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Anonymous, The “Nightmaids” Letter

On the 7th of July, came the heathens in great number, upon the village in the middle of the night. And I was awake with my babe when I saw fire at the stockades and heard shots and shouting. Then my husband woke, and bid me hide with the child. Swiftly, he ran to lock the door, but then they breachd it and struck him down and murderd him, still in his nightclothes. Then came one and orderd me to follow, but such was my fear I could not move, though the house was burning and cinders were falling from the rafters. I thought I should prefer to die with my husband than go with these murderous creatures, but the heathen grabbd me and my babe. Outside the fires made it light as day. I saw my kin and neighbours slaughterd, my brother-in-law cut down before my eyes, my cousin shot, his belly slit, they fell on us like beasts on sheep. In the snow were scatterd chairs and rakes and other things that people fought with. Then a panic seemd to come upon the heathens, for they calld to one another and, shouting, they ran to the breach in the stockade. Then was I taken by the one who first seizd me, and I had but stockings and no boots. With me were my neighbours and some carryd children and some wore nothing but their bedclothes. When we stoppd I lookd back, I could see the village burning, and in the light my neighbours’ weeping faces. Then our captors came and commanded us to follow. Through the woods they marchd us, there were six Indians and twenty capturd, but none made escape, so woeful were our hearts and so forbidding was the wilderness. Near me was my cousin, and she was weeping, and she told me all were gone, my father slayn, my mother slayn, my sister slayn—for she had seen them hatcheted. Then I prayd to God that He might take me, but I had displeasd Him and he wishd me to suffer longer on this earth. Each step took me farther from my home and into the darkness of the forest. Then dawn came and they bid us march faster, for they feard we would be discoverd. I was so benumbd, I wishd to lie down, but those that falterd were beaten, I but held my babe and tried to give him suck. In the afternoon we rested, and, seeing that many of us had only stockings on our feet, our captors made us shoes of birch bark. Then night came and they bound us together by hand and foot. And sleep came not to my eyes, for all night I thought only of my sorrows. I listend to my cousin praying for one who might save us, break the jaws of the wicked, and pluck the spoil out of his teeth. I tried to join, but my spirit was so oppressd that only cries came from my mouth. And this was the first night, and in the morning, when we were walking, my neighbour J—— came and said, Let us run, no fate can be worse than this. But I did not dare, and God blessd me in my wisdom, for shortly after noon I heard Indian shouts and saw a body crashing through the brush and they after him, and we were made to stop and wait, and all of us prayd that he might escape and bring help or at least save his own life. And though it was warm we were cold and shaking, and one of the heathens said, Think! Who has brought this suffering upon you? Who has made you wait here? And no sooner had he said this than there appeard the one who’d given chase, and he wiped his bloody hatchet on the moss and said, This be a lesson. And we walkd on, and night came, and this was the second night we slept in the muck, and in the morning I saw my babe was sick and not sucking, and I thought, He died, but still his body was warm when I pressd him to me. And such was my pain for my child that I could not feel my own pain, I walkd as if it was a dream, and sometimes I stumbld and fell. Then my friends would help raise me, for they too knew what fate would befall me if I delayd. This was the third day, but little I remember, for come evening, I began to feel weak and feverish, and all night I coughd. And in the morning, my captor came, and I knew he would kill me, but his blood lust had ebbd, for he went and conferd with another, and this one came down from his horse and they lifted me upon it. I did not know why he showd me this compassion, perhaps we were not many now, and they were displeasd with what they would get for ransom. And we walkd until night and stoppd beneath a ledge, but the heathen said, Come, and led my horse down a trail. Then I was weeping, and he said in English, Why do you cry, and I, I want to return to my people, and he, They are not your people anymore. And this filld me anew with terror, and truly, I thought to run so he would kill me and my child, for now I knew I would never see my home again. And I thought bitterly upon the words of Jeremiah, But shall he die in the place whither they have led him captive, and shall see this land no more. Then we came upon a clearing beneath a mountain, and there I saw what seemd to be a hut of log and stone, and a chicken in the yard, and there, my master whistld and the door opend, and an old woman most strange came out, she was dressd in skirts and blankets like an Indian, but her face was English and she spoke both English and the heathen’s tongue. And after some words I did not understand, my captor left me with this one. Come, she said, and took me in. It was a small house, with one room, and there was a hearth and she stoked the fire, then she strippd me and wrappd me in a blanket with my babe. Then she took my wet clothes and hung them above the fire and brought a broth and I drank, and then she gave some to my child, who took it and began to cry, and she said, Quick, give it your breast. And my child took it and such was my relief that for a moment I forgot my sorry plight. Then, when my babe had finishd feeding, I drank again though the broth smelld unwholesome, I did not question, so far had I come in my hunger that I might drink from the spoon of the heathen’s friend. I slept and late that night I awoke, I was with fever and now a thought came upon me that the woman would harm me. This fancy grew stronger until all reason had left me, I knew she would kill me and my child or give it to the D—l. I rose and there next to the hearth was the poker and I got it and stood above the demon, I would have killd her but my child began to wail. Then I went to my babe and fed him but I kept the poker, and the woman must have seen though it was dark, for she said, Come, foolish child, I am not a witch, and she went and came back with a book, and I saw it was a Bible. And she gave her names, both her Christian name and Indian name, for she had fled the Colony with her husband many years ago and lost him in that forsaken wilderness, and marryd a Praying Indian and lost him too. And I knew her name and his name for I oft heard whisper of these Godless fleeing people, though I thought them dead. And were you marryd with this husband before God? I askd her, for I had seen she did adorn herself as would the wicked, with a ring of silver on her finger. Or was it the D—l who shaped that omen to your skin? You are sick, she said, and I said, I know a sinner! and she, Only God knows who has a true heart, and I, But God has given me the ability to see. Then your eyes have scales, said she. And she was sitting next to me, for she had crossd the room in the darkness. Oh! said I. Will you require of us a song? And a hand touchd my head and she said that I was raving, and I knew then that she had poysond me. I ran out but I was naked and fell and then she was beside me. Godly woman! she cried. You flee without your child! Come! Then the fever was upon me fully, for days I ravd, and when I came about she said a fortnight had passd. And I did not know if it was a fortnight, but when I held my babe, I saw how he had grown. Look, she said, while you ravd I pressd him to your breast. And he was well and smiled handsomely, but I had heard of false children, made of the D—l’s clay, and when she went, I checkd him for marks of stitching that would show the seams. And he was wailing, for it was cold, and the old woman came back and said, Come, why do you distress him so? Then I askd might we pray together and she took the Bible and when we reachd those words As for man, his days are as grass: as a flower of the field, so he flourisheth. For the wind passeth over it, and it is gone; and the place thereof shall know it no more, then I began to weep. And she leand close and I saw she wore a necklace with charms of bone and iron. Put off thy ornaments from thee! I thought to cry, but I had been softend by her verses. And I askd, Is the heathen who took me truly your friend? and she said, The one who savd you is my friend. Then anger filled me, and I said, And is he who slayd my father your friend, and is he who slayd my sister? And she said, Has he not a father and a sister who were also slayn? And I hated her but she did not say more, instead she went out and I heard the sound of an axe and she came in and said, Will you just drink my broth? so I went out and carryd the wood inside. Then she took me and showd me how she livd, how she kept dried meat and corn and acorn meal in the loft above. And in a shed she showd me the baskets for fishing, and the traps, and these she showd me how to set out in the wood. Then dark fell and we went back and ate and I thought how the last time I broke bread was with my family who was dead, and I wept bitterly, and when I saw she had nothing to say, I askd, Will you not comfort me? and she said, I do not have the comfort which you seek. So my misery was great, but in the morning again there was work, though I did not forget my sorrow. Now I had been there a month. Each day I expected my captor to return, and no longer did I fear for my life, but that he would make me live among them and become an enemy of my own people. When I askd my mistress what would become of me, she said she did not know, perhaps they would trade me for one of theirs that had been taken, as for each of us there were a hundred of them that had been stolen from their homes. Now that I was strong, I thought again of running, but I feard a worse fate were I capturd. In the garden, there were beans, and corn, and squash, for long ago, she said, there was a beaver pond and so the land was rich. And she taught me to set snares for rabbits, and which of the mushrooms we might eat and which ones she calld nightmaids that we were to avoid for they were poyson. And sometimes I spoke with my mistress of other things. I askd her, if she lovd the Indians so, why did she not go and live with her second husband’s people? To this she answerd that sometimes in the winter she went to them, but most had died from the pestilence, and this was her home, the land was good. Then she spoke freely, she told me of the rites and dances, and the beasts of the place. And I told her this sounded like the D—l talking, but she took me out when it was night, and said, Come, don’t you notice? But there was nothing save the mountain and the forest, and this I told her. No, she said, listen, and we were quiet, and suddenly there it was, pacing, and there are no words to describe it, I do not lie. And fear oppressd my heart, but my mistress comforted me, for had not He promisd, For every beast of the forest is mine? Then we went back, and time passd, maybe three weeks, and the days were the same, and we both wonderd what had happend to my captor, when there arrivd a party, and lo! they were not Indians but three English scouts, and such was their surprise when they saw me with my babe. And my spirit leapt though I knew none by name, but they knew my story, for some of our captives had been ransomd, and told them I’d been taken. And I wept because it paind me to recall my dear husband and my family. As for my mistress, now was I afrayd that they might slay her, so I said that she was a Christian who had been marryd to a Praying Indian, that she continued to bring light to these dark forests. I saw she had removd her ring and necklace to her pocket. Then we welcomd them and brought them food and one of them, he bid me sit near him and from his pockets took an apple and invited me to taste. And I laughd, and said, Who am I, Eve? for he frightend me so. That night, we slept up in the loft, and my mistress closd the trapdoor, and movd over it some boards and I knew that it was so that none would come to us unchastely. The next morning, before the sun rose, they went out, and when they came back it was evening and they were laughing and I askd what made them so. Then the one who had offerd me the apple reachd into his bag, and there, wrappd in leaves, was a hand, small like a child’s. Tomorrow, he said, they would leave to bring more soldiers, for the boy had told them the location of the village and they would avenge the murders of our people. Then it was time to eat, so my mistress went out into the garden and I could see that she was weeping. When she returnd I went to her, she did not let me prepare the supper, but sent me up into the loft. Then she came to me and closd the door again. She had her axe. Downstairs, the men were eating, and she said, You must understand what is about to happen must happen so that there is no more bloodshed. And I must have lookd afraid for she said, It is so the Evil stops. And I was crying and nodded, but I did not understand, I saw she had put back on her ornaments, and she said, It is what is right, and from below us came a groaning, and a scrape of chair, and plates crashing, and a body on the floor was heaving. Then a second groan rose and a third and one of them screamd that they’d been poysond and we heard the ladder creak and there was pounding on our door. There we went and tried to block them from coming up, but with their guns they hammerd and broke it open. Then my mistress went with her axe and struck one, but the other had his musket and shot her through her good heart and killd her and I took her axe. The man came and as God is my witness, I acted only to defend my child. Then I took his musket and went and found one retching who in his agony had pushd his way outside. I thought he was dead but he came at me and God did not forsake me, but steadyd my hand. Then, I was wailing, my child wailing, but I feard I must work swiftly for others would come and find them. I strappd my child to my back and got the shovel and went out into the meadow above the house and dug and didn’t stop until dawn and then I went and draggd the bodies through the high wet grass. There I buryd them, the men together and my mistress nearer to the house, and prayd for their souls, that they might be forgiven for their sinning. And this I write and swear to be true, for I must leave and I cannot bear my secret any longer. May you that find it know what happend here, in this time of great conflict, in the Colony of Massachusetts, by she who briefly calld this place her home.





A DECEMBER Song. Another Ballad by a pair of GRAVE Maids, to the Tune of When Phoebus did Rest, &c. FOR FIFE and VOICE

Now sing us a December song

To ease the cold of winter night.

The year, we fear, is not for long,

As is the day, as is the light.

From summer’s blaze, the days contract,

Their pleasures shed, which night obtains.

Our waking hours thus subtract,

Become our sleeping hours’ gain.

So winter comes down from the north

And seizes all within its clasp.

The trickling rills, the quiet earth:

The bee, the moth, the paper wasp.

The burrowing toad in leaf-fall yields

To winter’s iron will.

As does even the robin

Once so lusty with his trill.

And comes the freeze that leaf embalms

In crystal rattled by the breeze.

The stones, the ice does upward heave

And grips the walls, and sash and eave.

And seizes moonlight in the well,

Entraps fish in icy wreaths.

And gels the pond with torquing swells

While great black bubbles move beneath.

And seizes: deep, the privy’s turd,

The worm, the grub that bird escaped.

The buried bodies long interred,

The ribs in roots enwreathed.

And seizes now the very cold:

The glass bulb cracks, the mercury spills.

As even sunlight turns to ice

While Time itself goes quietly still.

Ra ta, ta ta, Ra ta, ta ta

Ratata tilitata





Case Notes on Robert S.

February 7

The mother, Lillian, comes to the consultation alone and provides the history. She is forty-three, a widow, the husband having died from appendicitis when the patient was six. The patient, Robert, is the older of two children; his sister was conceived shortly before the father’s death. Mother raised both siblings by herself in Boston, though she cohabited for some time with a dancing instructor, a relationship which ended bitterly. She is vague as to the reason, does not answer whether he was rough with her and whether this might have been witnessed by the children, though she is adamant that they were never touched. Patient attended school, performed well, though had few friends, spent most of his time reading science and mystery magazines. The family had once been one of means, and although much of this was lost following the Crash, they retained some income from a button manufacturing patent belonging to the grandfather. Able, during this time, to live comfortably if modestly. Employed a Finnish woman, who helped with chores and with the boy.

Family history mostly negative, save unspecified “visions,” and “nervous exhaustion” in the mother’s mother. Mother’s father died due to complications of alcoholism, otherwise was healthy. Paternal grandparents of “solid Dutch stock.” No other known insanity in the family other than one cousin with general paralysis. Lillian herself is “unhappy” due to “life’s difficulties,” at times uses a bromide to fall asleep.

Development proceeded normally in the patient. All milestones met. No major childhood illnesses, other than a fever at the age of twelve that lasted two weeks and progressed into pneumonia. Played sports and games reluctantly, occasionally seemed “frail,” but his mother denies concerns beyond the “typical concerns of a mother for her son.” She is not aware when masturbation commenced, or how often it is practiced, though evidence in the laundry suggested nocturnal emissions around thirteen. Other markers of puberty as expected. Has not had relations with females to her knowledge—“How could he, if he is so terrified of people?”

Regarding the current troubles, the first disturbances were noted when patient was fifteen; he would become anxious at bedtime, and ask if his mother had seen anyone in the apartment. Began to check the locks on the doors and windows, claimed that he was being watched by someone, worried about his family’s safety. Came home from school in the middle of the day as he was certain his mother had been harmed. Behavior began to have an impact on his schoolwork, and in his final year of high school she was contacted by his teachers and told that he was no longer attending classes. Returned to school, then dropped out again. At eighteen, he was arrested for threatening a couple in Boston Common, after he’d “overheard” them plotting to rob him. Evaluated at the jail, and sent to the hospital. This first admission lasted three weeks and was followed shortly by two more. On each occasion the diagnosis was schizophrenia, either paranoid or hebephrenic type. He improved enough to return home with her, but remained suspicious and confrontational, would claim that he was the subject of a conspiracy, the neighbors were listening through the plumbing, lying in wait, etc., etc. Spoke of shadowy figures who followed him everywhere and who were plotting violent revenge for crimes he was certain he had committed, but never could describe. By then, behavior had drawn the attention of some neighborhood boys—twice he was set upon and “left with a few bruises,” though not seriously hurt. But it was “just a matter of time.”

In addition to the manufacturing patent, the patient’s mother had inherited a country estate that her father had tried to convert into a hunting lodge, though, following the Crash, he’d been forced to sell much of the land behind it to the state. She’d spent part of her childhood there, and at times she considered returning, but the house was not only remote, but suffering from a decade of neglect.

Back in Boston, trouble with other boys continued, Robert stopped sleeping, would wander for hours, then neighbors began to complain that he would wait on the landing, menacingly. Never hurt anyone, but landlord began to threaten legal action; eventually, this was too much, they decided to move but retained the Finnish woman, who, besides his mother, seemed to be the only person the boy did not implicate in one of the infernal plots.

Moved in the summer. Seeing the impossibility of rehabilitating the place with only the Finnish woman, the patient’s mother sought help from J., a married man, who “developed an interest” in her, unreciprocated, but “necessary to endure,” for he knew the area, helped with repairs, etc. About two years ago, J. prevailed upon her to sell off a significant portion of their remaining wood lot for timber. Robert received the news terribly, disappeared, and was found the following morning only after a long search involving police and several neighbors, immobile, refusing food, speech, squeezing his eyes shut and resisting every entreaty. The crisis persisted for a month, and relented only after the potential buyer suffered an accident during the survey and assessment, and the offer was withdrawn by the heirs.

After this, they lived simply. J. had left after the debacle, but the Finnish woman remained, and they had managed. Mother says the patient improved when left alone, but would walk in the woods for hours, and could only be engaged on the topic of his persecution, the details of which she defers to my meeting him. States the following year was uneventful. He stayed clear of the neighbors, and she could let him wander. Says he is a great rover, that he has taken off for days at a time before returning on his own. Sometimes he is picked up by the police or concerned citizens. Has wandered as far as Boston, Quebec.

More recently, on one of his walks, the patient got in an altercation with a surveyor, the sheriff was called, and he was sent to Longridge, where he has been for the last four months. Mother finds it terribly depressing, but the patient doesn’t seem to mind, is given latitude to roam the grounds.

Mother holds out hope that he may return to the person he was before the illness. In January, she read an article about our clinic and our surgical success.

On the surface, case seems appropriate for the procedure, indeed ideal if we are to expand its use into the chronic psychoses. Mother aware that it remains in its early stages, reviewed the risks with me, etc. I will be up at the asylum next week to consult on other patients and can see Robert then.

February 13

To Longridge today. Met with Robert in the afternoon. He is a male of very pale complexion, narrow-shouldered, and generally ill-appearing, consistent with someone accustomed to institutionalization, poor sleep, and constant distress. Physical exam conducted. Height 5 foot 9 inches, weight 155 pounds. No nystagmus, strabismus, ankle clonus, or Babinski. Other reflexes brisk and equal. Pupils are reactive. No stigmata suggesting paresis. According to asylum records, the Wassermann is negative. Speech is normal, soft generally, though he becomes voluble when on the topic of his delusions. Multiple mannerisms: when he is not speaking, he pulls on his right ear with his right thumb and forefinger or strokes his left jaw with his left forefinger, then taps his forehead with the same. Lungs and heart negative save a faint systolic murmur over the apex. Abdomen mildly distended, with stool palpable in the left lower quadrant consistent with constipation, noted by the hospital staff. Pulse 80, blood pressure 134/78. Denies any pain or discomfort, but says he suffers “mouches volantes,” “borborygmus,” and “antalgia,” terms which he appears to have learned during his hospitalizations. Believes these symptoms are caused by his persecutors, and thus cannot be treated.

On mental examination, he is mild-mannered, guileless, superficially friendly, save moments of obvious suspicion. He gives the impression of experiencing ongoing auditory hallucinations, stopping at times to consider a message, or shaking his head and laughing in a silly manner. He makes poor eye contact except at times when it is very intense: the eyes widen so that the sclera is prominent, and he appears to be staring directly through the interviewer—this is often followed by haughty laughter. He appears unaware of his own person, flecks of saliva appear at the angles of his mouth, and when we walked in the cold, he did not wipe his runny nose. He is malodorous, will not bathe unless compelled. Insight is poor. With regards to the nature of his hospitalization, he says that he is there to get rest, explains that he is under constant assailment by a gang he calls the “Harrow,” who began to torment him in Boston. The world, civilization, etc., exists in a state of constant threat of a “Rupture,” which he, and only he, can repair through a series of ritualized walks. Calls these pilgrimages his “Stitchings,” as if his footsteps are literally the needle that repairs the earth. Such “Stitchings” have become the very reason for his being. If he fails, the suffering that comes will be indescribable: it is he alone who can keep war from breaking out, who has saved countless creatures from extinction. Poor weather, bouts of illness—none of this matters. He cannot rest.

As to be expected, he possesses no insight into the possibility that such torments might be the product of a disease, worsened by isolation, and that the act of walking might serve in essence as a form of therapy, albeit an incomplete one. Even the mention that exercise and sleep are regular treatments for his condition makes him angry. To him, there is no doubt as to the reality of the Harrow. They are beings of particular cruelty: for his past failures he has been bound, raped, chiseled, skinned, and so on. Indeed, his tormentors appear to have employed much of the armamentarium of American industry to effect their torture: the bandsaw, the boring machine, the dump rake, the welding torch, the steam-powered thresher, the grindstone, etc. He has “physical proof,” shows me “scars” on his wrists and heels where he has been flayed and reassembled. When I say these are normal creases, his voice rises, asks if can I hear it, the murmurs, the screaming, accuses me of deafness, says sound—all words, all winds, all birdsong—does not disappear but remains about us. Begins again to touch his face, calms after a while, clearly listening to something I cannot hear. When we continue, he says that, since he arrived in the country, there have been others he calls “Soul Heirs,” vaguer, more benevolent beings, whose identity and purpose he has yet to puzzle out. Voices clear, their forms less so. Sometimes tries to sketch or photograph them, wishes he had a machine that might record them, has written letters to film studios asking that they help him out. Gets increasingly agitated when he sees I don’t believe him, until he abruptly stands and walks away.

Consistent with earlier assessments, the patient exhibits a classic schizophrenic process, with delusions and hallucinations in addition to motor stereotypy and episodes of frank catatonia. The history of the “nervous exhaustion” in the grandmother suggests a possible hereditary component. The mother is exceedingly anxious, hysterical even. I would not discount a latent paranoia, especially given the history of her mother. The prognosis is poor; the current course, despite the respite offered by the removal from the stimulus of urban life, is clearly dementing. All evidence suggests that he will continue to deteriorate. Despite no history of violence, the possibility of vengeance against a perceived aggressor cannot be discounted, as is the likelihood that one of his long pilgrimages will result in exposure, injury, or death. Already he has been
















































An Address to the Historical Society of Western Massachusetts

Welcome, everyone, and what a lovely spring day.

It is an honor to give our illustrious Society’s seventh annual “Mitch” Harwood Lecture. As you might know, Mitch was a dear friend of mine, and though our falling-out over Worcester cabinetry is well known, he was a grand aficionado of mystery and intrigue, and I do think he would have enjoyed today’s address.

I also wanted to thank a few people whose aid and counsel have been of inestimable value. On more than a few occasions, Ed Franklin has lent me his MetalQuest 3000, even after I accidentally broke his first one. For those of you who have wielded that puppy, you know you are in command of the true king of the hand-helds—try to find a Puritan shoe clasp at the Chicopee Exxon with a Detecto F25 or a Pinpoint WS10! [Pause for laughter.] Hat’s off to you, Ed. I’d also like to thank Carol Watkins of the UMass Press: Carol, doll, even though you are not here tonight, I’m taking your advice to heart and will try to cut some of the “personal touches” from my next submission. Promise!

Finally, I am aware—we are all aware, I think—of the circumstances that led to my temporary suspension from the Society. The past year, as you also know, has been one of loss for me, and while this does not excuse the, well, enthusiasm with which I dealt with my grief and loneliness, I do appreciate everyone’s generosity in taking my circumstances into consideration. This group is family to me, and I cannot fully express my gratitude, especially to our fine Chairman, Leonard, for welcoming me back within the fold. I hope that today’s talk will serve to rehabilitate me, not only as a historian, but as your friend.

[Pause for dramatic effect/glass of water/applause.]

Let us begin.

[Spread hands in “panning, scene-setting” motion.]

On April 3, 1951, on the windswept shores of Halifax, Nova Scotia, Robert Jorgensen, Professor of History at the University of King’s College, stood at the lectern of the Library Auditorium, much as I stand here today, and delivered a public lecture on “Indian Captives in Canada,” before a packed, enthusiastic audience.

Drawn from a chapter of his recently published Our Canada, it was, by all accounts, a resounding speech.

“The crowd rose to its feet,” reported The Weekly Advertiser the following morning.

“PROF CAPTIVATES,” proclaimed the arts page of The Chronicle-Herald.

“For two hours, Jorgensen regaled his audience with knuckle-biting tales of men and women carried off into the wilds,” wrote the Gazette.

And how could he not regale? Yes, friends, from the earliest days of the colonial era, readers have been transfixed by accounts of Europeans taken from the sanctum of their homes and spirited into the realms of the Iroquois, the Mohawk, the Abenaki. Perhaps you have your favorite? A Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson? Cotton Mather’s “Notable Deliverance” of Hannah Dustan? The “Sufferings” of Zadock Steele? Yes, history offers a veritable smorgasbord of abduction. Pity the poor eighteenth-century reader who spent his hard-earned shilling on The Redeemed Captive, only to be tempted by A Very Surprising Narrative of a Young Woman, Discovered in a Rocky-Cave! Was he no different from today’s housewife in thrall to her daily soaps? A captive of Captivities!

[Pause for laughter.]

[Panning, “marquee” motion again.] Let’s picture the moment. Outside, a cold breeze comes off the Atlantic, while indoors the boilers hum merrily. His talk complete, Jorgensen basks for a moment in the fading applause before he begins to gather up his papers. He is accustomed, after his talks, to find a small crowd assembling to ask him questions, but, to his mild disappointment, he sees no one. The crowd files out, and he is also moving toward the exit, when he is approached by a black man in a trolley conductor’s uniform, who introduces himself as one Isaac Hill. Would the Professor have a moment? asks Hill. It has been a fascinating talk, truly enlightening. He knows Jorgensen is probably eager to get home, but he has something that might be of interest. For once his family had owned a Bible, brought by his great-grandmother to Canada. Nearly three hundred years old and with minuscule writing in the margins, telling a story that sounded very much like those accounts the Professor just described.

It’s late, and Jorgensen is tired. As a historian, he’s often approached by some old man or woman with a story to tell him; rarely do they prove more than family myths. But this, he senses, is different. Even before the conductor opens his satchel and withdraws the photographs. The Bible itself was lost in the city fire that followed the explosion of the SS Mont-Blanc, says Hill, but his father, the Reverend Jeremiah Hill, with foresight, and at no small expense, had the six pages of the fragile volume photographed and enlarged some years prior to the fire, so that he might better decipher and transcribe them. He has brought this transcription as well.

May I see them? the Professor asks him, and the old conductor beams.

Friends, I do not need to repeat the tale that Jorgensen read that night. We all have read Anonymous’s “Nightmaids” Letter, so called for the unidentified mushroom which was used to poison the trio of English soldiers. We have all felt the terror of the young, nameless mother. We have seen her fear soften in the presence of her mysterious host. We have recoiled at the violence of her brethren, cheered her revenge, watched with sober sadness as she buried the four bodies. Imagine the way your heart raced when you read it, and now imagine our fair Professor reading the careful type of Reverend Hill.

For how the heavens open above our Professor Jorgensen! All his life he’s labored over the classics of the genre. He has analyzed the variations in spelling in the later editions of Mary Rowlandson, fretted his fingers along the twine-bound spines of Cotton Mather’s sermons, tallied changing Biblical quotations and the increasing use of Job. Yes, he’s made steady contributions to our understanding. A specialty is the influence of diet on captive assimilation; he has a monograph on pemmican. And yet deep down, he dreams—as all historians dream—of a text so pure that reading it would be a form of time travel. For he knows that most accounts are, on some level, propaganda, shaped to outrage the colonial imagination, and to sell.

But until that day, his reveries of treasure chests of untouched diaries and letters are reveries and nothing more.

He is sixty-three. His hip is troubling him. Slowly, he can feel his mortal coil shuffling off.

An instant friendship is formed. Further conversation reveals that Jorgensen knows of the Hill family and their long presence in Nova Scotia, their engagement with the historic New Horizons Baptist Church. He cancels a trip to speak in Newfoundland and dedicates himself to confirming the minister’s transcription. Sadly, Isaac knows nothing about how his great-grandmother came into the book’s possession, save that she once fled slavery in Maryland, said the volume sustained her in her flight, loved it so that when she traveled to see a daughter in New Brunswick she would bring it with her like a talisman. She knew it forward and backward—was legendary for this, says Isaac, knew the Bible better than her Reverend grandson, even as she lost her sight. And yet she never mentioned the marginalia, as if it was a secret she felt entrusted to defend.

He was grateful, he said, that she had died before they lost it in the fire.

A hundred questions remain, of course. Jorgensen wants to know where she found it, who had brought it there, who else had held it their hands. And while all of this is lost to time, there is more than enough material to publish a pamphlet containing the text, a history of the Hills and their contributions to the civic life of Halifax, and an essay by the Professor placing the narrative in context. A small exhibition is mounted at the University Museum. Jorgensen prepares a longer monograph, but then Infirmity, who has been kind to allow the old men their moment, decides He’s waited long enough. Jorgensen is diagnosed with Lou Gehrig’s, declines quickly, while Hill suffers a fall from the trolley, and moves to Toronto to be cared for by his son.

For a decade, the narrative is forgotten. Then, in 1962, a hitherto unknown American professor of English named John T. Trumbull comes across the pamphlet at a library yard sale, and includes an edited version in his 1964 anthology Captivity Tales, published by the University of Rhode Island Press. The anthology is a success; a second edition is assigned in high schools in both Massachusetts and New York. The canon has opened her doors. It seems at last the “Nightmaids” Letter has taken its rightful place.

It seems.

[Pause.]

It seems . . . for, as we all know, with fame comes scrutiny. Tell the world you’ve found a 1662 Massachusetts Oak Tree Twopence at a Quabbin boat launch, and every detectorist in Massachusetts will be out there the next weekend, asking how you know it’s genuine, and trying to find one of their own.

Yes, even the pros must face the heat, and almost immediately come challenges to Trumbull’s blithe acceptance of the Jorgensen/Hill text. Who was the narrator who was so compelled to tell her tale? Why record it, and for whom? Didn’t her sympathies seem, in retrospect, perhaps a bit too modern? Why was there no corroborating evidence, no contemporary reports of her disappearance, no archaeological remains? For, unlike famous accounts like that of Mary Rowlandson or John Williams, confirmed by multiple sources, the “Nightmaids” Letter stands alone. And why, some people begin to ask, should we trust those six photographs? Wasn’t it a bit convenient that the famous fire happened to destroy the book? Might such a story not have served the civic aspirations of Reverend Hill, who ran for City Councilman the following year?

[Meaningful glance.]

Indeed, without a context, without a single artifact, the tale seemed more and more like fiction. The third edition of Trumbull’s book includes a clarifying paragraph, acknowledging historians’ doubts. And while I must admit I wasn’t bothered either by the fact of our narrator’s confession (for secrets burn when they’re kept close), or by her growing sympathy for her captor, or by the absence of any corroborating accounts (for who would publicly admit the murder of her countrymen?)—I have spent too many hours sweeping the earth for campfire lead to trust anything I can’t touch with my own hands. Yes, in the heart of every detectorist there lives an archaeologist. I needed to see the bones.

Such were my thoughts after stumbling upon several copies of Trumbull’s anthology at, of all odd places, the yearly sale for the Prisoners’ Reading Fund at the Massachusetts Correctional Institution Library in Concord. I bought one and took it home, and likely would have forgotten it if, one month later, I hadn’t come down with a cold—bear with me here—and found myself perusing an old copy of a very different kind of text.

[Pause. Hold up issue of TRUE CRIME!]

I will now admit to you a little secret. Those of you who know me best may be aware of some of my private interests, not just birdwatching, but my collection of ribald pirate songs, my turnpike memorabilia, my work-in-progress on Puritan woodcut erotica. If I have not spoken to you of my TRUE CRIME! magazine collection, it is perhaps because I remain a little self-conscious that this boyhood hobby might continue into old age. But now I confess. Yes, friends, standing before you is the owner of one of the few complete private collections of TRUE CRIME! magazines in Massachusetts, sorted and stored away in the basement of my home. Unlike my woodcuts or my sea ditties, TRUE CRIME! was of pure personal interest. Never did I expect to make scholarship from it. I enjoyed it as a boy, and even today, a dull afternoon might find me thumbing through old favorites. As I was last October, when, beset with the sniffles, I happened upon “Murder Most Cold.”

The story was nearly fifteen years old, and part of a regular column written by Jack Dunne, whose firsthand accounts of crime investigations regularly received top billing in the magazine. It was one of Dunne’s last stories before he was famously stabbed by his wife, and it described his trip into the forests of Western Massachusetts to investigate a fatal mountain-lion attack—a masterpiece of gore that I highly recommend to all. But it wasn’t the kitty that got my attention that rainy afternoon. At the end of Dunne’s adventure, he finds himself at a lonely country home, where the chance discovery of a dog’s strange bone leads to the disinterment of three ancient skulls, two with an axe scar, and one with a bullet hole.

How extraordinary are the ways of Fortune! Immediately I rose and rummaged through the stacks of books I’d bought in Concord. No, it couldn’t be, and yet . . . the shoe fit perfectly! The “Nightmaids” Letter lacked a crime scene; the TRUE CRIME! story lacked a suspect. It was just a matter of putting two and two together. Instantly, I understood the implications. Not only did it prove the authenticity of the Letter, but also redeemed the efforts of the Hills, my fellow students of the past.

Of course, in my excitement, I couldn’t help but acknowledge one essential weakness in my argument. The literary evidence was compelling, but a true historian requires tangible proof. Show me the body, I heard my critics whisper. Habeas corpus. But how, with a tale so old?

And yet I couldn’t let it go. I cleared my table, set “Nightmaids” next to “Murder Most Cold,” and once again began to read. I was halfway through my fourth reading of the Letter when I realized that not all was lost.

[Pause/leisurely sip of water/look around room.]

Now, those of you who listened closely might have noticed that I have given you the clue already. Think.

That’s right.

Dunne, I said, wrote that they exhumed three bodies, but our “Nightmaids” gal tells us she buried four. Yes, my dear old friends. Somewhere, deep in the woods in the hills above us, there lies the body of a woman, shot through her good heart, who wore a ring of silver, and a necklace hung with charms of bone and iron.

And where? you ask. Now, Dunne, out of respect for his informants, always kept his locations anonymous.

But in this case, I know where it is.





A Cure for LOVESICKNESS, being a SPRING SONG, sung to celebrate the REMEDY of a long Affliction, to the tune of THE YEARNING MAID

A bonny lass, for years had lain

A-yearning in her bed.

Forlorn she mourned the sweetest thing:

The love she never had.

Around her mossy canopy,

The worms they turned, the ants they crept.

While carcassed in her loneliness

Her heart ached as she wept.

Oh, woe! said she. How can it be

A dame of tress so fair,

That dammed within the earth could be,

Like winter’s toad, or bear?

About her face, the roots embraced,

The beetle locked his mate in lust.

While our sweet maid, caressless stayed,

Her lips a-gathering dust.

Above, the Almanac’s old pages turned,

The snows heaved ’gainst the sills.

And lovers rolled, and fires burned.

But our sweet maid lay still.

Indeed, for years in yearning did

This damsel thus repose

With naught a hug, but from bold bug

That slipped within her clothes.

And why? said she. How can it be,

That lovesick must I keep?

While at her side, Answer replied,

Hush, now, sis, don’t you weep.

And then, one morn, as spring awoke

And bird and bee took flight,

Came up the valley, ’pon his steed,

An eligible knight.

And quickened so, her rooted heart,

That songs rose from her fife.

For knew she he but tenuously

Did hold to his sweet life.

So when his soul slipped from his lips

She caught him as he fell.

And to those lips breathed sweeter air

And took his hand as well.

Thus Cure came to our patient maid

And joy replaced the tears she’d cried.

While he joined in the common grave, and moved

Her neighbor—grumbling—aside.
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Take a step back into the past, without sacrificing the comforts of the future! This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to buy a true New England treasure. For countless generations, “Catamount Acres” has offered peace and tranquility to its owners. Recently renovated and returned to its 18th-century footprint, this tastefully appointed house could serve as either a stylish weekend retreat or a full-time work-from-home abode. The historic 1760 saltbox includes two sky-lit bedrooms, a modern kitchen with walk-in pantry, and a luxurious, yet intimate dining room. All rooms have been furnished with state-of-the-art appliances, are fully wired and smart-home ready. Charming historical details have been painstakingly preserved, from a sub-floor storage space perfect for a wine collection, to the stone hearth, wide plank floors, and Empire mouldings. A new stand-alone garage salvaged from the old carriage house can fit two vehicles, each with its own charging station, so you will never be out of “juice” when you want to explore the many shops and cultural attractions the area has to offer. The surrounding state forest guarantees privacy and serenity, while the 6-acre lawn could be adapted for a private putting green, excavated for a large pool, or both. Come and join the long history of discerning owners who have found sanctuary in the rustic luxury of this peaceful country jewel. A unique offering not to be missed!
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