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  About the Author


  Introduction


  West Virginia may be a small state, but square mile for square mile, it packs more paranormal punch than a good many other states combined. The reasons are varied and have to do with its history, its unique terrain, and the mix of cultures that make up its population. In the past decade, I have been spending a great deal of time in the state, and I have found its supernatural mysteries to be endlessly complex and fascinating. West Virginia has ghosts and haunted places galore.


  Many people think that ghosts and hauntings are created only by events and that places have to be old to be haunted. Neither is true. Yes, events seem to be the cause of many hauntings, but many more apparently are related to energies of the land, folklore beliefs, and sometimes the projected imagination of the living. West Virginia even has some ghosts of people who never were. Brand new buildings and homes can be intensely haunted if they were built on the “wrong” land, so to speak. West Virginia has those too.


  In fact, the state is home to some of the best of the best in hauntings:


  •Two places that are said to be among the most haunted in the world, the Trans-Allegheny Lunatic Asylum in Weston and the former West Virginia State Penitentiary in Moundsville


  •One of the most spectacular unsolved murder mysteries, that of Mamie Thurman


  •Two of the most haunted Civil War cities, Harpers Ferry and Charles Town



 •The most famous real-life feud in the nation, the Hatfields and McCoys


  •Two of the strangest mysterious creatures, Mothman of Point Pleasant and the Flatwoods Monster


  •Two of the weirdest poltergeist legends, the Wizard’s Clip of Middleway and the Cale Betts Ghost of Grantville


 •One of the most famous vanishing hitchhiker legends, that of the Ghost Girl of Fifth Street Hill in Huntington


  In addition, West Virginia has haunted mountains, valleys, hollows, and runs that are full of an extraordinary number of mystery lights, headless ghosts, and the spirits of murdered peddlers and other victims. Colleges, hotels, restaurants and taverns, businesses, government facilities, and stately homes have their spectral inhabitants, and there are reports aplenty of wandering ghosts on the lonely country roads at night.


  West Virginia certainly has the history to support an event-related haunted landscape. In its earliest days, people lived and died fighting for the land and the right to be on it. The spectacular, resource-rich lands of western Virginia, Ohio, and beyond amazed the settlers; the tree canopies were so thick in many places that daylight could not penetrate them. As white settlers arrived from Europe in the mid to late eighteenth century, the newcomers fought the natives and also fought among themselves. In the shifting alliances of various conflicts and wars, a great deal of blood was shed, lives were ruined and lost, fortunes were lost and made, and governments came and went. It seems that the emotional energies expended during these events left an indelible psychic imprint on the land.


  The very birth of the state happened because of war. Before the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861, the land that is now West Virginia was part of Virginia. Virginia joined the Confederacy and seceded, but not all of the state was in sympathy with this move. Many people in the western lands, not so dependent on slavery for economic vitality, were abolitionists and sided with the Union. In fact, some of the most important events that fed the outbreak of the war happened on soil that was soon to be part of the new state, in Harpers Ferry during John Brown’s raid in 1859. After the Confederacy’s secession, a movement immediately arose in the western part of Virginia to secede and form an entirely new state. West Virginia was officially born in 1863.


  
  No matter how the states lined up, blue or red, loyalties were divided everywhere: friends fought against friends, families against families, and cities and towns were split in their allegiances. These tensions were magnified even more in West Virginia, born of a secession following a secession. The new state’s remote pockets and hard-to-access places made it easy for bands of vigilantes to roam and rule, often with a vicious hand.


  After the war, West Virginia’s personality became even more diverse. While country and folk ways survived in insulated areas, towns and cities—flush with profits from oil, gas, coal, timber, and other commerce—had rollicking lifestyles with high-profile personalities, among them bootleggers, robber barons, artists, and philanthropists.


  Dramatic events are thought to create hauntings, and in addition to the wars, West Virginia has seen its share, among them disastrous floods, horrific fires, and violent labor disputes, especially over the coalfield conditions.


  The Land Enhances the Hauntings


  Over my thirty-plus-year career investigating all things paranormal and mysterious, I have found that the land itself often has a great deal to do with whether a place is haunted and how it is haunted. Certain characteristics show up repeatedly in the “profiles” of haunted places, especially locations that sport a wide range of phenomena. West Virginia has a significant “haunted land profile,” with a varied terrain that includes mountains, tunnels and caves, and rivers.


  West Virginia is known as the Mountain State for good reason. Nearly all of the state is on the Allegheny Plateau, and part of the Appalachian ridge covers a portion of the Eastern Panhandle. The hilly, rugged terrain makes many parts of the state hard to access. Isolated areas keep their folklore traditions intact, including legends about “haints” (ghosts) and hauntings. Such areas also are less likely to be disturbed by change, which sometimes modifies or brings an end to haunting activity. In addition, soil that has quartz, iron, limestone, and shale content seems to have “haunting-retentive” properties. In lore, mountains are home to a variety of spirits and mystery lights as well as ghosts, and many of West Virginia’s major peaks are said to be haunted. Parts of West Virginia also contain veritable honeycombs of mining tunnels, and the state has natural caves as well. Ancient lore holds that such underground openings and passages are used by spirits. Mining has its own supernatural folklore with tales of spirits who haunt the mines.


  West Virginia also has a considerable network of rivers, with many towns and cities at the confluences. In haunting lore, where rivers meet, supernatural activity is heightened. Much of the western border of the state is formed by the mighty Ohio River, whose 941-mile length, stretching from Pittsburgh to Illinois, is said to be a hotbed of supernatural activity on both sides.


  Characteristics of Hauntings and Ghosts


  The term haunt actually comes from the same root as home. While haunted locations are often a living person’s home, technically any place haunted is “home” to a ghost or spirit. Not everyone who visits or lives in a location that’s said to be haunted will experience phenomena. The living, it seems, must have the right “receptors,” which could be the right state of mind, innate psychic ability, or some other unknown condition. And often people are more likely to experience ghosts when they are not searching for them.


  Hauntings vary in their life spans. Some are quite vivid in detail and last for decades, even a century or more; others are vague and soon pass away into the once-upon-a-time category. My own theory is that the right energy in the landscape has much to do with the longevity of a haunting, by providing “battery power.” Attention from the living may help too. It seems that we may keep hauntings alive by experiencing them.


  Most ghosts are thought to be residual; that is, they are imprints of life energy left behind in the psychic fabric of reality. They are powered mostly by emotion, especially negative emotion, which is likely why so many hauntings involve sad and violent events rather than happy ones. Residues are imprints that are experienced in consistent ways by the living, and they seldom change over time: odd smells, footsteps that always sound in the same place, thumps on the same walls, cold spots, whispering voices, phantom music, sensations of being watched or followed, and even wispy apparitional forms. Some hauntings occur on anniversary dates of tragic events, and you will find many stories like that throughout this book, linked to accidents, wars, murders, and suicides. It seems that lingering emotions themselves can be ghosts, as people sometimes sense fear, anger, despair, or generally oppressive atmospheres. When buildings are renovated or torn down, residuals can be disturbed and even destroyed. Sometimes, however, the land seems to have sufficient “battery power” that any structure on the site will continue to feature the haunting imprints.


  Some ghosts are more active—they seem aware of the living and interact, such as by moving objects, by touching and pushing people, or through communication. These ghosts might be earthbound souls who haven’t yet made their transition to the afterlife or spirits masquerading as human ghosts.


  People who investigate haunted places are sometimes able to capture anomalous images and audio recordings. Mysterious voices are called electronic voice phenomena (EVPs). The best way to experience ghosts, however, is with your own body and senses.


  Sometimes globes and blobs of fuzzy light, known as orbs, show up in photos and videos. Often these orbs are erroneously labeled as ghosts and spirits. Most of them are natural, an effect created by something small that is very close to the camera lens. Dust, humidity, unseen particles in the air, and even insects can account for them. Many believe, however, that there is a genuine unexplained orb phenomenon, in which balls of light act with intelligence and intention. But by and large, any orbs in your average photo will have a natural explanation.


  Types of Stories in This Book


  In this book, I have divided the state into the eight sections designated by the West Virginia Department of Commerce. Each area has its own unique terrain, history, and ghost lore. It is not possible to include all the reported ghosts and hauntings, so in each area I made selections based on notoriety, terrain, folklore, history, examples of types of phenomena, and even unusual characteristics of the stories themselves. Some of the stories are short, but for the most part I looked for those with some meat on their bones in terms of background and details. A few of them are lengthy. The history of why a ghost and haunting exist is often the most interesting part of the story. I have also described my own experiences in some cases.


  

  Many ghost stories are bound up in folklore and have fictional embellishments that have accumulated in the oral retelling of the stories over time. Some are entirely folklore and are similar stories that have some variations from region to region. These stories are often vague in actual details about place (“a cabin in the mountains”) and the people involved (“an old man named Henry”). Such ghost legends reflect thoughts and conditions of living, often include moral lessons, and provide entertainment. Famous folklorists such as Ruth Ann Musick and James Gay Jones collected many of these oral tales into books, and I have included a few of note in this volume.


  Some tales of hauntings are a mix of historical record and unverified details or legend, or of all three. There are even cases of ghosts of “people who never were,” which concern incidents at known locations that cannot be verified, such as murders or accidents that should have appeared in the news media but did not, and people who cannot be historically verified. In such cases, it is often hard, if not impossible, to track down information, because records are scarce or completely lacking. I have included some of these stories as well and have noted where it is difficult to separate fiction from fact.


  What makes all of these composite hauntings intriguing is that whether or not an event can be substantiated, people still report experiencing the haunting. Even after certain hauntings have been solidly debunked, reports of the ghosts continue, and they evidently are playing according to their own rules. These are mysteries to which we have few if any answers.


  Ghosts seem to exist where the past and present come together in a mysterious landscape. Enjoy your travels!


  The Eastern Panhandle


 
 
  Harpers Ferry and Environs


  Harpers Ferry (formerly spelled Harper’s Ferry), in Jefferson County in the Eastern Panhandle of the state, just across the borders from Maryland and Virginia, offers an intriguing mix of old and new. The ghosts seem to be comfortable with both. The town sits in a beautiful location at the base of the Blue Ridge Mountains and at the confluence of the Shenandoah and Potomac Rivers. Wherever rivers meet, it is not unusual to find a high incidence of ghostly activity, perhaps because it is believed water is a source of magic. The historic part of town retains a quaint flavor of earlier centuries, especially the Civil War. Today its outer suburban sprawl marks its popularity; it is within commuting distance of Washington, D.C.


  History


  Harpers Ferry has a history full of drama and trauma, so we must first look at the history of the place in order to understand all of the ghosts and hauntings that linger there. The beginnings of the town go back to old Native American legend, a story of thwarted true love. An Indian chief and his tribe were passing through the area looking for new hunting grounds, when they encountered and battled an enemy tribe. The chief’s beautiful daughter, Shenandoah, fell in love with a brave from the enemy camp, Potomac. The chief forbade their marriage and sent Shenandoah away. She went into the Blue Ridge Mountains, where it is said that her tears formed the Shenandoah River. She died of a broken heart. Upon hearing the news, Potomac withdrew to the mountains to the west, where his tears formed the Potomac River. The lovers are forever united at the confluence marking the spot where they first met.


  Harpers Ferry was named after Robert Harper, who was born near Philadelphia in 1718. He worked as an architect and millwright, and in 1747, he was engaged by Quakers to build a meetinghouse on the Opequon River. His travels took him to the confluence of the Shenandoah and Potomac Rivers, known then as “the Hole.” The land around the Hole was owned by Lord Fairfax, and a squatter named Peter Stephens operated a ferry across the rivers.


  Harper was so impressed by the beauty and the commercial potential of the rivers that he purchased the ferry and squatter’s rights from Stephens and eventually bought 120 acres from Lord Fairfax. However, Harper’s wife, Rachel, was not pleased to move to the Hole, a far cry from the sophistication of Philadelphia. But Harper ignored her pleas and settled in, building a log cabin home and a mill on the Shenandoah and improving the rough ferry service. In 1763, the town of Harpers Ferry was officially chartered by the Virginia General Assembly.


  Life in the wilds was difficult. The Harpers, who had no children, did most of the physical labor themselves. A flood destroyed their cabin. In 1775, Harper set about building a grand new home above the floodplain, overlooking what is now High Street. After the Revolutionary War broke out, labor help was scarce and work on the house slowed. Thieves roamed the area, and Harper told Rachel to bury their gold and tell no one of the location.


  The house was completed in 1781, and Harper died the following year. According to lore, Rachel tried to work on the house herself but was killed when she fell off a ladder. If she had buried the gold, the secret of its whereabouts died with her.


  The Harper property was inherited by a niece, Sarah Wager. For a time, the house operated as a tavern. Sarah left the property to her son. The Wagers built a home next to the Harper House and soon became the leading real estate barons in town. Their heirs went through their money, however, and went bankrupt. The Wager House was auctioned to Dr. Nicholas Marmion, whose descendants kept the home until it was sold to the National Park Service. The government restored it and turned it into guest quarters. It now houses the park library.


  The Civil War and the Fiery Abolitionist John Brown


  Harpers Ferry prospered into the nineteenth century—until war changed its fortunes forever. The location of the town and its federal armory and rifle works, established by the federal government in 1799 to manufacture small arms, gave it strategic importance in the buildup to war and the fighting that ensued. When Virginia seceded in 1861, the U.S. garrison tried to destroy the arsenal to prevent it from falling into Confederate hands. They did not succeed, and local residents managed to save the equipment. The Confederate government took it away to its capital, Richmond, thus permanently ending the production of arms at Harpers Ferry.


  The war took a heavy toll on the town, ruining its economy. Harpers Ferry changed hands eight times in the fighting between 1861 and 1865, and the railroad bridge was destroyed and rebuilt nine times.


  Not all of the residents in Harpers Ferry and other western parts of Virginia were pleased by Virginia’s secession. Many did not own slaves and felt no vested interest in defending slavery. Opposition to the Confederacy led to the formation of a new state, West Virginia, which immediately applied to be part of the Union. The U.S. Congress approved it, and West Virginia was ratified as a new state in 1863.


  The Civil War made Harpers Ferry synonymous with the martyred abolitionist John Brown. Violence over slavery began during the building of tensions that led to the Civil War. The radical abolitionist John Brown of Kansas stormed around the country inciting fighting. Brown was so impassioned in his opposition to slavery that even his supporters considered him a madman. In Kansas, he and his five sons had brutally murdered five sympathizers of slavery. They shot one to death, hacked three others to death with swords, and killed another and threw his body into a river. In Brown’s view, it was all justifiable.


  In 1859, Brown conceived a scheme in which he and a band of followers would seize control of the armory in Harpers Ferry and arm slaves throughout the region. Brown expected to raise an army of slaves who would flock to Harpers Ferry to rally around him. After taking control of the armory, they would terrorize citizens and then flee into the mountains to organize more fighting.


  Brown and his followers, numbering from fifteen to twenty-one, secretly prepared for their attack in a farmhouse across the Potomac River. They collected weapons, including pikes, sledgehammers, and crowbars. Despite his zeal to end slavery, Brown was not well organized about his strategy and made constant changes in his plans.


  

  



  On October 16, Brown and his recruits, including his sons and four black men, launched their attack. First they seized slaveholders as hostages: Col. Lewis Washington, the great-grandnephew of George Washington; John Allstadt and his son; and several citizens of Harpers Ferry. Brown demanded that the colonel surrender weapons that he had inherited from his great-grandfather: a sword allegedly given to George Washington by Frederick the Great and two pistols given by the Marquis de Lafayette. Brown considered them good-luck pieces and wore the sword throughout his attack.


  They cut the telegraph line and captured a Baltimore & Ohio passenger train. Raiders shot at the bridge night watchman and mortally wounded the baggage master, Hayward Shepherd. It was a mistake that cost Brown his victory. Hayward was a freed slave. He had gone out to the bridge to try to find out why the train was late. Wounded, Hayward ran, and he died in the railroad station about twelve hours later. Brown let the train through and continued to the armory. He was confident that it could be taken, and its weapons cache seized, before the federal government could respond.


  By early the next morning, Brown and his raiders were holed up inside the armory. Local townspeople and militia, many of whom were enraged over Shepherd, surrounded the building and cut off Brown’s escape route back across the river. Brown and his party and hostages moved to the fire engine house, a smaller building that later became known as John Brown’s Fort. Shooting ensued between the raiders and the townspeople.


  Word of the raid reached Washington, D.C., and President James Buchanan immediately ordered militia to the scene. Marines under the command of Lt. Col. Robert E. Lee, who later became general of the Confederate army, arrived in town by October 18. Led by Lt. Jeb Stuart, they were to surround the raiders and demand their surrender, attacking if they refused. Brown refused, and the marines stormed the engine house, ending the raid and the fight within minutes.


  Fatalities totaled four townspeople and ten of Brown’s men, including two of his sons. Five raiders escaped and six were captured. Brown was wounded and arrested. He and his fellow raiders were charged with treason against the commonwealth of Virginia and inciting slaves to rebel.


  

  Brown was tried in Charles Town. Because of his wounds, he was bound to a stretcher and carried into the courtroom, where he used the trial as his final platform for condemning slavery. He was found guilty and sentenced to die by hanging. The execution was carried out on December 2, 1859. For a man of fiery temper and vitriol, Brown had no final words once he was on the gallows. He left only a note that said he was “now quite certain that the crimes of the guilty land will never be purged away but with blood.” He was right about the blood: America was soon to flow red.


  According to lore, Brown’s eyes continued to shine with a wild light after he was dead, horrifying onlookers. Candle wax was poured over them to snuff it out. He was buried in North Elba, New York, near Lake Placid, where his family lived on a farm. New York State acquired ownership of the site in 1895. The John Brown Farm and Gravesite is now a national historic landmark.


  Ghosts and Hauntings


  The ghostly side of Harpers Ferry was largely unpublicized until around 1970, when local restaurateur Shirley Dougherty founded what is now one of the oldest ghost tours in America. Dougherty operated the Iron Horse Inn restaurant on Potomac Street in the historic Lower Town. She was not a believer in ghosts but soon changed her mind as she and others in the restaurant experienced unexplained phenomena.


  Dougherty collected more ghost stories around town, some from the national park tours and some from residents—enough, she eventually realized, to create a town ghost tour. Dressed in period clothing, Dougherty was the star guide. She published a book based on her tour, titled A Ghostly Tour of Harpers Ferry. After Dougherty could no longer do the tour because of declining health, she turned it over to her daughter, who later handed it over to Rick Garland, a historian and musician who also runs the O Be Joyfull! tours and events in town. Rick graciously gave me a private tour of the Harpers Ferry haunts.


  Dougherty passed away in December 2011, and her funeral service was held at St. Peter’s Catholic Church, a haunted site in town. Garland and his wife attended, dressed in period clothing to honor Dougherty’s legacy.


  

  
  The Ferry, as the town has long been known, is full of phantoms, most of them from Civil War days. Some ghosts are associated with the legends and folk beliefs imported by immigrants who settled there. The ghosts and the dramatic history of the town make Harpers Ferry one of the top haunted destinations in the state. The town’s most famous ghost is that of John Brown, who also haunts nearby Charles Town. Another prominent phantom is Dangerfield Newby, a freed slave who lost his life during the Brown raid.


  Harper House


  Harper House was the second home built in Harpers Ferry by founder Robert Harper and is the oldest surviving building in town. The National Park Service owns it today.


  The ghost of Rachel Harper, Robert’s wife, who was said to have died falling from a ladder, has been seen in an upper window, looking down into the garden. According to lore, she is gazing at the place where she secretly buried the family gold. Another ghost reported in the house is that of a man named Hamilton, a friend of Robert Harper’s who died in the house after taking a fall.


  The Wager family, who inherited Harper House, added two tenant homes to it. Before the Park Service took over, people occupied the homes. Shirley Dougherty related in A Ghostly Tour of Harpers Ferry that a man lived in one of them. His sister came to visit, and one evening he left her alone in the house while he went out to do errands. She heard the front door open and close and thought he had returned, but when she called out, he did not answer. Instead, she heard only a strange whistling. She went to the subbasement to investigate and heard footsteps rushing down the stairs.


  Frightened, she left the house and jumped into her car to go get help. As she drove away, she saw a sinister-looking man leaning against the railing by the house’s stone steps. He was whistling. There was something unsettling about the man, and she tore out in her car. She returned with a park ranger, who investigated. At the subbasement, he was knocked over by a huge dog that ran out of the house. He drew his revolver and gave chase, but the dog vanished, and so did the whistling man. The door to the subbasement had been painted tightly shut for nearly a decade, and now it was open.


 

  As for the dog, was it the same large, black dog often reportedly seen with the ghost of John Brown? No one knows.


  Wager House


  The Wager House, the early residence of one of the founding families, has earned the reputation of being the most haunted house in Harpers Ferry. The last Wager to live there was Catherine Wager, who died in 1829; the house then passed to the Marmion family. During the days when the house served as guest quarters for the National Park Service, visitors reported several apparitions.


  One visitor was awakened from a nap to see a man dressed in nineteenth-century clothing striding across his room with a man who appeared to be dead slung across his shoulder. He walked out into the hall and vanished.


  A woman dressed in a long, gray hooded cloak has been seen standing at the curve of the hall staircase. Sometimes her hood is up and she gazes down the hallway. She holds the hand of a little girl about eight years old, who also is dressed in traveling clothes from the nineteenth century. They, too, vanish from sight.


  A good-looking man dressed in fine clothing sometimes appears on the servants’ stairs. Witnesses notice his brocade vest, top hat, and walking stick. According to Dougherty, one woman thought he was a park employee and called out a greeting to him. He glowered at her. She started to walk toward him, asking him what he was doing in the house. His countenance became even angrier, frightening her. She decided to go to her bedroom but did not want to be trapped there, so she opened a door to a balcony and felt a blow like a fist come down on her shoulder. She stumbled and caught herself. When she turned around, the man was gone.


  Fire Engine House


  John Brown’s tall, thin, bearded form has been seen walking about the town of Harpers Ferry, even in daylight, especially around the fire engine house in Lower Town known as John Brown’s Fort, where his raid was quashed. Sometimes Brown is accompanied by a large, black dog. They vanish through the closed fire engine house door.


  



  In 1974, tourists told Dougherty that they were impressed by a John Brown reenactor at the “fort.” He bore an amazing resemblance to the historical Brown and wore authentic period clothing. There was just one problem: no one had been hired to impersonate Brown or reenact the events of the raid! In photographs taken, the mystery man was nowhere to be seen.


  Voices and gunfire have been heard coming from inside the fire engine house on the anniversary of the raid. Apparitions of the raiders have been seen as well.


  Hog Alley


  Dangerfield Newby, a freed slave who joined Brown, was the first raider killed in Brown’s attempt to seize the federal armory in town. Newby was either shot or stabbed in the throat and bled to death. His ears were cut off for souvenirs, and his mutilated body was dumped in an alley where hogs were kept. Hogs fell upon the corpse and nearly devoured it.


  Newby’s story is a sad one. He was half white and had been freed by his master. His wife and seven children remained enslaved in Virginia, and he sought to get them freed as well. Their master said he would free Newby’s wife and youngest child for $1,500—but when Newby was able to raise the funds, the price went up. Embittered, he joined Brown’s cause. He was the first raider to die.


  Newby’s ghost, showing a gashed throat and wearing the slouch hat and baggy trousers he wore the day he died, walks about “Hog Alley,” located between High and Potomac Streets, where his corpse was savaged by hogs. Newby was initially buried in Harpers Ferry; in 1899, his body was moved to North Elba, New York, where it was buried in a common grave near John Brown.


  Camp Hill Soldiers


  The sounds of fife music, drumming, and a marching parade, remnants from colonial days, sometimes drift around Camp Hill near Fillmore Street. The ghosts of French troops stationed in Harpers Ferry in 1798–99, awaiting transport to France in the event of a war between their country and the new United States, are thought to be responsible for the haunting. The troops filled their time by marching up and down the streets to drums. Some died in an outbreak of cholera and were buried on Camp Hill. After the threat of war passed, many of the soldiers stayed and settled in Harpers Ferry. Phantom sounds of the parading soldiers are still heard, but the soldiers are never seen.


  Maryland Heights


  The hills across the Potomac River on the Maryland side, called Maryland Heights, were strategic locations for fighting during the Civil War. Ghosts and phantom fires seen from time to time there are said to be the remnants of the battles—and of a tragedy that reportedly took place in July 1861. A group of Hundred Days’ Men from Ohio were camped on the heights. After a day of heavy rain, they had difficulty getting a fire going for their dinner and the night. Evidently they were poorly trained in munitions, for they assembled some large ammunition shells and sticks for their fire. The shells exploded, killing all of the men. They are believed to be frozen in time, still cooking their dinners and trying to get warm.


  Other ghostly campfires are sometimes seen, accompanied by phantom smoke, the smell of sulfur, and the sounds of cannons exploding and bayonets clashing. They may be related to the Battle of Harpers Ferry, fought from September 12 to 15, 1862. Gen. Robert E. Lee wanted control of Harpers Ferry and sent Stonewall Jackson and the Army of Northern Virginia down the Shenandoah River to attack it on three sides. The Union commander in town, Col. Dixon S. Miles, decided to keep most of his troops close to town instead of placing them in key positions on the heights. The Confederates were able to gain the advantage by taking charge of the hills. They drove out the Union troops, bombarded the town with heavy shelling, and captured the Union garrison and the armory. Miles was mortally wounded in the fighting and died the following day. The Confederates took twelve thousand Union prisoners and marched on to Sharpsburg, Maryland, and then to the bloody Battle of Antietam.


  Today Maryland Heights is part of the Harpers Ferry National Park and features hiking trails that afford striking views of town. Hikers pass by the ruins of Union fortifications, including ammunition pits, breastworks, powder magazines, and gun batteries. The remains of the main Union fort are at the summit of the heights, with a military camp below.


  St. Peter’s Church


  St. Peter’s Catholic Church, located above Harpers Ferry on a hill with a splendid view and accessible from town by steep steps, is one of the city’s favorite haunted sites. The third church in town, it was built on land donated by founder Robert Harper between 1830 and 1833. The neo-Gothic architecture and original Tiffany stained-glass windows lend it a spooky atmosphere.


  According to lore, the church was the only one in Harpers Ferry to survive the Civil War, because its quick-thinking priest, Father Costello, raised a British flag whenever fighting broke out. Both armies avoided shelling the church in order to avoid creating an international dispute. It has been in continuous use ever since and has been renovated and enlarged. Several phantoms are associated with the church: those of a Civil War soldier, Father Costello, and a wailing baby.


  During the Civil War, St. Peter’s was used as a hospital. An unidentified wounded soldier was taken to the churchyard for medical help. His wounds did not appear to be life-threatening, the story goes, so he was left outside while more urgent cases were handled. He slowly bled and was near death when he was at last taken inside the church. “Thank God, I am saved,” he declared, but he died as he crossed the threshold. His ghostly voice still whispers, “Thank God, I am saved,” some nights when visitors enter the church. Some people have also seen a mysterious golden light at the threshold.


  The ghost of Father Costello, wearing a black friar’s hat, has been seen leaving the rectory and walking toward the church, where he disappears through the walls. He is especially observed around dusk by people walking the path to nearby Jefferson Rock. Sometimes people have mistaken him for an oddly dressed living person.


  The ghost baby is heard but not seen—it cries on the steps of the church. It is thought that the infant was a victim of the Civil War fighting in town.



  Jefferson Rock


  From St. Peter’s Church, you can follow a winding path uphill to Jefferson Rock, a shale rock formation with a spectacular view of the confluence of the Shenandoah and Potomac Rivers. The formation is part of the Appalachian Trail.


  Thomas Jefferson, the namesake of the rock, was so taken with the view here when he visited in 1783 that he said, “On your right comes up the Shenandoah, having ranged along the foot of the mountain a hundred miles to seek a vent. On your left approaches the Patowmac [Potomac], in quest of a passage also. In the moment of their junction they rush together against the mountain, rend it asunder, and pass off to the sea . . . this scene is worth a voyage across the Atlantic.”


  Originally the rock was a single slab that rocked back and forth on top of another stone. The stone deteriorated and became increasingly unstable over time; around 1860, four red sandstone pillars were added to it.


  Jefferson Rock is a popular resting and meditation spot with a serene atmosphere. Sometimes apparitions are seen nearby and on the path, and whispery voices are heard in the breeze. Perhaps they are the remnants of visitors from times past, who also came to admire the beauty of the view.


  Harper Cemetery


  There is a story concerning Harper Cemetery that is so bizarre it must be told, even though the haunting evidence is slim. The cemetery lies along the Appalachian Trail, which passes through Lower Town.


  According to Dougherty, a Dr. Brown, who worked for the U.S. War Department, was sent to Harpers Ferry in the early nineteenth century to attend to armory workers. He had spent time in the West learning about the medicinal treatments used by Native Americans. The house in which he lived on High Street in Harpers Ferry was destroyed during the Civil War, but a natural cave still exists where he stored some of his herbal medicines.


  Brown died in 1833. Apparently he believed that he could resurrect himself from the dead with his medicines. His will stipulated that he be buried in Harper Cemetery standing upright in his casket, with his head aboveground. The casket was to have a glass window for the head. He left money to pay two men to attend his grave for nine days and nights around the clock. They were supposed to assist him when he resurrected himself.


  The nine days and nights passed, but Brown’s corpse remained motionless in the grave. The hired help left. No one bothered to rebury Brown, so he was left standing in his casket with his head exposed aboveground. Eventually the glass window broke and his head separated from his decomposing body. Lore holds that children used the rotting head as a kickball.


  Someone evidently took the skull and kept it. In the early part of the twentieth century, about a hundred years later, a man in Pennsylvania claimed to have the skull of John Brown and wrote a letter to the John Brown Farm in North Elba, New York, where the abolitionist was buried. His claim was refuted, for John Brown’s grave had never been disturbed. Perhaps the man thought the skull of Dr. Brown was that of John Brown, since it had been rolling about a Harpers Ferry cemetery.


  Paranormal investigators have gone to Harper Cemetery, but no one has reported seeing the ghost of the unfortunate Dr. Brown. Minor haunting phenomena such as orbs and unusual temperature fluctuations have been documented, however. Does Dr. Brown haunt his final place of unrest?


  The Iron Horse Inn


  The modern ghost lore of Harpers Ferry began at the old Iron Horse Inn, which occupied a building constructed in 1798 as the first home of the superintendent of the U.S. Armory. The building was vacated during the Civil War and used as a barracks by both Confederate and Union troops. After the war, it was auctioned off with other government buildings and eventually became the inn.


  Shirley Dougherty opened the Iron Horse Inn on Potomac Street in 1968, never anticipating that the place would be haunted. The first dramatic experience happened one night while her son and daughter-in-law were working there. They closed up and were getting ready to go home when a door to an upstairs room began to shake violently, followed by a thumping sound descending the stairs, hitting every step. Both initially thought the other had fallen down the stairs, but they could find nothing to account for the noises. A few weeks later, Dougherty had the same experience while she was alone in the res -taurant.


  Intrigued, Dougherty did some research and discovered that a Confederate soldier’s ghost was believed to haunt the building. A local resident told her that just before the Battle of Gettysburg at the start of July 1863, Union forces were occupying the building. A Confederate spy came into town to determine the strength of the Union troops. He was challenged on Potomac Street, and he panicked and ran into the building, where Union officers were housed. He dashed up the stairs. An officer pulled out his gun and shot the spy, who tumbled backward down the stairs as he died. Apparently his spirit had been making his final fall over and over again throughout the years.


  Other poltergeist phenomena also manifested at the restaurant, such as a kerosene lantern that went flying off a mantle every Saturday for nine consecutive weeks. An invisible force also played with the water. Dougherty learned that a family that had previously occupied what became the restaurant had been mysteriously drenched with water thrown from the stairway.


  The Iron Horse Inn no longer exists; more than twenty years ago, the building was converted to apartments.


  Hilltop Hotel Site


  One of Harpers Ferry’s most haunted locations in town, the Hilltop Hotel, is closed indefinitely but is worth knowing about, as someday the site may reopen—and the ghosts may return. The Hilltop Hotel was built in 1888 on land overlooking the confluence of the Potomac and Shenandoah Rivers and the hills where Civil War fighting took place. Famous people stayed there, including Mark Twain, Alexander Graham Bell, and two presidents, Woodrow Wilson and Bill Clinton.


  The seventy-six-room hotel suffered two fires, in 1912 and 1918, and was rebuilt both times. Over the years, however, its condition gradually declined. When I stayed there in the late 1990s for an investigation, it was worn and tired—but still haunted. Phenomena included apparitions, phantom footsteps, poltergeist activity, furniture being moved around, banging sounds in the empty kitchen at night, laughter, and voices. People also reported seeing ghostly camp-fire lights from Civil War battle days on the Maryland Heights across the Potomac River at night.


  More than a decade later, the structure had deteriorated to the point where it was deemed unsafe and unsalvageable. In 2008, a group of investors purchased the Hilltop, intending to raze it and build a large, 179-room luxury hotel and spa. They expected enthusiastic support from the community but got the opposite reaction instead. Local residents objected to the scope of the proposed facility, arguing that Harpers Ferry should remain small and “sleepy.” As of 2013, the Hilltop still sat empty and in limbo, partially collapsed as a result of structural problems.


  Even though the building is not accessible, the view is worth a visit to the site, especially at night when you might catch a glimpse of those phantom campfires glowing through the trees of Maryland Heights. If the structure is demolished and a new hotel is constructed, it’s possible that the hauntings will resume on the site.


  Charles Town and Environs


  Charles Town, the Jefferson County seat, owes its legacy to the George Washington family, many members of whom have their final resting places in town. The future first president of the United States of America, George Washington, was sixteen years old when he surveyed the Eastern Panhandle for Lord Fairfax in 1748. He was so taken with the land that he purchased a tract along Bullskin Run and kept adding to it until he had acquired twenty-three hundred acres. His half-brother, Lawrence, also acquired land, which went to his brothers George, Samuel, John Augustine, and Charles after his death in 1752.


  George’s youngest brother, Charles, had a home in Fredericksburg, Virginia. In 1780, he decided to move to his inherited land, which at that time was in Berkeley County. He built his final home, Happy Retreat, on a rise overlooking Evitts Marsh, spending his remaining years there with his wife, Mildred, and their family. He also set aside eighty acres for the formation of a town, which the Virginia General Assembly approved in 1786. Charles called it Charlestown and named streets and the town square after members of the Washington family. Happy Retreat was on the outskirts of town. The Washingtons entertained lavishly, and Happy Retreat was a favorite stopping place for prominent travelers.


  Charles stated in his will that upon his death, Berkeley County should be divided and Charlestown should become the new county seat. He set aside lots on the town square, formed by George and Washington Streets, to be used as public facilities. After Charles died in 1799, his son Samuel, who was executor of his will, followed his father’s wishes. Jefferson County was created in 1801, named in honor of President-elect Thomas Jefferson, with Charlestown as the county seat. The town has remained the county seat except for a period between 1863 and 1871, when the seat was moved temporarily to Shepherdstown because of damage to the courthouse during Civil War fighting.


  Today Charles Town, whose spelling differentiates it from the state capital, Charleston, has about fifty-three thousand residents. Its downtown preserves its eighteenth- and nineteenth-century heritage. Ghosts abound, although none have been reported at Happy Retreat.


  The most famous ghost is that of the abolitionist John Brown, who was tried and executed in Charles Town. Brown’s ghost seems quite busy, also haunting Harpers Ferry, where he staged his failed raid.


  Jefferson County Courthouse


  The Jefferson County Courthouse, located at 100 East Washington Street, is said to hold many phantom residues of the past, including that of the trial of the famous abolitionist, John Brown. After Charles Town became the county seat of the new Jefferson County in 1801, the courthouse was the first public building to be opened on the square, in 1803. The building soon proved to be too small and was replaced by a larger one in 1836. Although the structure today is a different one still, the trauma and emotions associated with the events that took place in the courthouse apparently have lodged into psychic space here and perhaps even into the land itself.


  In 1859, the courthouse was the venue of the trial of John Brown, for which the city remains famous. Brown’s attempt to take control of the federal armory in Harpers Ferry ended in disaster for him. Among the dead were ten of his raiders, including his sons Oliver and Watson, and Brown himself was wounded. He and six of his men were captured, arrested, and sent to Charles Town to stand trial. They were arraigned on charges of treason against Virginia, inciting slaves to rebellion, and murder. Brown declared, “If you want my blood, you can have it at any moment, without this mockery of a trial.”


  The judge stated that Brown would be tried first, starting October 26. Brown asked for a delay because of his wound, but on October 27 a doctor found him fit to stand trial and proceedings continued. Throughout the trial, Brown was carried into the courtroom on a stretcher and lay on a cot unless he was compelled to rise.


  Brown pleaded not guilty to the charges. His attorneys considered a plea of insanity, and some abolitionists pushed for it, hoping that it would lighten Brown’s sentence. Brown rejected the idea and took a stoic stance that turned him into a martyr.


  The trial was a huge spectacle, and people poured into Charles Town for a chance to witness it. The courtroom was packed daily with about six hundred people, while a crowd milled about outside, waiting to catch word of the trial. Inside, the atmosphere was circuslike. Spectators ate peanuts and tossed the shells, smoked cigars, and spat chewing tobacco. Occasionally they hurled insults at Brown. The prosecutor, Charles Harding, fell asleep at his table and had an obvious problem with alcohol. On the second day of the trial, Judge Andrew Parker replaced him with a new prosecutor.


  The testimony against Brown mounted, and at one point he declared that he was not getting a fair trial and that persons whom he had hoped would testify on his behalf had not been served with subpoenas. He asked for a continuance so that he could get more reliable defense attorneys. This caused his three attorneys to drop the case. The judge granted Brown one day to secure new counsel. It was to no avail. It took the jury only forty-five minutes to return with a verdict of guilty.


  
  

  Brown was sentenced on November 2. He delivered a short speech that Ralph Waldo Emerson termed one of the greatest of all American speeches. Rising up from his cot, Brown said:


  [T]he New Testament teaches me that all things whatsoever I would that men should do to me, I should do even so to them . . . I have endeavored to act on that instruction. I am yet too young to understand that God is any respecter of persons. I believe that to have interfered, as
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