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Introduction


“From manuscripts and printed accounts I could collect as many prodigies in one part of the country and another, at different times, as would fill a small volume.”


—Thomas Hutchinson, The History of Massachusetts




Be careful! The book you hold in your hands may not be the book you desire it to be.


Although I share copious legends from Massachusetts throughout its pages, sometimes in my own words and sometimes in the words of others, this is not solely and strictly a collection of eerie tales. You will also find no evidence in these pages for the existence of ghosts, monsters, or other things that go bump in the night except as captivating characters in fascinating folk narratives.


This is a book written for those who enjoy learning, those who enjoy hiking, and ideally those who enjoy some combination of both. Stories have genealogies—some even have archaeologies—and as a professional folklorist, I hope to show you those histories and explain why they matter. The stories we pass on, the stories we hear, and the stories we believe all help shape the people who we are. They help us understand our place in the social world and in the cosmos. So this is a book that intends to honor storytellers and storytelling. It follows their tales like a good hike, always on a path but wandering where they take us.



This is also a book that is not afraid to hope that some stories gain strength and that others pass away. Many tales composing Massachusetts folklore exude prejudice, xenophobia, and misogynistic, classist, or racist tendencies. I do not hide that information in these pages. I trust that readers want to be educated and to make ethical judgments based on expansive rather than limited knowledge. I am of the opinion, furthermore, that if such awareness detracts from entertaining practices, it might be time for serious reflection as to how our society expects to be entertained. In other words, folklore matters significantly, and we must courageously examine its ugly manifestations as readily as we celebrate its sublime contributions.


In each chapter, I share at least one folkloric tale, often citing directly from original sources, which are listed in the Works Cited. I then explain the stories behind the story—that is, the tale’s genealogy and cultural history—to the best of my ability. Each chapter closes with a proposed site for an activity that folklorists call Legend Tripping—traveling to a place in order to experience or even to become part of the tale. I attempt to provide information regarding a suitable trailhead and maps available online. In some cases I recommend a specific hike, and in others I recommend visiting the area in general with its plentiful hiking opportunities.


There is a problem in approaching this task in such a manner, as much as one can call the thoroughly enjoyable indulgence of writing a book about Massachusetts folklore either a problem or a task. There are many places in the Commonwealth associated with great stories but not great hikes. The abundant ghost stories and haunted houses in the Berkshires leap to mind, but there are numerous other places well deserving of genealogical investigation that were not included in this book. Similarly, there are many—far too many—great hikes with no folklore, at least not yet. And there are places that tempt with the hint of grand narratives to match their rewarding hiking but that come up short upon investigation. Purgatory Chasm in Sutton is a prime example with its litany of inviting infernal names and no major tales to give flesh to their hellish delights.



Please be forewarned that the stories are the emphasis in this book. Use this guide as an introduction to twisted trails and tall tales, but do your homework before heading out. Some locations are challenging even for the seasoned hiker, and some are deceptively so on account of rapidly changing natural conditions. Some are in very remote areas. Many allow seasonal hunting where it is important to dress accordingly. Hikers may also need to take precaution against the weather or tides, shifting trail conditions, and wildlife ranging from black bears to the ubiquitous ticks and mosquitoes. Be aware that as with folklore, the Commonwealth is also embarrassingly rich in poison ivy. And always be trailhead smart.


One-quarter of the royalties from this book will be shared with the Upper Housatonic Valley National Heritage Area and the Essex National Heritage Area, two remarkable nonprofit organizations that have improved the lives of all of us who love Massachusetts and its cultural heritage. I pledge to contribute to both of them additionally as I am able, and I intend to support other heritage organizations in future publications. I hope that you will support the range of federal, state, and local organizations that protect our natural and cultural resources with donations of time or money, or simply by thanking the volunteers who make safe, clean, accessible trails available for us today and for future generations.


Finally, I invite you to reach out to me with suggestions, corrections, additions, and recollections of folkloric stories. No tale is insignificant. It would be particularly helpful to learn if these stories are still being told in your community. Please contact me through email at my UMass address at solbrys@umass.edu. I look forward to hearing from you.


I hope that all of these stories give you something to think about as you head out and hit the trails. And to borrow—yet again—the words of Charlie Johnson, hiker and storyteller extraordinaire, happy legending!
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1

His Snakeship Returns

SAY, WHAT IN the world is that?”

Something appeared quite suddenly to disturb the serenity of Ipswich Bay. It was Tuesday, July 28, 1896. William Henry Sargent was hauling in his lobster pots as he had countless times before. His dory rested on the water about two hundred yards from Plum Cove in the village of Lanesville. Sargent was accustomed to the sounds of the sea and the shore, but he was not prepared for the eerie whistle that pierced the air and seized his attention.

He turned his head in the direction of the noise. And there, barreling at him with tremendous speed, “was the most hideous-looking thing he had ever seen in his experience on the water.” It was a marine monster, fifty feet in length, with three gigantic humps, all chalky white, and spread at intervals along its serpentine spine. The creature passed within forty feet of his boat as his bones froze with fear. It slid under the water, remained submerged for several minutes, and then broke the surface a half mile away and sped off past Halibut Point.

Unharmed but shaken, Sargent pulled to shore. There he found fellow fisherman gathered in a crowd, all astonished at what they had just witnessed in the shadow of Folly Cove.

In the grip of panic, Sargent did not look at the creature’s head. But others less fortunate came close to its hideous visage that day. All agreed that it was the size of a washtub that could fit a full-grown man. And from that titanic head peered out two great, glaring, bulging eyes.


Word spread like a hurricane: His Snakeship had returned.

This story of a monster swimming off Gloucester appeared on the front page of the venerable Boston Globe for two consecutive evenings. With a touch of ironic timing, the Fall River Daily Evening News—seemingly unaware of the northern encounter—asked the question “Where is the sea serpent this year?” in its pages on July 30. An abundance of replies would not take long. “No More a Myth” ran the headline in the Globe—“Sea Serpent Seen by Scores in the Bay.”

If the reports were true, the sea serpent was busy announcing its return that day. From Halibut Point, it rounded Cape Ann and soon appeared undulating hastily in the waters of Marblehead, heading for Boston. It paid no attention to the startled boats that it passed.

By early evening the ophidian beast was off Nahant, poised to surprise a yachting party from Beachmont out for an evening of deep-sea fishing. This time the creature obliged its witnesses. It lingered on the surface for five minutes, never showing head or tail but revealing just enough for those aboard the sloop to stare with amazement and trepidation.

The next morning, lobstermen from Duxbury and Plymouth had their turn with His Majesty. They were in the lower harbor pulling in their pots when they spied a humped mass charging ferociously toward them. Captain A. G. Faye of The Clio saw it, too, and bravely started in hot pursuit.

The Clio ran the monster toward the shallows of the inner harbor, but the serpentine lord knew his waters well. He cut a swift turn, crossed over the shoals at Browns Bank, and escaped into the freedom of Cape Cod Bay—chastened, perhaps, but not done with his display of raw and royal power.

On July 31 the Boston Globe reported the following account from Sandwich:



It was long before sunrise when the fishermen who operate the fish traps off this shore left their rude shanties and proceeded in their boats down the narrow and crooked channel to the bay this morning.

There was not breeze to even cause a ripple and the broad expanse of Cape Cod Bay was like a mirror, reflecting and magnifying the big fishing boats as they were propelled far out from the shore to where the traps are set.

As is the custom of the fishermen, they gazed upon the traps as soon as they came within seeing distance, and much speculation was indulged in as to the amount of fish which had been caught during the night.

Suddenly one of the fishermen espied something far beyond the trap, moving in the direction of it at a rapid rate and churning the water with a milky white foam.

The men ceased rowing and viewed the monster of the deep with a mingled feeling of awe and security as it came rushing toward them.

For fear that the frail boat would be demolished or swamped the crew resumed rowing and quickly got along side of the big trap.

As the monster closed in with the unstoppable rage of the sea, the hapless crew realized it was a hundred feet in length. No prayers climbed to heaven for their safety. Fear had stolen their breath.



All things considered, 1896 was late in the reign of His Snakeship. Tales of a serpentine marine monster patrolling the waters of New England first arose in the 1600s and continued unabated into the early twentieth century. The Great New England Sea Serpent is one of the most significant characters for storytelling in the Bay State. It is arguably the monarch of Massachusetts folklore. And its stories are essentially countless. June Pusbach O’Neill’s admirable attempt at such a collection only scratches the surface.

There are hints of serpent lore among the Indigenous people of the region at the time of European colonization. There is a glimpse of this tradition in an account from John Josselyn, an Englishman who visited the New World in the mid-1600s. Josselyn reported a serpent—although not necessarily a sea serpent—“that lay coiled up like a cable upon a rock at Cape Ann; a boat passing by with English aboard, and two Indians, they would have shot the serpent, but the Indians dissuaded them, saying, that if he were not killed outright, they would all be in danger of their lives.”

European folklore of the fabled creature was readily imported into the Colonies. And as the wilderness of the New World gave way to coastal civilization and its accompanying industries, the sea serpent proved a valuable canvas for the projection of numerous concerns. The prominence of commercial whaling from the 1600s until the mid-1800s and the constant reliance upon fishing meant that numberless young men would leave the safety of terra firma to risk life at sea. Far too many did not return.

The earliest stories of a monster lurking out in the briny deep speak to that very real—and often realized—anxiety of losing loved ones to unforgiving waters. I use that term “monster” deliberately. It is a word related to “admonition.” It means something that warns—and especially something that warns from being out of place beyond mortal knowledge—something quite capable of reminding humans that nature is not theirs to control. For centuries the sea serpent, the great monster of Massachusetts, was an apt symbol of the dangers awaiting those whose livelihood depended on the ocean and its fickle waves.

Although fishing is forever, the great age of whaling in New England had come to a close by the late 1800s. His Snakeship’s reign outlived those of sea captains and whalers in Boston and New Bedford, Nantucket and Provincetown. This longevity should surprise no one. As with all good stories, tales of the sea serpent evolved over time.

Two cultural shifts in the nineteenth century were inspired by and shaped sea serpent stories. The first was the rising tide of modern science. Discoveries of dinosaur fossils revolutionized zoology. Theories of evolution ignited global debates. The budding field of psychology investigated human perception and its relation to belief. These advances often coalesced around the question of the sea serpent’s existence.

The creature occasionally cooperated with these efforts. In 1817, for example, the scholar William Bentley wrote in his diary of August 15: “We have heard from Gloucester that a Narway Kraken had visited the harbor within Ten Pound Island. We have had letter upon letter. Many attempts have been made to kill him. The general representation is that his head is like a horse and that he raises it several feet out of the water. That his body when out of the water looks like the buoys of a net, or a row of kegs, or a row of large casks.”

The appearance garnered headlines throughout the young nation. The scientifically-inclined rushed to investigate. David Humphreys, the honored solider who served both Israel Putnam and George Washington, interviewed several witnesses and wrote detailed letters to Joseph Banks of the Royal Society of London. Their collection, appropriately entitled Some Account of the Serpent of the Ocean, holds up two hundred years later as a harrowing narrative of “a monstrous Serpent” and unsuccessful attempts to ensnare it.

A month later, felicitous news broke that one of its spawn was in captivity. A farmer in Rockport gathering hay with his sons in Loblolly Cove came upon an aggressive snake of an unknown species. It fought the pitchfork that pierced its belly with unholy fury to its death. Soon thereafter it was in the possession of the Linnaean Society of New England, a learned organization dedicated to natural history. Eventually they identified it as a new species—Scoliophis atlanticus—and the credible offspring of the larger beast.

The triumph did not last. Subsequent investigations revealed that the unusual creature was nothing more than a black snake afflicted with tumors.

Scientific attempts to explain the sea serpent did not curtail the widespread desire to see it and to share its stories. A wave of storytelling gripped Nahant after the creature was spotted in 1819. Egg Rock, that impenetrable testimony of earth against the waves, became a favored location for the inquisitive serpentine traveler. Stories of his annual sojourn to Nahant proliferated throughout New England.

In 1823, for example, the Connecticut Mirror published “Sonnet to the Sea Serpent” from the poet John Gardiner Calkins Brainard:


Welter upon the waters mighty one—

And stretch thee in the ocean’s trough of brine;

Turn thy wet scales up to the wind and sun,

And toss the billow from thy flashing fin;

Heave thy deep breathings to the ocean’s din,

And bound upon its ridges in thy pride,

Or dive down to its lowest depths, and in

The caverns where its unknown monsters hide,

Measure thy length beneath the gulf stream’s tide,

Or rest thee on the naval of that sea

Where floating on the Maelstrom, abide

The krakens sheltering under Norway’s lee;

But go not to Nahant, lest men should swear,

You are a great deal bigger than you are.



Brainard’s playful tone was prescient of the yarns that would follow throughout the nineteenth century, which relate to the second cultural shift.

As tourism increased in importance—and overtook commercial fishing as a source of income for maritime communities—so did wondrous tales of the sea serpent. Newspapers reported on its first appearance each year. Hotels and other tourist accommodations routinely advertised as the ideal location for a viewing.

Beckoning tales of His Snakeship’s visitation inspired fandom. Sea serpent clubs became popular at the turn of the century. Whether dedicated to observe the waters in the name of science or to toast his name in the decades before Prohibition, these organizations were shining signs of pride of association with a monster.

The sea serpent became so ingratiated into coastal New England tourism that it inspired numerous hoaxes to dupe the gullible and to delight the faithful. One such practical joke occurred on Nantucket in July 1937. It began when an exasperated fisherman informed the island’s newspaper that he had witnessed an enormous serpent hunting in nearby waters. Gigantic footprints then appeared on Madaket Beach. A photograph of incredulous men stretching a tape measure across their four-to-five-foot span sent newspapers throughout the region into upheaval.

And then the monster emerged from its aquatic abyss and came to shore on crashing waves.

Or more appropriately, the monster floated over Nantucket Harbor to South—now Francis Street—Beach from Coatue Point, where it had been inflated.

The leviathan was an enormous balloon designed by puppeteer Tony Sarg. Hundreds of people were (admittedly gleefully) taken in by this sensation of the summer.

It was a thoughtful prank. All of Nantucket had been a haunt for the sea serpent. It had been spotted, for example, off South Shore in 1821, Great Point in 1835, and Siasconset in 1854. And genuine applause is warranted for Sarg’s joke in fulfilling an idea hatched a century earlier. In 1833, the “Java Mermaid”—likely the Fiji Mermaid, a mummified combination of a monkey and a fish—was touring New York to large and curious audiences. An editorial in the Nantucket Inquirer sensibly argued that if New Yorkers were such easy marks, it was the responsibility of Nantucket to separate fools from their money.

“We shall build a glorious skeleton of a sea serpent,” the editorial proposed, “out of old whale bones, oil casks, and tarpaulins—with a buffalo’s skull at one end, and a sea-devil’s tail at the other. This we can contrive to set adrift upon the south shoal, so as to get it stranded at Siasconset in the first southeasterly storm. Then away it goes to market.”


While this scheme did not quite unfold as planned, Sarg’s sea serpent was honored with a journey from Nantucket to New York City to participate in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.

In addition to hoaxes, actual skeletons have appeared on beaches throughout Massachusetts, awakening old stories and provoking new tales. One such skeleton—a purported eighteen feet in length—washed ashore Wood End in Provincetown in 1939. To the disappointment of many, scientists at Harvard concluded that it was a basking shark. They argued the same in 1970 when a monstrous body was discovered in the sands of Mann Hill Beach in Scituate. Dubbed “Cecil the Seasick Sea Serpent” after a then-popular cartoon character, that carcass inspired souvenir hunters as readily as it did storytellers.

Not everyone relishes the notoriety of an encounter with His Snake-ship. Henry David Thoreau recorded an anecdote, for example, that the renowned politician Daniel Webster once saw it in the bay between Plymouth and Manomet Beach. “For God’s sake,” Webster instructed his companion, “never say a word about this to anyone, for if it should be known that I had seen the sea serpent, I should never hear the last of it, but wherever I went I would have to tell the story to everyone I met.”

On the other hand, some raconteurs fully embrace the opportunity. George Washington Ready of Provincetown was such a man who, in 1886, “was going from the town to the backside of the Cape, and in crossing one of the sand-dunes, or hills, saw a commotion in the water, about a half mile from the shore in the Herring Cove. It looked like a whirlpool and from his standpoint appeared to be twenty feet in diameter, from the center of which jets of spray, looking like steam, were ejected to the height of fifty feet. Intently watching this strange phenomenon, he presently saw a huge head appear above the surface, and point for the shore.”

Ready hid in a clump of beach plum bushes and observed the monster. Its head, he reported, was as large as a two-hundred-gallon cask, concave on the underside and convex on the other. He estimated the beast was three hundred feet long and twelve feet in diameter at the thickest part of its body, which was covered in large scales alternately colored green, red, and blue.

In its open mouth Ready spied four rows of teeth, each two feet long and glistening like polished ivory. A tusk extended from its nose for a length of eight feet. Six eyes, all the size of dinner plates, perched on stalks protruding three feet from the head. Three were fiery red and three were pale green.

The creature sported a V-shaped tail, twenty feet long and only ten inches thick but studded with hard bony scales that mowed smooth anything over which it dragged. The monster was less sea serpent and more denizen of an infernal realm. It reeked of sulphur, Ready claimed, and scorched the grass beneath its massive frame.

The beast lumbered from the shore inward to slither into Pasture Pond. It disappeared there, draining the freshwater with it. And when Ready summoned the courage to examine the hole, he found that the creature had burrowed so deep that it left a barren tunnel for at least 250 fathoms—that’s 1,500 feet to landlubbers—and still no bottom could be found.

By all accounts, “Professor” George Washington Ready was quite a character in Provincetown. He was one of its last town criers, a position he held until his death in 1920, and took very seriously the responsibility to regale visitors with remarkable tales. It earned him the honor of being called “the town’s best story teller” by the Boston Globe in a celebratory essay in 1915.

There is one final component of the lasting folklore of the sea serpent that bears mention. Every few decades some authority laments that interest in the creature and its stories are about to disappear. In 1923, for example, the Boston Globe queried, “Where Has the Sea Serpent Gone?” In 1948 the same paper asserted that “Seeing Sea Serpent Slipping.” As I write these lines, we are in another period of neglect.


But fear not, dear reader. It is only a matter of time. We forever remain subjects to the monarch of Massachusetts monsters and his storied reign. And His Snakeship always returns.


Legend Tripping

In pursuit of the sea serpent, all that is necessary is to get to the coast or any shoreline in the Commonwealth. For the sake of following the hunt laid out in this chapter, there is no hiking per se in Lanesville, although the one acre of Harvey Reservation technically offers a walk. It is part of Greenbelt, Essex County’s Land Trust (https://ecga.org/Property/Harvey-Reservation), which even publishes a map. Trailhead GPS: N4240.44 / W70 39.38

Halibut Point State Park in Rockport is overseen by the Department of Conservation and Recreation (https://www.mass.gov/locations/halibut-point-state-park), which also offers a map for this small site with breathtaking views. Seasonal fees apply. It is adjacent to Halibut Point Reservation, a property of the Trustees of Reservations (https://thetrustees.org/place/halibut-point-reservation/), which offers a map. Trailhead GPS: N42 41.11 / W70 37.53 And technically, there is a space for parking at the end of Old Penzance Road in Rockport with a trail that leads to Loblolly Point. Trailhead GPS: N42 38.25 / W70 35.34

It is not feasible to list all of the minor sites around Nahant Bay or to wrestle with the various rules for hiking the beaches in this book, but the reader’s investment in doing so would be rewarding. A visit to Nahant, especially looking out toward Egg Rock, is medicine for the folkloric soul. The same can be said for various sites around Gloucester Harbor looking out at Ten Pound Island.

Although not detailed above, historically one of the major and constant sites for sea serpent sightings is Nantasket Beach in Hull. Nearby, Gunrock Beach had one of the most active sea serpent clubs at the turn of the twentieth century. Mann Hill (Egypt) Beach in Scituate is not far from there. The beaches of Manomet in Plymouth are a bit farther off from that group and look across Cape Cod Bay. All of these sites, although remarkable, require planning to visit, especially during the summer season.

All of Nantucket warrants attention. And fortunately the entire island boasts sea serpent sightings at one point or another, so the reader should find a way to get there and start hiking. In addition to the beaches, visit the properties managed by the Nantucket Conservation Foundation (https://www.nantucketconservation.org/) and the Nantucket Land Bank (https://www.nantucketlandbank.org/). Coskata-Coatue Wildlife Refuge, overseen by the Trustees of Reservations (https://thetrustees.org/place/coskata-coatue-wildlife-refuge/) offers another option.

The hike that should not be missed in order to celebrate Professor George Washington Ready’s amazing encounter is in Provincetown. With free but limited parking at the Province Lands Visitor Center, head to Race Point Beach. Heading east toward Truro, the beach hike will pass the site of the Peaked Hill Bar, occasionally referenced in tales of sea serpents and mooncussers. But for this hike, head west toward the Race Point Lighthouse. The Hatches Harbor Trail starts there and heads inland. At the intersection of Province Lands Road, across the street, is the Province Lands Bike Trail. It travels directly past Pasture Pond. Hikers could retrace back to Province Lands Road and return to the visitor center or continue on the Bike Trail. It’s not really possible to get lost this close to Provincetown. To round out this popular place of legends concerning His Snakeship, visit Herring Cove Beach and Wood End at low tide as well as the harbor. To do all of this, of course, requires planning, especially during the tourist season. As with any fruitful sea serpent hunt, do not attempt it on a whim. Trailhead GPS: N42 04.25 / W70 12.20
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“Ain’t We to Provincetown?”


WHEN JEREMIAH SNAGGS realized that he was dead, a sly grin grew across his face.

“I ain’t in Hell yet,” he chuckled. Although, Captain Snaggs was quite sure he was bound for it given the life he had lived on the sea and, truth be told, on the land as well. He had not, as the religious say, died in the odor of sanctity.

Out of an old habit, Captain Snaggs paused to catch his breath. But no air filled his ghostly lungs. He laughed at the humor of it all.

The silence of the coffin was pleasing, he thought, much like the sound of cooperative waves. But at last Captain Snaggs heard something in the distance. It was not the rustle of wings come to lift him to heaven. It was the slow but steadfast pace of a single set of legs walking with purpose and determination. Near to the casket they stopped.

Silence again. And then the eruptive hum of a match and the puffing of a pipe just lit. Captain Snaggs never smelled such fine tobacco when he was alive. He knew that some infernal dignity had entered to pay respects and escort him to his new home.

Taking one more drag of breath out of an old habit, Snaggs hoisted his spirit straight out of his body.

There were no mourners in the sullen room. Few, indeed, mourned his passing. But standing there with a sly grin of his own was the Old Gentleman in Black, come to claim debts he had rightfully won when Captain Snaggs bet the Devil his head.


The captain was a wily man when he was alive, but there was no trick to help him escape Old Nick. So he did the one thing a lively dead man could do: flee like a harpooned whale in a Nantucket sleigh ride. Down Cape he flew from the breakers at Barnstable to the beach in Brewster where a mermaid once washed ashore.

Pausing at a kettle pond, Captain Snaggs listened to the still air. Far off in the distance he heard the steady sounds of the Old Gentleman’s steps grow closer by the second. So off he spirited east to Orleans, just in the nick of time. There he hid in a makeshift barque behind the bark of a hollow tree. But soon the Old Gentleman’s steps closed in. And the scent of fine tobacco told Captain Snaggs it was time to set sail again.

He raced to Wellfleet, where a stroke of genius struck. Captain Snaggs found a sagging jack-o’-lantern, the spitting image of his tired face, and summoned his spectral strength to heave it into a tree. Grinning with an old salt’s charm, the fleshy pumpkin caught Old Nick’s eye. But when the Old Gentleman tapped his pipe upon its hollow head, he grinned and knew the game continued.

By that time Captain Snaggs had reached the farthest reach of Provincetown, past Hatches Harbor and round to Race Point. With nowhere else to go, it was only a matter of time. The sound of cloven steps soon reached the sea captain’s ears. The smell of fine tobacco filled the air like a sea breeze in July. The Old Gentleman had arrived.

Old Nick handed his pipe to Captain Snaggs to help him calm his nerves.

He exhaled and the smoke danced in the salty air like rum-soaked, drunken witches gathered at Clam Pudding Pond.

“All right,” said Captain Snaggs, finally willing to face his fate. “You caught me fair and square. Where do we go from here?”

“Go?” replied the Old Gentleman with a sly and fiendish grin. “Nowhere. Ain’t we to Provincetown?”


Forgive the bad pun, but the spirit of this story follows a tradition that was popular in the first half of the twentieth century. The specific tale here is based on Mary Heaton Vorse’s brief account in her 1942 Time and the Town: A Provincetown Chronicle, but a far lengthier example awaits the reader in Elizabeth Reynard’s The Narrow Land. I’ll admit that I took some poetic license to smuggle in Brewster, where there is a hike that no one should miss.

Reynard’s story is entitled “Jedidy and the Devil.” It entails Captain Jedidy Cole, who rises from the burying box and encounters the Devil even before he can get his ghost legs on. Cole petitions for a ten-minute head start. The Devil consents because he was impressed that Cole had convinced four women to marry him during his less than saintly life.

On his way out the door, Cole snatches four corpse candles and heads straight to a gourd patch. There he seizes four pumpkins and with a bowie knife, carves a jack-o’-lantern into one. He leaves that pumpkin with its glowing grimace on a picket fence and heads off to Hawes Tavern in Chatham for a drink of rum.

Once in pursuit, the Devil seemingly mistakes the jack-o’-lantern for Cole. He teases the orange captain, who hears the insult—ghosts can hear faraway, just as the Devil can hear anyone who talks about him—and replies in kind, thereby alerting the Adversary to his bibulous location.

The ruse continues several times. Cole leaves another jack-o’-lantern at the tavern but again cannot resist replying to the Devil’s taunting comments. Cole flees to Treat’s Burying Lot in the South Parish of Eastham and there places a third jack-o’-lantern on a tombstone, but the Devil outsmarts him again. In Wellfleet, Cole places his final jack-o’-lantern high in an oak tree.

This provides a comical turn. The Devil scrambles up the tree thinking it is Cole, but slips and falls. A branch catches the Devil by his pants and he swings indecorously, prompting Cole to taunt the Prince of Darkness for being closer to Heaven than he.


In response, the Devil sets his pants aflame to free himself from the snare and sets off full speed after Cole. They race to the tip of Province-town, where the Devil finally catches up with the captain. Cole surrenders and asks where the Devil will take him next, assuming it to be Hell. The Devil answers that they are already home, in Provincetown.

In her notes, Reynard explained that this narrative—in the language of folklorists it is called a shaggy dog story—was taken from oral tradition, although she does not cite her immediate source. She does mention that there are several variants with different captains and different towns as starting points, with the final scene always in Provincetown.

We can assume that the names of real captains often graced this jocular tale, perhaps by their own crew, but I cannot find any evidence of a Jedidiah Cole or a Jeremiah Snaggs in the typical annals of the Cape. The latter appears in a few minor literary works of the nineteenth century, and it is possible Vorse borrowed her protagonist’s name from the titular character of a 1914 silent film, The Captain’s Chair, starring Joseph Hazelton. That film is a comedy in which the death of Snaggs, a sea captain, leads to a moral treasure hunt of sorts.

It is also plausible that this tale reflects the vestige of a fascinating element of Provincetown’s history, Helltown. Although many people today believe the moniker refers to the entire town, Helltown was a fishing hamlet near Hatches Harbor on Cape Cod Bay. It emerged in the late 1800s and was, according to early commentators, first established as a rude gathering of primitive huts for fishermen who did not want to face the sometimes uncooperative and time-consuming sailing conditions necessary to navigate from Provincetown Harbor around Long Point. Helltown fell into ruin—well, more ruin—after gasoline-powered craft solved that problem.

Its demise paved the way for folklore to emerge concerning its name. In 1928, for example, newspapers throughout the Northeast published an interview with an aging fisherman originally posted in the Boston Evening Transcript. The man professed that the site was called Helltown because no women were present there, nor bunks, cots, hammocks, or anything for comfort. In the 1930s, reports proffered that it was named in the colorful language of fisherman who returned empty-handed to taunting sands. A decade later brought proposals of hellish work or of raising hell after a day of intense labor.

By the 1960s rumors teased that it was so named because of the strange people who frequented P-Town across the centuries, including pirates and witches who escaped the noose on Gallows Hill. In the 1980s it took on a sense of drunkenness and a red-light district, one made all the more hardened in public consciousness thanks to Norman Mailer’s depiction in Tough Guys Don’t Dance. It is not difficult today to find proponents of an anecdote that the Puritans christened it as a place of people unwilling to live in fear of the wages of sin.

Even if Helltown were not the final stop for the sea captain and the Devil, Provincetown’s wanton reputation for the supernatural thrived in the early decades of the twentieth century. The combination of storytelling fisherman and tourists seeking stories made for a powerful alliance. Jeremiah Digges, in his 1937 Cape Cod Pilot, recalls one such story reportedly set in 1898, the year of the Portland Gale, a storm with hurricane winds that sank the SS Portland and killed the two hundred people aboard.

John Santos was a fisherman who once lost his limb to a shark and replaced it with a buoyant wooden peg leg. He was, however, from that moment on, forever “shark-jonahed.” The rest of his body would follow that leg if he kept returning to sea. And John Santos did just that: return to the salty sea.

The sharks feasted well when he fed them that night the winds swept him straight overboard. Days later, his wooden leg washed ashore, the only part of John Santos to survive the hurricane. A fellow fisherman returned it to his grieving widow, Mary. She kept it close to her, lovingly, for a year until the night of November 26, 1899—the anniversary of the Portland Gale.


John’s ghost visited her in the night and asked her to leave his leg out for him. He pinched her cheek and disappeared. Dutifully she took out the skipper’s leg from their spice cupboard and placed it in the corner of the room upon the weary
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