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  America’s First Ghost


  “AS MAINE GOES, SO GOES THE NATION” is the famed political slogan. So, too, in the realm of the paranormal, the phrase could well be: “As Maine haunts, so haunts the nation,” as America’s first documented ghostly encounter occurred in the coastal village of Machiasport back in 1799.


  This remote and isolated seaport lies at the head of Machias Bay on the Gulf of Maine, less than an hour’s drive from Lubec and the Canadian border. Established as a Plymouth Company trading post in 1633, the town was a favored pirate port and scene of the American Revolution’s first naval engagement — the Battle of Machias — in 1775. But while standing firm against rapacious Redcoats and pirate hordes, the hard-bitten residents of Machiasport were no match for the phantom who haunted their town during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.


  It all began in August of 1799. That’s when strange and inexplicable knocking sounds were heard in the home of Captain Abner Blaisdel. Not long after, other residents in town began hearing the disembodied voice of a woman, announcing that she would soon reveal her identity. She fulfilled her promise on the night of January 2, 1800 at the Blaisdel residence.


  The captain and his daughter Lydia heard the familiar knocking, followed by a muffled voice emanating from the cellar. Venturing into the dark and dank basement by candlelight, they conversed with the spirit, who identified herself as Nelly Butler, the late wife of George Butler from the nearby town of Sullivan. She requested that her father, David Hooper, “who lived about six miles off, should be conducted,” to the house, according to testimony later given by Captain Blaisdel and his daughter.


  Not keen on being dragged from his bed in the middle of the night, let alone in the middle of winter, Hooper grumblingly made the snowy journey to the Blaisdel residence, certain that he was being led on a fool’s errand. His Yankee skepticism quickly gave way to “admiration and delight,” however. The tone of voice and manner of speech of the ghost haunting the Blaisdel’s basement were “clear and irresistible tokens of her being the spirit of my own daughter,” Hooper later wrote.


  The following day, his other daughter, Sally (Hooper) Wentworth, was summoned to the house, and she likewise confirmed that the voice was Nelly’s. Descending the cellar stairs with Lydia Blaisdel and a neighbor, Paul Simson, Wentworth reported that “ . . . we heard the sound of knocking. Lydia spoke, and a voice answered, the sound of which brought fresh to my mind that of my sister’s voice, in an instant.” Wentworth could not understand everything her sister’s spirit was saying, even though she was apparently standing close enough to the ghost that “had it been a creature that breathed, it would have breathed in my face,” as she later testified. Lydia, however, did hear Nelly say, “We must live in peace and be united.” Simson then spoke to it in the name of Christ, and said, if there was anything it could utter for peace, to utter it. It answered, “I am not to be trifled with.”


  Soon after, she appeared to Blaisdel’s son, Paul, as he was crossing a field in the middle of the day.


  “[She was] at a considerable distance,” Paul reported, “[but] then she came to me, and I particularly observed that she never touched the ground.” He also noted that her clothing “appeared as white as possible.” The following evening, she materialized before him again, this time at his home, where she reproached him for not speaking to her the day before. She then warned the flabbergasted captain’s son, as he later testified, that “she had come on God’s errand, and that if I opposed her, I opposed him who sent her.”


  As it turned out, Nelly’s heavenly “errand” concerned a comparatively earth-bound love triangle, involving her surviving husband George, Lydia Blaisdel, and herself.


  Nelly was married to George for less than a year before she died in childbirth (a very common occurrence at the time), along with her baby. Within a generation or so of Nelly’s death, celebrity spiritualist of the day Emma Hardinge Britten, in her book Nineteenth Century Miracles, noted that “after the decease of Mrs. Nelly Butler, strong suspicions were entertained of foul play . . . and the general impression which prevailed in the community was that the frequent apparition of this unresting spirit was attributable to the fact that her life was cut short by violence.” (Britten failed to explain how these suspicions squared with the circumstances of Nelly’s death in childbirth.)


  Who would want to commit such an act? Many eyes began to fall on Lydia Blaisdel. The Blaisdel house was, after all, where Nelly seemed to appear — or at least to be heard — most often. And on most of those occasions, Lydia was present, either in the cellar, or in the house. But even more incriminating was the fact that the spirit actually arranged George and Lydia’s eventual marriage.


  On the night of her first visit to the Blaisdel cellar, Nelly requested that Captain Blaisdel and Lydia journey to the home of George’s father, who lived two miles away, and deliver a somewhat bizarre message: that Lydia and George should wed. Just to make sure that the delegation carried out her orders, she appeared to Blasidel and Lydia on the road as they walked to the Butler home. Glowing white and floating above the ground, she accompanied them on their journey, “uttering expressions full of love and tenderness” as they later reported, mostly to console Lydia, who was beside herself with fear, “crying and wringing her hands.” The reluctant bride-to-be vowed that she would never wed a person forced into marrying her by the command of a ghost.


  While both families initially shared her objections, Blaisdel eventually changed his mind, believing that the marriage was divinely ordained. Lydia, however, continued to protest and even tried escaping on a ship bound for York, where she planned to stay with friends. But “the miraculous voice” of Nelly Butler “solemnly warned her in the hearing of several witnesses, that her efforts were in vain, and her affliction would sail with her.” Worn down by the pressure, she relented and accepted George’s proposal, which by now, even the Butlers endorsed. Chillingly, within thirty hours of the wedding, Nelly appeared to the couple and advised George to “[b]e kind to your wife; for she will not be with you long. She will have but one child and then die.” Ten months later, Lydia gave birth to a child, and died. Nelly also made other predictions, including the safe return of a Machias-port resident journeying to the West Indies and that Blaisdel’s father, who lived in York, was now “in heaven . . . praising God, with the angels.” Abner subsequently learned that his father had indeed died seven days earlier.


  Before Lydia’s death, some in the community continued to suspect the whole thing was a hoax, devised by the girl who, if not guilty of dispatching Nelly, had at the very least an apparent interest in her surviving husband. Skeptics believed that Lydia was employing some sort of ventriloquism whenever Nelly was present. (Such accusations obviously failed to explain Nelly’s physical appearance.)


  Yet Nelly herself exonerated the girl before witnesses during one of her first appearances. She asked Lydia to leave the cellar and “‘[g]o up and sit with others on the kitchen hearth [i.e., an area of the house farthest from the room in the cellar where Nelly appeared] that this company may know that it is not you who speaks.’” Nelly then continued to converse with the people gathered in the cellar. Unless Lydia had an accomplice, or was especially skilled at throwing her voice great distances and through oak beams and pine floors, it was clear that she was not the agent behind Nelly’s dialogs.


  Nelly also made it clear that she whole-heartedly approved of George’s second marriage. Speaking to the couple and other witnesses in the Blaisdel basement in August of 1800, Nelly addressed George directly, as he later reported:


  
    The voice asked me, “Do you not remember what I told you when I was alive?” I answered, “I do not really know what you mean.” The voice said, “Do you not remember I told you I did not think I should live long with you. I told you that if you was to leave me I should never wish to change my condition [i.e., remarry]; but that if I was to leave you, I could not blame you, if you did?” This passed between me and my first wife, while she was alive, and there was no living person within hearing, but she and myself, and I am sure that this was never revealed to any person, and no living person could have told it to me before the voice did.

  


  Suddenly, Nelly materialized before them all, to George’s utter amazement, while Lydia all but fainted.


  
    As Lydia (Mrs. Butler) and I stood side and side alone, she had her left arm round me and her right hand hold of the forward part of my waistcoat, her head leaning against my breast. There was something appeared to my view right before me, like a person in a winding sheet and her arms folded under the winding sheet, and on her arm there appeared to be a very small child. By this appearance I did not know possibly but I might be deceived. I reached out my left hand to take hold of it. I saw my hand in the middle of it, but could feel nothing.

  


  Throughout that spring and summer, Nelly appeared at various times and in various places in the village, outside in broad daylight, and in the darkness of the wee hours in people’s homes. Still, the Blaisdel residence — literally — remained her favorite haunt. (So accustomed was Abner Blaisdel to her presence that he knew her habits and advised those in his cellar to “stand back and give the spirit room, and not crowd so near her . . . she cannot talk if you crowd her.”)


  Her visits to the Blaisdel house were typically preceded by “the sound of knocking” recalled witness Mary Gordon, followed by creepy, close encounters straight out of a Hollywood screenplay:


  
    At first the apparition was a mere mass of light: then grew into personal form, about as tall as myself. We stood in two ranks about four or five feet apart. Between these ranks she passed and repassed, so that any of us could have handled her. When she passed by me, her nearness was that of contact; so that if there had been a substance, I should have certainly felt it. The glow of the apparition had a constant tremulous motion. At last the personal form became shapeless — expanded every way, and then vanished in a moment.

  


  Not everyone’s encounter with Nelly was quite so vivid. Some “heard and understood [her] plainly, but saw nothing, [while] others heard a voice, but no speaking voice: others again saw a light, but no person,” according to witnesses. Still other times, those who hadn’t understood her could plainly do so, or see her, when they couldn’t before. Her voice was reported to be thin and high, and her “conversation was always with grace, seasoned with salt . . . affecting and delightful.”


  When she wasn’t discussing personal matters, Nelly frequently discoursed on the hereafter and religion. Asked by local ship’s captain James Millar “How was man made?”, she responded, quoting Scripture: “Out of the dust . . . Dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return. You have the Bible, and that is God’s truth.” She even once escorted a group of witnesses from Blaisdel’s cellar to Millar’s house at daybreak, marshaling them, like a drill sergeant, in ranks of two-by-two, “for God is a God of order” she said — while leading them in song (Psalm 84).


  Inevitably, such stories of a psalm-singing spirit came to the attention of the Reverend Abraham Cummings. An itinerant Baptist preacher based in Bath, Cummings cruised the eastern Maine coast in a sailboat, calling ashore at various remote islands and mainland communities, including Machiasport, to preach and perform routine pastoral duties. With degrees from Brown and Harvard, he was “a man eminent in learning and piety,” as Britten described him — in short, a scholarly theologian and devout Yankee Protestant, and not the sort of man prone to believing in bogeymen and spooks.


  While Cummings smirked at the silly superstitions of these country folk, news that members of his Machiasport congregation routinely gathered in a candlelit basement to communicate with a spirit — especially one discoursing on matters of religion — was a cause for concern. Such goings-on not only reeked of blasphemy but also suggested a flock in serious danger of going astray.


  Canvassing the community, he interviewed nearly forty members of the congregation who claimed to have encountered Nelly, writing down their depositions. (All of the foregoing eyewitness accounts came from the affidavits that Cummings recorded.) His conclusion, like that of the skeptics in town, was that the whole thing had been a hoax. That was until one night in July 1806 that forever changed his life.


  Cummings was in Machiasport, spending the evening in a parishioner’s home, when two locals knocked anxiously on the door and informed the minister that they had just seen Nelly in a nearby field. The minister initially brushed aside the news before finally assenting to investigate, “not to see a miracle” but simply to humor the two visitors. Stepping outside, he noted a large white rock “twelve rods distant [about two hundred feet] from the house,” which he surmised was their “spectre.” Turning to go, he gave the rock one more glance, when suddenly it “was in the air; its form a complete globe, white, with a tincture of red, like the damask rose, and its diameter about two feet.”


  Riveting his incredulous gaze on the floating globe, he began to walk cautiously in its direction when it abruptly shot toward him “as quick as lightning, and instantly assumed a personal form with a female dress, but did not appear taller than a girl seven years old.”


  Among the thoughts racing through his increasingly panicked brain was that the figure was not tall enough to be a full-grown adult. As if reading his mind, she expanded to her full height and, to Cummings’ astonishment, took on a near-saintly appearance:


  
    Now she appeared glorious. On her head was the representation of the sun diffusing the luminous recti-linear rays everywhere to the ground. Through the rays I saw the personal form and the woman’s dress . . . Now, said my mind, I see you as plainly as ever I saw a person on earth; but were I to converse with you an hour, what proof could I produce that I ever conversed with you at all? This, with my fear, was the reason why I did not speak to her. But my fear was connected with ineffable pleasure. Life, simplicity, purity, glory, all harmonizing in this celestial form had the most delightful effect on my mind.

  


  Cummings became an instantaneous believer. (Indeed, who wouldn’t?) His only regret was that he failed to speak with Nelly during what turned out to be his one and only opportunity: after that night, she never appeared to him or anyone ever again.


  Nevertheless, Cummings became one of her staunchest supporters and a champion of the spirit world in general. His timing (or was it Nelly’s?) was apt. Spiritualism was on the verge of exploding into a full-blown phenomenon in the United States and England, with more than eight million followers in America and Europe by 1897, according to a New York Times report of that same year. Something of a fashionable trend (many of its devotees were from the upper and middle classes), the movement gave rise to the popularity of séances (as well as fraudulent mediums only too eager to separate the gullible from their money: think glass-ball-gazing carnival Gypsies with Park Avenue addresses) plus reams of literature on the subject. These ranged from thoughtful and philosophical inquiries from the likes of pioneering psychologist William James and British authors George Bernard Shaw and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, to fantasias on everything from dancing fairies to the lost city of Atlantis.


  Falling somewhere in between was Cummings’s own treatise published in 1826 in Bath: Immortality Proved by the Testimony of Sense: The Doctrine of Spectres, and the Existence of a Particular Spectre by whom he, of course, meant Nelly. The book included a general introduction on spiritualism’s compatibility with Christianity, followed by summaries of the events as they unfolded and the testimonies of eyewitnesses that Cummings collected. Following the book’s publication, some began referring to Nelly as the “Machiasport Madonna,” owing to Cummings’s description of the beams of light radiating from her floating form, much like the Virgin Mary at Lourdes, Fatima, and elsewhere.


  As any author hopes, the book’s popularity led to speaking engagements and lecture tours and Cummings spent the rest of his days traveling and preaching about spirits and the hereafter, which is where Nelly had apparently retired for good. Perhaps having convinced a man of the cloth of her existence, she had achieved the pinnacle of her ghostly career. Or perhaps, with her former husband happily remarried — however briefly — there was, literally, nothing left on earth for her to do.
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  The Flying Dutchman of Maine


  SHE WAS ONE OF THE SWIFTEST SHIPS of her kind in the day. She had made journeys from Portland and Freeport to Port au Prince, Bermuda, and the Carolinas and back, unharmed and laden with barrels of coffee, hogsheads of rum, lumber, rice, flour, and other goods. She procured this bounty through the privateering of British ships during the War of 1812, a conflict that inspired the building of a great many American schooners with the primary function of harassing and outrunning the English Navy up and down the eastern seaboard.


  Her name was Dash, and she was commissioned in June of 1812 to “detain, seize, and take all vessels to whomsoever belonging,” along with their goods and crews and bring them into U.S. ports for legal prosecution “under the rights of the United States as a power at war.” The Dash was a Freeport ship, from her modified mainmast that afforded her more sail (hence extra speed) to her soaped and tallowed hull to reduce the buildup of barnacles and weeds, lending her further swiftness. She was built at Porter’s Landing and was owned by the Porter brothers: William, of Portland, and Samuel, of Freeport. Manned primarily by Freeport sailors, the Dash distinguished herself in the war by repeated victorious encounters with the enemy British ships and by her successful transportation of goods from southern ports back to Maine.


  For three years, under the command of a variety of captains, the Dash made fifteen voyages along the coast with minimal damage and loss of life. The memory of the Dash and her outstanding maritime achievements would, no doubt, have lived on in American naval history even without the tragic addendum to her story that marked her sixteenth and final voyage out of Portland.


  It was on a cold day in late January of 1815 when the Dash and one of her sister ships, the Chamberlain, set sail, encountering a gale after two days at sea. The Chamberlain changed course, but the Dash drove on into the storm, disappearing from sight, but not, some would argue, forever. Only months later some fishermen in Casco Bay swore to hearing a vessel bearing down on them out of the mists and suddenly seeing a phantom ship glide by them through the fog, bound for Freeport. On her bow were inscribed the words “Dash — Freeport.”


  The incidence of sightings by fishermen and other boaters on the bay increased over the years. Although the ghost ship would appear seemingly at random, certain details were noted at each instance — there would always be a fog up; there would be no breeze, even though the ship would be cruising fast, as it had during its earthly service at sea; and the crew would be seen standing on the bow, their eyes toward Freeport. The legend of the Dash grew, and soon it was speculated that whenever a family member of one of the lost sixty crewmen died, the ship would return from the hereafter to bear the loved one on board for the final journey.


  It would seem that the last occurrence of such a death took place during the early days of World War II, when the U.S. Navy was guarding the waters of Casco Bay. According to an account by journalist Henry Paper published by Greater Portland magazine in 1985, one foggy afternoon a blip appeared on the radar screen, right in the middle of the protected waters. As sirens went off and all hands were called to their stations, the Coast Guard and Navy swept in upon what appeared to be the unbelievable — the Dash. Cruising along its usual course, through the fog and bound for Freeport, the Dash made its way up the channel. By the time the surprised armed ships were ready to converge on the phantom boat, it disappeared. The incident has gone down in the annals of World War II as one of the most bizarre occurrences of the conflict.


  Will we ever see the Dash again? According to legend, this will depend on how many descendants of its crew are still alive today or, more specifically, when they die. It is, of course, possible that the legend of the Dash is simply that — a tale spun by superstitious seamen of another time; then again, perhaps Maine’s own Flying Dutchman took on the last of her crewmembers during a foggy afternoon in the 1940s. The best advice one can offer is to keep your eyes peeled and your ears


  [image: You have heard of the ship that sails the bay, With night for a helmsman and death in tow, And that glides to sea as he comes ashore And speeds on his errand of woe . . . But when any of those who loved the lads Are ready to slip their moorings here And sail away to the unknown port You will see the Dead Ship gliding near. “And the ship and the life go out with the tide” And the Captain paused for a while then said “They are most all gone and the Dead Ship soon Will come no more for the souls of the dead.”]
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You have heard of the ship that sails the bay,
With night for a helmsman and death in tow,
And that glides to sea as he comes ashore
And speeds on his errand of woe . . .

But when any of those who loved the lads
Are ready to slip their moorings here
And sail away to the unknown port

You will see the Dead Ship gliding near.

“And the ship and the life go out with the tide”
And the Captain paused for a while then said
“They are most all gone and the Dead Ship soon
Will come no more for the souls of the dead.”





