
   

  A BRIEF HISTORY OF GHOSTS AND LEGENDS


 EVERY CULTURE, DATING TO ANCIENT CHINA, has written and oral records of encounters with ghosts and supernatural beings, both good and evil. In the third century B.C., a long-divided China was unified under its first emperor, Chin, a warrior deemed to be literally the “son of the dragon” because this awesome but benevolent creature provided him with superior strength, intelligence, and all the other positive qualities needed in a true leader. To the Chinese people, the dragon was a rarely glimpsed but extremely real creature. However, while dragons and some other creatures (which were eventually dubbed mythological) were respected, the Chinese feared ghosts. Restless spirits were believed to be unhappy because they were unfairly trapped in this dimension, and they would punish family members accordingly for their pain.


  The Egyptians, with their elaborate funerary procedures for the upper class, also feared the ghosts of their dead. This was one reason so much effort was made to placate them and provide them with creature comforts when they crossed into the afterlife. Many later European cultures, including the Vikings, also attempted to appease spirits in this fashion.


  When Christianity first flourished in Europe, a number of legends and myths were adapted to fit the new faith. The dragon, a symbol of knowledge and prosperity in Asian cultures, became a fire-breathing, horned monster that represented Satan. The vampire, a creature that lived by drinking the blood of the living and was feared throughout numerous countries, could be vanquished by the Holy Cross. The people of many ancient African cultures, including the legendary kingdom of Ethiopia, also feared restless spirits and tried to keep them at bay with the use of fetishes, small bags filled with magical objects.


  As new immigrants arrived in the colonies that would eventually become the United States, they brought their beliefs with them. These supernatural tales were usually adapted to their new environment and continued to thrive as they were handed down through the generations. But long before European immigrants carried their belongings and beliefs to New Jersey, the Garden State was populated by the Lenni-Lenape, Native Americans who had their own tales of the paranormal. Unlike many Native Americans who were forced from their homes, some Lenni-Lenape remained in New Jersey, and their descendants have kept alive a number of traditions, including tribal legends.


  When the first Europeans to explore and settle in what became New Jersey arrived, it is possible they thought that the Lenni-Lenape were devil worshipers. Europeans at that time certainly believed in witches, devil worship, ghosts, and various demons. European exploration of the New World was coming at the tail end of a period of intense witch hunts and witch burnings. It’s estimated that in England alone, through the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, thirty thousand witches had been found, tried, and sentenced to death. Thus the early settlers expected to find evidence of witchcraft and devil worship among the “heathens,” and this may have shaped their first impressions. However, later arrivals, who may have gotten to know their Indian neighbors better, did not share this impression.


  Three Lenni-Lenape tribes shared residency of the Garden State: the Minsi in the north, the Unami in the central portion, and the Unilachtigo in the south. The protective totems associated with each tribe were the wolf for the Minsi, the turtle for the Unami, and the turkey for the Unilachtigo. While each tribe had its own unique beliefs, they shared a number of common ones. As understood, or maybe misunderstood, by early explorers and settlers, the primary Indian religion revolved around Horitt Manitto, a Great Spirit who served as a sort of chief executive of the universe. This Great Spirit, though, seemed to function at the highest policy level only, leaving day-to-day management of his creation to Manunckus Manitto, an evil subordinate who seemed more like a devil. The Europeans immediately saw a close resemblance between Manunckus Manitto and their religious tradition of Satan as a fallen angel. The Lenape made sacrifices to their version of the devil, which took the form of “first fruits.” The first fish caught on a fishing expedition was tossed into a sacrificial fire; the first deer slain on a hunting trip was similarly burned. These practices did not seem all that different from European-American traditions like tossing the first fish caught back into the sea as tribute to Neptune, god of the sea.


  In addition to such sacrifices, Manunckus Manitto was placated by dances held in his honor. Interestingly, the Indians apparently believed in heaven, but not in hell. The spirits of the good people went to heaven, while the spirits of the less virtuous were in a kind of non-heaven where they could witness the pleasures of heaven but not participate in them. Sort of like forcing really poor people to watch an endless film on the lifestyles of the rich and famous.


  Such varied ethnic traditions are not unique to New Jersey. Settlers throughout the American colonies handed down folktales that they had learned from their families and made them part of life in the New World. While the Garden State is not as physically large as some, it hosts an impressive number of stories about ghosts, goblins, and other things that go bump in the night.


  Such entities are territorial: they claim, occupy, and defend their “turf”—their little slice of space. They share this trait with many animals, birds, and, of course, living people.


  Supernatural creatures and events often are connected to the history and culture of their environment, even to the physical qualities of their locale. There is a geography of the supernatural, and this pattern of hauntings appears to be connected to the geography of landforms, cultures, and economic activities. Thus many but not all ghost stories reflect the same qualities in their environment. It is not surprising then that the phantoms of the Jersey Shore involve pirates, fishermen, lighthouse keepers, shipwrecks, and famous visitors. So as you can see, ghosts do not appear at random but haunt special locales, even particular rooms in buildings, as many students of ghost lore have observed.


  The myths and tales about the paranormal, planted so long ago by many different groups, continue to thrive from the mountain ranges of the northwest to the broad beaches of the south. We’ve gathered a number of these stories in an approximate geographical fashion to allow the reader a chance to enjoy some of the more colorful aspects of a region at one time. We’ve placed them in a general chronological order, as well, and have tried whenever possible to group the ghosts, witches, and other creatures together. When one monster tends to roam from place to place, however, we’ve included the story where it was first sighted. The tales begin in the north and meander south, and include everything from the cosmic to the comical and in between. Enjoy!
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   THE RUGGED HIGHLANDS of north-central New Jersey have more than their fair share of hauntings. This land of sharp, steep ridges and narrow valleys was not especially welcoming to settlers looking for good farmland. Plowing the not-so-good soils on steep slopes was both a dangerous and unrewarding job. Indeed, until the late nineteenth century, dairies proved successful—since cows didn’t mind the steep mountainsides—so it was a land of few farmers.


  But the real wealth of the Highlands lay not in its thin soils but in the rocks beneath, for this was iron country. The Highlands iron mines provided much of the raw material for the very bones of our civilization—iron and steel. And so it is no surprise that some of the most famous ghosts of the Highlands are the spirits of those associated with mining ores and making iron and steel.


  
THE GHOSTS OF RINGWOOD


  One place in particular seems to stand out in the haunted Highlands, and that is Ringwood Manor near the New York border. Ringwood, now a state-owned historic site, is an inviting and enjoyable visit for many New Jerseyans today. It was one of many iron-manufacturing complexes in the Highlands, but both its history and its ghosts place it high on the list of special places.


  It is said that early surveyors in the Highlands, including those charged with determining the boundary there between the colonies of East Jersey and West Jersey, were convinced that the area was overrun by witches and evil spirits. Their all-important compasses clearly were bewitched, as they would spin crazily instead of pointing reliably to the north. And then there were the tales told by the local Lenni-Lenape of “magic stones”—black, heavy stones said to attract and hold smaller fragments of the same stone. Not only that, but the magic stones mysteriously attracted the Europeans’ iron and steel tools and weapons.


  The Europeans quickly realized that the black magic stones were magnetite iron ore—natural magnets. The race was on to find the richest veins of ore. There was magic in those stones all right—the magical ability to make some money.


  There was already an iron mine at Ringwood before 1740. An interesting character (and now a ghost) entered Ringwood’s history in 1764, when Peter Hasenclever, an ironmaster from Germany, arrived. A man of great charm, he had talked some wealthy investors back in London into giving him £40,000, an enormous sum at the time, to develop the mines at Ringwood. Ringwood would not only produce ore, but also smelt the ore in huge furnaces, and then forge the metal into useful forms. Hasenclever imported more than five hundred German workers to build and operate his new enterprise.


  Hasenclever was a skilled ironmaster, and his products soon had a reputation as being of the highest quality. But he was even more adept at spending money than making it. He began calling himself Baron Hasenclever. His lifestyle certainly matched that of landed gentry, though there is no evidence that he had any right to such a title. The self-styled baron lived so well that his hospitality was famous, and his London backers began wondering if they would ever see a dividend. His investors, one of whom was King George III’s wife, Queen Charlotte, had a lot of influence. They insisted that the “baron” come back to London and explain himself. He returned to Ringwood in 1767 but by 1769 was disgraced and bankrupt.


  Although Hasenclever was buried back in England, Ringwood—the site of both his triumph and tragedy—is said to host his ghost. Several people have seen the baron, a handsome man dressed in all the finery of an eighteenth-century aristocrat, strolling about the ponds and reservoirs that his men built at Ringwood, apparently trying to invite people to attend one of his fabulous parties.


  GEORGE WASHINGTON’S GEOGRAPHER


  Robert Erskine, an energetic mining engineer from Scotland, took over the Ringwood property in 1771. He brought the mines, all fifty-three holes, back into production and improved the furnaces and forges. Ringwood’s ore production was so large that a network of roads transported the ores to other furnaces as well at Pompton, Charlotteburg, and Newfoundland.


  This surge in iron production came just in time to supply vital cannons, cannonballs, and other necessities to American Revolutionaries. Many of the USS Constitution’s (“Old Ironsides”) cannons were made at Ringwood, as were the cannonballs fired at British ships. The huge iron chain stretched across the Hudson to block British ships at West Point was, at least in part, a Ringwood product.


  Erskine’s iron made a big difference in the war, but his personal contributions to the war effort were even more impressive. Robert Erskine joined Gen. George Washington’s staff as surveyor general and mapmaker. He produced at least two hundred detailed maps with which Washington plotted his troop positions and enemy movements. Washington’s geographer died young, at the age of forty-five, and is buried in a stone crypt near Ringwood Manor. His ghost is said to have sat on top of the tomb, next to a blue lantern. It seemed that Erskine’s ghost was calling attention to the deteriorating condition of his tomb, as the habit of perching on his grave ended when his descendants repaired the crypt. Robert Erskine’s ghost has joined several others in roaming Ringwood Manor’s nighttime hallways and rooms. It is said that his ghost also walks the grounds, checking on the ruins and buildings of what was once part of America’s industrial war machine.


  OTHER GHOSTS OF RINGWOOD


  George Washington was a frequent visitor to Ringwood, and it was at Ringwood Manor that the Father of Our Country had to make an unpleasant but necessary decision to end the so-called “Pompton Mutiny.” About three hundred soldiers of Washington’s army had mutinied, refusing to follow orders from their officers. Realizing that the fate of a free nation was in danger if the mutiny succeeded and spread, the general reluctantly ordered a court martial, and two leading instigators of the mutiny were found guilty and shot. Buried without honor in unmarked graves, the ghosts of these two scoundrels wander through the woods at night. They are said to be evil, vengeful spirits, unlike the benign ghosts of Baron Hasenclever and Robert Erskine.


  Other less famous ghosts of Ringwood fall into the general categories of mining or industrial deaths and military personnel. Mining iron ore and making iron were dangerous occupations. Many died in the mines or were killed in industrial accidents. The iron mines and works were so vital to the patriots’ cause that the workers at Ringwood and other furnaces and forges were exempt from military service. Soldiers were brought in to protect this key industry. A group of French soldiers stationed at Ringwood suffered an epidemic of disease that sent many to an early grave and, it is said, a restless afterlife, looking for the road back to the ports where French ships awaited them. It is said that if you listen closely on almost any night, you can hear the sound of soft voices speaking French—perhaps wondering why they are still so far from home.


  Ringwood Manor itself seems to be heavily populated by ghosts. Another reported supernatural resident is a housemaid who frequents the second-floor bedroom where she once slept. The young woman was reportedly beaten to death in the small room; at night, the sounds of footsteps, loud thumping noises, and soft crying supposedly can be heard echoing down the hall.


  At least one local superintendent (Ringwood is now owned by the New Jersey State Park Service) has reported being visited in his office by a ghost, possibly that of Robert Erskine. The manor house is a rather awkward, rambling structure of seventy-eight rooms. To the original house of Baron Hasenclever, fine enough in its day, much larger wings were added by later owners. Supposedly other old buildings on the estate were even moved and tacked onto the sprawling structure. In the Victorian era, Gothic and Tudor trim were added, so that the manor looks like everyone’s idea of a haunted house. It is reported that no one, absolutely no one, is happy about working in the manor after sundown.


  THE GHOST OF WILLIAM FRANKLIN: A FATHER-AND-SON TRAGEDY


  Restored to its magnificent Colonial appearance, the governor’s mansion stands near the waterfront in Perth Amboy, a rather down-at-the-heels industrial port city in northern New Jersey. In the early Colonial period, Perth Amboy served as the capital of the colony of East Jersey, while Burlington was the capital of West Jersey. When the old proprietary colonies of East and West Jersey were combined into one royal colony in 1702, Queen Anne ordered that the entire Colonial government alternate sessions between Perth Amboy and Burlington, recognizing the dual nature of New Jersey. And so Perth Amboy, along with Burlington, had a governor’s mansion. It still stands. And it is haunted.


  It is said that a ghost clothed in a late-eighteenth-century gentleman’s costume—powdered and curled wig, velvet trousers, ornately embroidered silk waistcoat, and frilled lace shirt—roams the building at night. The troubled ghost, seen wringing its hands and lamenting over and over, “Oh, why? Why did I do it?” is that of New Jersey’s last royal governor and thus the last official resident of Perth Amboy’s governor’s mansion. He carried a famous name, William Franklin, but he carried it into infamy in contrast to his illustrious father, Benjamin.


  Ben Franklin—philosopher, scientist, diplomat and statesman, author and businessman, patriot—was a most practical man. Born poor but ambitious, Ben had an eye for ladies, fame, and fortune, not necessarily in that order. He appreciated money, though he did not worship it. He got himself appointed colonial postmaster and pulled all the strings he could to get his only son, William, appointed royal governor of New Jersey. It was a prestigious and well-paid post. Gov. William Franklin reported directly to the king, to whom he had sworn loyalty. William was fairly popular and successful as governor, at least up until the Revolution. Then William made a very serious mistake—one he came to regret for the rest of his life and, indeed, continues to regret as a ghost.


  William decided to stick with his pledge of loyalty to His British Majesty, King George III. His father, Ben, was an ardent American patriot who did his best to persuade William to support the Revolutionary cause and disavow his loyalty to the king. William had a chance to declare his American patriotism and, very likely, be recognized as an American patriot, rather than British royal governor. But to Ben’s great regret and shame, William stayed loyal to the Crown and was placed under house arrest in his opulent governor’s mansion. He stubbornly refused to join the Revolution, though he was given repeated chances to change sides. In William’s view, he refused to betray his king’s trust. In Ben’s view, his son betrayed his country, his countrymen, and his own father.


  How different it might have been! If William had followed his father’s lead, he could have been in the top ranks of American leaders of the Revolution. Ben’s influence and contacts would have opened many opportunities for William as an American patriot. But William died alone and forgotten in England—an exile from home, without family or friends. No wonder that, overwhelmed by guilt, regret, and shame, William’s ghost still wanders the governor’s mansion, his last American home, expressing his remorse.


  Ben Franklin could never forgive his only son’s breaking of God’s commandment to honor one’s father and mother. The story is told that when a ship carrying Ben home from a diplomatic mission to France anchored off the coast of England, Ben refused to go ashore to visit with his son, then in exile. Mutual friends persuaded William to go out to the ship in a rowboat for one last meeting with his still angry father. Ben, it turned out, had only agreed to see William so that he could present his son with a bill for having raised him, only to see his son support the enemy. William didn’t pay in cash, but he paid over and over again in inner turmoil and self-hatred. No wonder William Franklin’s restless ghost still expresses his profound but too-late regrets: “Oh, why? Why did I do it? Why did I turn my back on my father and my country?”


  HANNAH CALDWELL


  Hannah Caldwell was another casualty of the Revolutionary War, whose death incited residents of Connecticut Farms, known today as Union, to fight even harder against British troops. She was the wife of Rev. James Caldwell, who served as minister of the First Presbyterian Church in Elizabethtown. When fighting broke out in the region, the reverend enlisted as a chaplain with the American Army, where his passionate patriotism inspired the troops. To ensure his family’s safety, he took Hannah and their young children to a rectory about five miles away. Although Reverend Caldwell continued to worry about his family, his wife assured him that they would be safe. However, a lone British soldier who was trespassing through the rectory garden caught sight of Hannah in a window. He fired a single shot, instantly killing her. British troops later returned and burned the rectory to the ground. The date was June 7, 1780.


  When Reverend Caldwell heard the news, he raced home from the battlefield, only to discover the body of his wife lying in the ashes and his crying children waiting near the ruined house. After burying Hannah and delivering his children into the care of a friend, Caldwell returned and rallied the troops to victory in what was later known as the Battle of Springfield. Although the Americans were less in number and poorly equipped, they were once again inspired by the reverend and managed to defeat the British.


  Today local residents have reported seeing the ghost of a woman wearing Colonial dress haunting the First Presbyterian Churchyard in Elizabeth, where Hannah Caldwell is buried. Hannah’s ghost has also been seen in other parts of the region, probably searching for her beloved husband, who died a year later fighting for his country.


  CAPTAIN HUDDY’S GHOST


  It is said that many have seen a man, clad in the uniform of a Revolutionary War officer, wandering along the shores of Sandy Hook. The apparition seems intent on approaching the observer, and then at the last moment turns away and mysteriously disappears. This disappearing act usually occurs just after the soldier has heard the voices of those he met. Was he listening for an English accent?


  Woe to the Englishman that the officer meets on his lonely patrols, for many believe that the lonely figure is the ghost of Capt. Joshua Huddy, who still prowls the beaches, seeking vengeance on the British troops who hanged him for murder—a murder they knew he did not commit.


  Capt. Joshua Huddy, from a prominent Monmouth County family
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