phantom had appeared posing for the motion-detecting camera.

Orbs, floating dots resembling the water spots on old photographs, was one explanation that seemed to gather the most steam among paranormal experts. But the real answer to the dilemma came after the firm that had installed the high-dollar sentry system examined the equipment and discovered a solitary insect trapped inside the camera’s lens.

The resulting appearance to those viewing the monitors was a slow-moving, blurred, out-of-focus specter, which appeared to be invisible to the naked eye. This unforeseen high-tech anomaly initially had caused some of the paranormal experts to claim a specter from a parallel dimension existed in the courthouse stairwell, roaming at will above its old forgotten burial ground.

But in the end, even disappointed ghosters had to give science a nod for solving another supernatural phenomenon.

Holly Hall Hitchhiker

The state historical marker along Maryland Route 213, just north of U.S. Route 40, notes the location of Holly Hall, the manor house built between 1810 and 1820 by local civic leader James Sewall.

Not far from the sign—sandwiched between a busy road and a sprawling shopping mall—stands the three-story brick building that has been the subject of a fair number of ghost stories. Even though dates associated with the building’s construction and the owner’s lifespan don’t coincide with the timing of the local legend, some place more faith in the ghost tales than they do in county historical records. But that’s not surprising, because the Revolutionary War-era stories about the spirits of Holly Hall are a lot more interesting than what’s etched on the metal highway marker.

It’s said that before the Revolutionary War, James Sewall arrived at Head of Elk (the original name for Elkton) and built Holly Hall, a stately brick mansion, not far from the waters of Elk Creek. Sewall’s wife had died and he was left to raise a rebellious son, Thad, and a docile daughter, Sarah. Sewall was a wealthy man, with farms and businesses throughout the county. He was a popular personality with a fair amount of influence, and he liked to host parties in the main-floor parlors of his magnificent home. Unfortunately, quite often his guests were distracted from the merriment by the loud sounds of arguments taking place on the second floor between the master of the house and his difficult-to-control teenage son.

Eventually these disturbances became more heated and the subjects of the conflicts became more serious. Rather than fighting over restrictions imposed on a growing boy, James and Thad engaged in shouting matches over unfair taxation, government intrusion, and the impending war between England and the colonies. James Sewall was a staunch supporter of the Crown. His son, and secretly his daughter, had become involved with Maryland patriots actively working to break away from the rule of the King of England.

One day Thad arrived home dressed in the blue uniform of the local militia and informed his father he was leaving to join George Washington’s forces at nearby Iron Hill. The British were marching toward Philadelphia, and local soldiers were joining up with the American army to defend the region and stall the enemy’s advance toward the nearby Pennsylvania city. Disgusted, James Sewall struck his son across the face and said the young man would never be allowed to enter the property and home as long as Sewall was alive. Thad and his father exchanged further harsh words before the younger man turned, kissed his sister farewell, and left Holly Hall.

Enraged, James ordered his servants to drag all of his son’s possessions from his second-floor bedroom and burn them in the back of the property. Then he raced throughout the house, pulling every item that reminded him of his son off the walls, and tossed them into the fire. Sarah, moving quickly into her room, pulled down a drawing of her brother and hid the framed image under her bed. When she was sure her father was out of the building, she pulled up a loose board in the floor of her closet and placed Thad’s picture inside her secret hideaway with her treasured possessions.

After that night, Sewall swore he would not tolerate the mention of Thad’s name in or out of his home. When neighbors inquired about the younger Sewall, James responded, “I have no son.” Sarah, however, kept in touch with her brother by using friends to send and receive correspondence. A year after Thad’s abrupt and unpleasant departure from Holly Hall, Sarah was given a message from her brother in which he said he had been wounded in battle. While recovering he had contracted pneumonia, and he needed medical assistance and a safe and warm place to stay. She sent a carriage to pick Thad up from the farmhouse near Germantown, Pennsylvania, that served as a temporary hospital for the wounded. When Thad arrived at Holly Hall, Sarah raced to her now-dying brother, whose body was so thin that his skull seemed to be pressing against a nearly invisible layer of pale skin. Sarah and the coachman stumbled as they dragged Thad’s almost lifeless body up the front steps of the brick home. When they reached the main entrance, James Sewall stood in the doorway, his face an evil mask displaying hate and vengeance.

“Who is this?” he screamed, as his eyes traveled quickly from Thad and rested on Sarah.

“My brother, your son,” she said. “He is very ill and needs rest and attention.” The tone of her voice was a plea, hoping it would generate some degree of sympathy in her father’s cold heart.

“I have no son,” James hissed. He took a step forward and pushed Thad down the tall flight of brick stairs. As the house door slammed, Sarah screamed and tried to lift her brother to place his body back in the coach. She planned to take him to her friend’s home so she could help nurse him through his illness. But Thad did not respond. At the front of Holly Hall, the spirit had left behind the young man’s corpse. Sarah’s screams filled the frigid winter air. As she cradled her dead brother’s body, her father blew out the candles on the first floor of his mansion and retired to his warm bedroom on the second level. When he awoke the next morning Sarah, like her brother, had left home and never again set foot inside the building.

After the Revolution, James Sewall, who had already destroyed his family, also lost everything, including Holly Hall. As new tenants moved in and out of the building over the years, several reports of unusual incidents surfaced and grew over time.

A farmer who worked the property reported hearing screams in the night, and said he was troubled when lightning struck and killed several of his livestock—during a calm, sunny day when there were no storms in the area.

During a Halloween costume party, thrown by a wealthy family who later owned the mansion, the hostess said she heard footsteps on the second floor. Going up to investigate, she entered a bedroom and noticed a young man, dressed as a Revolutionary War soldier. The stranger’s back was facing the woman, and she told the guest that he should not be in the room because the party was restricted to the first floor.

When the terrified woman later awoke from her fall down the stairway and into the main hall, she told her husband and concerned guests about the strange man in her daughter’s room. In a nervous voice, she said when the intruder turned to face her, he was looking down at a small painting that he had been holding in his lap. As she took two steps to approach him, the thin man lifted his horrifying face in her direction, and it looked exactly like a skull. Terrified, she screamed, ran from the room, tripped, and fell down the stairs.

An immediate search of Holly Hall by all of the costumed guests turned up no person matching the stranger’s description. But resting on the bed they found an antique frame holding a small painting of a pleasant-looking young man. Word immediately spread about the “skull-faced” ghost seen on the building’s second floor, and within weeks a “For Sale” sign appeared on the front lawn of Holly Hall.

When the again vacant structure was later turned into an office building, employees and visitors claimed they heard footsteps coming from areas where no one worked, and certain spots in the building always seemed unusually cold. When the old estate was turned into a homeless shelter, even the down-and-out vagrants left the building, complaining about loud noises in the attic and a skull-faced boy appearing throughout the building in the middle of the night.

Decades before the area and nearby crossroads were turned into a commercial center, drivers along the hill in front of the property claimed they saw a young man hitchhiking on the shoulder of the roadway, very close to the Holly Hall gate. Depending upon which version was told, the young man disappeared as the car stopped to offer a ride. Other witnesses claimed they saw the apparition walk toward the waiting driver and remove its skull from its shoulders before attempting to enter the vehicle. Each time, the well-intentioned drivers burned rubber as they left the Holly Hall Hitchhiker in the dust.

Deadly Black Cat

Black cats and bad luck go together like mashed potatoes and gravy. The dark-furred creatures have been associated with the dark side since the beginning of time. Some say a black cat was roaming the Garden of Eden along with the snake that tempted Adam and Eve. Witches selected the feline creatures as their favorite pets, taking them along for rides on flying broomsticks. In some cultures, cats—black ones in particular—are believed to suck the breath out of newborn babes and young children. And a strong majority of the population would react negatively if a black cat crossed a person’s path. But a Rock Hall man known as Hollis offered a different reason for avoiding black cats. Based on his experiences, each sighting predicted the death of a loved one.

According to Hollis, one night his parents were sitting around the kitchen table when his father looked up and asked, “When did we get a black cat?”

“We ain’t got no black cat,” his wife replied.

“Well, we sure must do,” the father snapped, “’cause I just saw one go across the floor and walk into that pantry over there!”

Immediately, the couple checked the food closet, the kitchen, and the entire house. Finding no evidence of the mysterious creature, they went on and searched the yard, barn, and outhouse. There was no black cat to be found.

Two days later, Hollis’s grandfather, who lived in the house next door, died.

Three years passed. The same couple was sitting at the same kitchen table in the same rural home. Just as had occurred a few years previously, a black cat walked across the floor and entered the pantry.

Hollis’s father asked, “When did we get a black cat?”

“We ain’t got no black cat,” his wife replied.

“Well, we sure must do,” the father snapped, “’cause I just saw one go across the floor and walk into that pantry over there!”

The couple got up, as they had done three years before. Again they checked the pantry, the kitchen, and every room in the house. Again, as happened before, there was no black cat. The next day, Hollis’s aunt, his father’s sister, died from an accidental gunshot wound. She lived in the house next door.

After the funeral, Hollis recalled hearing his father say: “I hope I don’t never see that black cat again.”

Wish Sheppard

There’s a ghost in Denton’s Caroline County Jail, and we know who it is. Wish (pronounced “Wush”) Sheppard is his name, and he’s been a resident of the county lockup for nearly one hundred years. The redbrick jail stands in the center of town, along the banks of the Choptank River. That prime location earned it the apt nickname “Waterfront Hotel.” The original jail, built in the early 1900s, is in the front of the large building. To its sides and rear are modern additions that have been built since the 1980s in response to the county’s increases in both population and crime. Even today, employees and townsfolk still talk about the phantom prisoner that makes occasional appearances in the cells and also messes with the building’s high-tech security equipment.

The ghost story begins in 1915, when Wish Sheppard, a black man, was found guilty of raping a white girl and sentenced to death. A wooden gallows was erected at the bottom of the hill, near the jail and along the Choptank River.

Since the public was allowed to witness the execution, which also was a major social event, the townsfolk turned out in force. Some viewed the hanging from boats docked in the river and others climbed nearby trees to get a good look at the proceedings.

Somehow, Wish was able to leave a lasting impression on the cell wall that had been his last earthly home. It’s said when they came to escort Wish out to the gallows, he put up a fierce struggle. With one hand, he grabbed onto one of the jail cell’s metal bars while he forcefully pressed his other hand against the cell wall, leaving a distinctive handprint in the solid, flat surface.

Sheriff James Temple was in charge of the Sheppard hanging. At the time of the execution, there were four officials up on the gallows, standing beside Wish, and each official put one hand on the lever of the trapdoor. Then Temple came down with his hand and hit the tops of the others. That action pushed against the lever, causing the trapdoor to open and drop Wish through, sending him to his maker. But since there were four executioners, it was not just one man who was responsible for pushing the lever and doing the hanging.

During an interview in his home in 1999, Caroline County Sheriff Louis C. Andrew shared some of the tales he had heard about Wish over the years. The then-retired sheriff had served in office from 1961 until his retirement in 1994, and he had been associated with county law enforcement almost his entire life. In 1938, at the age of ten, he moved with his family into the jail’s residential area when his father, William E. Andrew, became sheriff. When the elder Andrew died, Louis took over the job and was elected to eight consecutive terms as county sheriff, serving a total of thirty-three years. He lived in the jailhouse building for fifty-five years, a portion of that time with his wife, Joyce, who helped her husband by cooking for the prisoners.

“I did see that handprint,” the former sheriff said. “It looked like a man’s palm and fingers pressed into the wall. We painted it over, plastered it over, and it always seemed to come back, and not too long a time later.”

But, before telling me the stories, he added, “Now, let me say this,” he stressed. “I’ve never seen anything strange in that jail, and I never experienced anything myself: no unusual sounds, no sightings, no stuff like that. All I can do is tell you what I heard from the prisoners and guards. I can tell you their stories, if they’re of interest to you.”

After I acknowledged his statement, he presented a number of interesting incidents involving the ghost of Wish Sheppard that folks said occurred in the Caroline County Jail.

“Over the years, the prisoners would always say somebody was in there,” he said, “and that it was Wish Sheppard. They swore he was in there roaming around. One old fella, he was about seventy-five years old, he’s dead now. He was a regular, in for disorderly. He always said there was no ghost in there, didn’t believe it. One night, I went down to see how they were doing and there were seven or eight prisoners right up against the door. And the old fella was shouting, ‘Sheriff! He’s in here! I take it all back. He’s in here. I seen him!’

“I went in there and looked around, and they followed me around like a bunch of little kids. They said, ‘He went through that wall!’ We used to have a real dark area. We used to call it the ‘dungeon.’ I used to tell them, ‘If you act up, I’ll put you in the dungeon.’ They didn’t like that. You used to be able to get away with that in the old days. I throwed my light around down there and showed them there was nothing there, but they weren’t satisfied. They were scared and said he showed up that night.”

Another time, there was a man in the cell where Wish’s handprint still decorated the wall. When Sheriff Andrew entered the cell area in the morning, the man claimed that someone had come in during the night, took his watch, and threw it outside through an opening in the window.

“He had scratches all over his arm,” the sheriff recalled, “from whatever it was that was pulling on him. He was hollering and hopping around and said none of the other guys in the cell took it. He said it was outside. I went outside the jail and the watch was there, near the window.”

The cell where Wish appeared was on the first floor of the jail building. One evening when the jail had a pretty large number of prisoners, the sheriff was concerned that if there were a fire he wouldn’t be able to hear the screams of the inmates. To ensure that someone could alert him by banging on a door that led to the offices, the sheriff locked one prisoner in the hallway, outside of the cells.

“It got so loud from him beating on the door,” the sheriff said, “I went down and asked what was wrong. He said, ‘Ya gotta lock me in the cell! He’s here. Wish Sheppard. Ya gotta lock me inside with the others!’ I opened the door and he jumped in. He was scared to death. A lot of the prisoners would hear footsteps, and not see him. They’ll swing at him, but they can’t hit nothing.”

Joyce, the sheriff’s wife, said, “It was worse on rainy nights. It seemed they used to see him when it was raining. Now, I never saw or heard anything all the years we lived there. But I remember he’d go down to see what was going on and come back and say, ‘Old Wish was down there again,’ and I’d just laugh. I thought it was all a bunch of malarkey.”

But the sheriff said he couldn’t resist using the threat of Old Wish to quiet down the unruly prisoners from time to time.

“I’d tell them, ‘Boys, it’s a rainy night. You know who comes around on cloudy and rainy nights, don’t you?’ And right away, one or two of them who’d seen Wish would say, ‘Sheriff knows what he’s talkin’ about,’ and they’d quiet down.”

Sheriff Andrew explained that he usually kept the female prisoners in the second-floor cells. One year, he had a woman in the jail for nine months awaiting trial for murder. When he came in one morning, the woman asked the sheriff, “What are you trying to do, scare me?”

The sheriff replied that he wouldn’t do that, and asked the prisoner what she meant.

“Well,” she said, “you pulled chains up and down the steel stairway last night.”

Denying that he would even think of doing that, the sheriff said he knew the woman was serious. She had been in the jail for a long time, and they had gotten to know each other.

When the sheriff didn’t offer her any other explanation, she said, seriously, “I guess it was that Wish Sheppard. He was up and down with them chains all night.”

Thinking back to that conversation, the sheriff said, “She swore she heard those chains. She was serious. But I never heard anything. Living in that jail as long as I did, I got up many a night, ’cause I could tell if there was something different or not right. But every noise I heard in that jail, I could explain. I never heard anything that was unreasonable.

“I had one psychic person come in. He came with some radio station, and he said he could tell things by vibrations. So he took hold of the cell door, and he said I can make out something is in there. Then he turned to me and said, ‘Sheriff, you don’t hear it because you don’t believe. But I can tell you there’s something here.’”

After the 1980 renovations, the old cell doors were thrown away and the wall with the handprint was covered over. However, that did not seem to get rid of the spirit of Wish Sheppard.

“I had guards tell me that the elevator would go up and down the floors by itself,” the sheriff said. “They would tell me at twelve midnight, the elevator would come up, the door would open, they’d go and look inside and there was not a soul inside.”

Sometimes, buzzers that would summon the elevators would be sounding during the early morning. But there was no one there to press the button, and it was protected behind an enclosed fence. No one without a key could gain access.

A guard who was out in the recreation yard once told the sheriff that there was a figure pressing the buzzer on the third floor. But when the guard got to the site, there was no one there—and no explanation for who or what it could have been.

“Another guard,” Sheriff Andrew said, “he told me, ‘I’m not kidding you, sheriff. I was in the control room and it was just a fog that come over me, inside the jail. And it just floated right through here.’ He said it hit him right in the face, and he felt it. He believes it was Wish Sheppard.”

Shaking his head a moment, Sheriff Andrew looked up and said, “I believe what I was told. I have to believe what they tell me. These are reliable people. People I trust. The other is just prisoners’ talk. But you have to understand that this is all of the stories that I was told. They all didn’t happen at one time. All this happened over the years I was there. There wasn’t something every single day.”

According to an interview with Sheriff Andrews, printed in Mary Anne Fleetwood’s book Voices From the Land, during construction of the new additions to the jail, the sheriff mentioned the ghost to members of the work crew. Soon afterwards the foreman told the sheriff not to say anything about Wish Sheppard’s ghost or he wouldn’t be able to keep his help.

After almost a century, the story of Wish Sheppard hasn’t been forgotten, mainly because of his periodic ghostly visits. On more than one occasion, Sheriff Andrew said he would be walking along through town on Market Street and a friend or shopkeeper would call out a hello and ask, “How’s ol’ Wish doin’?” to which the sheriff would wave a hand and smile in reply.

“People knew about Wish,” he said. “Prisoners talk. Word gets around.”

And, apparently, so does the ghost of Wish Sheppard.

Early-Morning Visitor

Not far from the Bay Bridge, the primary connector between Maryland’s Eastern Shore and the state’s western counties, stands Bloomingdale. The Federal-style mansion was built in 1792 a few miles outside Queenstown, and it is listed in the National Register of Historic Places. As is the case with many old estates, it’s believed there may be a ghost or two roaming about the grounds. More than a dozen slave families worked the property, and their quarters stood close to the main house.

According to John Martin Hammond’s Colonial Mansions of Maryland and Delaware, a Queen Anne’s County newspaper reporter wrote a story in 1879, based on an eyewitness account, of a rather unusual event.

At the time of the incident, the estate was owned by Sally and Mary Harris, two unmarried sisters who were noted for hosting lavish, entertaining parties. One evening, Sally was enjoying a late-night discussion with her friend and overnight guest, Mrs. Nancy De Courcy. After both women became tired from the long but pleasant day, they retired to their bedchambers. A small amount of time passed and they heard a strong rapping sound that seemed to be coming from outside the front door. Although a bit concerned, Mrs. De Courcy volunteered to accompany her host and one of the servants to see who might be calling at such an inappropriate, early-morning hour.

When they opened the door, the women were shocked to recognize the visitor as William Sterrett, a nephew of the Harris sisters. Unfortunately, the sighting caused quite a bit of concern since the young man was no longer alive, having died several months earlier.

Moving silently past the trio of speechless greeters, William’s apparition headed down the hall, stopped, and then turned and waved in the ladies’ direction, indicating that the two women should follow him. As the stunned hostess and her guest headed cautiously toward the mysterious visitor, the ghost stopped at a closed, locked door. Again he turned, smiled at his followers, and finally faced back toward the closed door. In what seemed like only a few seconds, William’s spirit began to disappear as it moved away from where the women stood. Shocked and silent, they watched the phantom pass through the shut door, into what had once been the living man’s bedroom.

With hands and key ring shaking, the wide-eyed servant unlocked the dark room, which had been vacant and unused from some time. When the ladies lit the lamp, their eyes were directed toward the usually well-made-up bed. But on this memorable morning, a flowing bedspread littered the floor and the bed sheets were rumpled, as if they had been recently slept upon.

Rushing throughout the house, the two women awoke the other workers, and they all spent the rest of the dark morning searching every room and alcove of the mansion. Nothing unusual was found, and William Sterrett’s ghost was never again reported at Bloomingdale.

Lady at the Woodpile

Brumfield and Ned were brothers who lived on a little plot in Queen Anne’s County, not too far from Church Hill. They resided in a secluded area, near the woods, in an old farmhouse. Not too big, but the right size for them. One night while they were sleeping, Ned heard something. He didn’t know what it was, but it woke him up. He went over to the window. The wind was blowing hard, causing a thin branch to beat against the pane of glass.

There was a full moon, so there was a fair amount of light. Down a bit from the house, but still in the yard, Ned saw a woman in a long, old-fashioned farm dress. On top of it she wore a short, white apron. He noticed the stranger was holding the material of the apron out in front of her with one hand while she gathered up wood chips and small branches with the other.

Ned watched for some time as the lady picked the strips of kindling from the ground around the woodpile and dropped them into her white apron. She kept at it a while, in the moonlight, until she had collected a nice-sized bundle.

By this time, Brumfield was up, too. Both brothers saw the woman coming towards the house, and the men rushed out the bedroom door and stood looking down from the head of the stairs.

Before they could leave the top step of the second-floor landing, Ned and Brumfield watched the lady come into their house, passing right through the locked door. The form was almost like a mist, floating in and forming again after she glided through the solid barrier. Silently, she moved steadily toward the fireplace. Then she stopped and slowly tossed her load of wood chips and twigs into the fire, little by little . . . until they were all gone.

Right after the chips started to burn, she turned, looked up, and saw Ned and Brumfield staring at her. Then she smoothed down her empty apron, smiled, and disappeared. The only thing left behind was the newly formed blazing flames in the fireplace.

“If I told that story once,” Brumfield said, “I told it at least a hundred times. I believe it, ’cause I saw it. I was there. Ain’t no one gonna ever convince me it didn’t happen. And Ned was there right beside me, and he saw it, too.”

Hessians’ Hole

At the western edge of Cecil County—south of Elkton, where the Elk River meets the Chesapeake Bay—a state historical marker stands near Hart’s United Methodist Church. It refers to the largest land invasion in North American military history.

“On Aug. 25, 1777, after a month’s voyage from New York, 15,000 British troops led by Sir William Howe disembarked on the shores of the Elk River, approximately two miles east of this site. The fleet of 300 vessels that had transported them was under the command of the general’s brother, Admiral Richard Howe. Heavy thunderstorms subsided the night of Aug. 27, when the British began their cautious march toward Philadelphia along both sides of the Elk. On Sept. 11, they engaged and defeated Washington’s army in the Battle of the Brandywine.”

The people who erect state makers are historians, and they are much more interested in dates and places and major, earth-shaking events rather than ghost stories, folklore, and legends. In the vicinity of the British landing there is a long-told, and still unsolved, local legend about a deadly place called the “Hessians’ Hole.”

No one knows exactly where it is, and no one is absolutely sure of what happened there. But for storytellers, folklorists, and regular folks that like a first-rate tale to tell, a thorough knowledge of details has never stopped the spreading of a good story.

According to a variety of sources, a massacre occurred in the rural area of the British landing, an area that is still covered by a fair amount of forests, farmland, and fields. George Johnston wrote in his 1881 History of Cecil County Maryland: “There is a tradition that 19 of the Hessians deserted, but were captured and shot at Welsh Point (today referred to as Welch Point), and buried there in a common grave. Some indications of a grave of that kind are to be seen at the Point at this time. The depression in the earth that is said to be their grave is called ‘The Hessians Hole.’”

Based on these “historical” references and word-of-mouth tales, there are several versions of what may have occurred during the summer 1777 invasion. When asked if he had ever heard of the story of the Hessians’ Hole, area personality, archaeologist, and historian George Reynolds of Elk Mills said the Hessians (hired German soldiers fighting for the British) ran off because the King’s officers usually placed these mercenaries in the front line of march. This practice caused the foreign troops to be among the first killed or most severely wounded when they encountered the enemy. Apparently, the idea that a small band of Hessians would attempt to desert is certainly possible. In both Reynolds’s and Johnston’s versions, the deserters were caught and surrounded by British soldiers, who killed the Germans and disposed of them in a mass grave.

But did the British kill these soldiers? Another version suggests Cecil County patriots carried out the executions. There are reports throughout the colonies of citizens in many towns coming upon British soldiers and their allies and disposing of the invaders. Some of the killers were members of the local militia, but others were groups of farmers and townsfolk who took an active role in the defense of their homeland.

Mike Dixon, Cecil County’s historian, admitted he receives inquiries from time to time about the mystery, but very little is written or known on the subject.

“People come into the historical society looking for information about ‘The Hessians’ Hole,’” he said, but added that both the exact spot and the circumstances remain unknown and unsolved. He said that some believe the massacre took place in the vicinity of Welch Point.

Dixon added that one could only imagine the chaos during the landing, with 15,000 troops coming ashore, and the confusion that occurred in the thick forests on both sides of the Elk River. Several months ago, Dixon said, an area resident reported that one evening, around dusk, he had found a depression and thought it might be the Hessians’ Hole. However, when the local returned the next day he could not locate the site.

Ever the historian, Dixon questioned whether the massacre actually occurred, or if it was simply a good story to entertain area residents over the years. But if it did happen, the location has remained a puzzle for more than 225 years after the supposed mass murder—and the unmarked grave may host a few dozen restless spirits, eager to be discovered and properly laid to rest.

Pig Woman

One of Maryland’s best folktales, and one that seems to have generated considerable interest, involves the Pig Woman. The horrid, witch-like creature has been described as one-third human, one-third animal, and one-third ghost. Although there have been sightings in the mountain counties and along the marshes of the Eastern Shore, a few versions of the story have been passed down for generations by residents in the northeast corner of the state.

In the late 1800s, two young girls were walking down a road a few miles south of the village of North East and noticed a fire blazing in an old farmhouse. As they stood back and watched the flames consume the wood structure, they saw an old woman appear to fall from the second-floor window and crash to the ground.

The girls raced to help the burning woman, who was screaming in pain as she rolled over and across the ground but then stopped moving. As they got within arm’s reach of the smoldering flesh, the stench caused each girl to cover her nose and mouth. While they looked down at the back of what they thought was a deep-fried corpse, the old woman jumped suddenly to her feet. With a large halo of gray smoke surrounding her charred body, the hairless hag faced the schoolgirls, who immediately turned and ran when they glimpsed the old lady’s disfigured face. Later, they described the victim’s head as “a burnt piece of meat that looked like the face of an ugly pig.” At that moment, the legend of the Pig Lady was born.

This grotesque-looking monster is said to live in the woods and riverbanks outside the river town of North East. The creature appears late in the evenings, crossing back roads on her way to find food to steal. She is also said to look for an unattended young child to scare to death and take into the woods and eat for dinner.

Others warn nighttime drivers to avoid an old wooden bridge located on a side road in the thick forests south of the town. Some say a solitary car will stop unexpectedly and for no reason. When the confused driver exits the vehicle to check under the hood, he finds nothing wrong. But within a few seconds after he returns to his seat at the wheel, he discovers he is not alone.

Unexplained scratching sounds, originating from the vehicle’s fenders, trunk, roof, and hood, break the quiet of the night. When the terrified victim looks into the rearview mirror, he sees the distorted face of the Pig Woman. Simultaneously, the snout of the same wicked face is pressed against the front windshield, and the monster’s hoofed hands bang frantically against the vehicle’s roof and trunk, demanding entry.

Those who run from the car to seek help on foot are never seen again. Victims who remain in the car are better off, since the vehicle’s engine eventually comes back to life, allowing the driver to speed away. But when he or she returns to the safety of the home driveway, the terrified victim notices distinct dents and marks covering the body of the car. Anyone who has survived such an encounter with the Pig Woman refuses to drive that road again, whether alone or accompanied, and during neither the day nor the evening.

This last version of the legend originated in the 1960s, when the Pig Woman was allegedly roaming the area around Rising Sun, in northern Cecil County close to the Mason-Dixon ine.

Teenagers in those days made it a habit to park late at night in an area near the town dump. Somewhat regularly, an old woman with a contorted figure, a round, pig-like head, and a snout of a nose would come out of the woods and beat on the windows of the teenagers’ cars. As the scared couples drove off into the darkness, they could see the ominous figure of the Pig Woman, waving her arms and shouting at them in the distance. Each time the story was told, the Pig Woman’s story became a bit scarier. As years passed, some parents would show youngsters the old Pig Woman mask they had worn during their high school days, when they terrorized lovers parked near the town dump.

Samson Hat

Furnace Town Living Heritage Museum is located northwest of Snow Hill, in Worcester County, close to a densely wooded portion of the Pocomoke State Forest. Tourists learn about the operation of the Nassawango Iron Furnace, which was established in the area in 1829, and the village of Furnace Town, which housed many of the workers involved in the site’s important iron-smelting operation.

A walk through the museum’s buildings and shop-lined streets shows life as it was during the iron enterprise’s short-lived existence. But there also are some interesting stories about the phantom of one of the nineteenth-century workers, who some say lived in the abandoned ghost town long after it closed up shop. He goes by two names: Samson Harmon and the more popular identity, Samson Hat.

There are several versions of Samson’s story, which can best be described as a combination of literary license, oral history, documented facts, and a tall tale or two.

In 1832, the Maryland Iron Company began operating the Nassawango Iron Furnaces, a group of stone structures that eventually was surrounded by a small village. The
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