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We dedicate this book to all the constant readers

who dare to journey into the darkness.
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Introduction

Every “constant reader” remembers the first time they delved into the delicious horror of Stephen King. For me (Meg), it was finding a paperback of Carrie in my parents’ stack of books. I asked my mom if she thought I should give it a try. She thought it would be the perfect introduction for me to Mr. King. And, as usual, my mom was right. I was on the cusp of adulthood at age fourteen and, like Carrie, I had a million worries. Unlike Carrie, I couldn’t move objects with my mind, or take murderous revenge on my classmates. After reading about the telekinetic teen girl, I was a lifelong constant reader, joining Stephen King on adventures of both unbelievable horror and surprisingly tender heartache. For Kelly, it was watching The Shining with her dad in first grade. Having been introduced to horror movies the year before, Stephen King became her new favorite fascination and she sought out his books as she got older.

When we began research for this book, it became clear that we were going to learn about science, folklore, and literary influences. Yet, we ended up coming to understand the author himself more than anything. Join us, fellow constant readers, on a journey into the creative, dynamic world of Stephen King. Leave behind reality for the modest towns of Derry, Castle Rock, and Salem’s Lot. Traverse the magical landscape of Mid-World. Because, as you well know, there are other worlds than these.







SECTION ONE

The 1970s

When you think of horror writers, it’s impossible not to think of Stephen King. He has scared us, thrilled us, grossed us out, and made us feel terror for nearly fifty years, but his writing breaks the boundaries that are sometimes placed on the genre. As film critic Aja Romano said, “the key to his popularity as a horror novelist, and as a novelist in general, resides not in the darkest moments of his writing, but in his basic belief in humanity’s innate goodness.”1 The plots within his works are sometimes otherworldly and sometimes rooted in truth. In this book, we will explore the scientific explanations behind his narratives and the fascinating and sometimes unbelievable horror that exists in our world.







CHAPTER ONE

Carrie

We can’t begin talking about the science behind Stephen King’s stories until we understand a bit about the man himself. King was born on September 21, 1947, in Portland, Maine, and was raised by a single, working mother. His childhood would hold experiences and memories that inevitably wound their way into becoming parts of his novels, characters, and inspirations for dozens of stories over the years. No one else had as much effect on his writing career, though, as Tabitha.


Haakon Forwald, a Swedish electrical engineer, promoted the idea that a person could manipulate gravitational fields by mentally agitating the atoms and neutrons inside an object.2



Tabitha Spruce met Stephen King in the library of the University of Maine, where they were both students, in the 1960s. Both being writers, they attended each other’s poetry readings and read each other’s work. They married in 1971 and Tabitha encouraged King to write instead of taking a promotion that would leave less time for his craft. This fact led to King’s first novel, Carrie, being saved from the trash. He had begun writing a story from a woman’s perspective, something he took on as a personal challenge after feedback from a reader of his previous work accused him of being scared of women. The story was inspired by an article in LIFE magazine that touched on the power of telekinesis. If the power existed, the article purported, then the power would be strongest with adolescent girls. King’s first time being in a girl’s locker room as a custodian also left an impact on him. Seeing a pad and tampon dispenser seemed almost alien compared to what he was used to.

King wrote three typed pages and then immediately threw them in the trash. The plot seemed to be moving too slowly and he was beginning to doubt his ability to write from a woman’s perspective. “I couldn’t see wasting two weeks, maybe even a month, creating a novella I didn’t like and wouldn’t be able to sell,” King wrote in his memoir On Writing (2000). “So, I threw it away … after all, who wanted to read a book about a poor girl with menstrual problems?”3

Tabitha retrieved the crumpled pages from the trash and gave him some feedback. In fact, throughout his career, Tabitha is credited with useful, truthful feedback that helps shape characters and mold King’s stories. Carrie was finished within nine months and sold to Doubleday for a $2,500 advance. Months later, the paperback rights were sold to Signet Books for $400,000. The movie rights sold later, and by 1980 Stephen King was a worldwide bestselling author. As he told the New York Times, “the movie made the book and the book made me.”4 The dedication you’ll find in every copy of Carrie reads “This is for Tabby, who got me into it—and then bailed me out of it.”

Carrie was reportedly popular among teen and young adult readers, especially those who could relate to being an outsider. According to Stephen King’s website:


The story is largely about how women find their own channels of power, and what men fear about women and women’s sexuality. Carrie White is a sadly mis-used teenager, an example of the sort of person whose spirit is so often broken for good in that pit of man and woman eaters that is your normal suburban high school. But she’s also Woman, feeling her powers for the first time and, like Samson, pulling down the temple on everyone in sight at the end of the book.5




The themes explored throughout the book are vast; the first is the symbol of blood. “The symbolic function of woman’s menstrual blood is of crucial importance in Carrie. Blood takes various forms … menstrual blood, pig’s blood, birth blood, the blood of sin, and the blood of death. It is also blood which flows between mother and daughter and joins them together in their life-and-death struggle.”6 Carrie is unaware that she will begin menstruating. Her mother, Margaret, has intentionally kept this knowledge from her, so when Carrie sees that she is bleeding for the first time, she assumes she’s dying. Menstrual blood in particular has been seen throughout history as an abjection or even as supernatural. “The female body and its workings has traditionally been shrouded by misinformation, and historically been a subject that is not supposed to be discussed widely. Reproduction and the menstrual cycle have therefore been viewed as mystical and monstrous.”7


A rare period disorder can cause bleeding of the eyes. Known as vicarious menstruation, this rare condition makes a woman bleed from organs besides her uterus.9



Margaret White can be described as very religious and her skewed view of the female body and blood are partially based on this. Views of menstruation in religions and cultures vary throughout the world. According to Hippocratic texts from the fifth century BCE, “only female bodies are subject to being overstrained and overfilled due to the excess fluid that accumulates in their inherently soft flesh, and the act of menstruation is a mechanism that releases woman’s intrinsic surplus.”8 The Bible claims in Leviticus 15:19 that “whenever a woman has her menstrual period, she will be ceremonially unclean for seven days.” Other cultures viewed menstruating women as powerful or sacred including indigenous people in North America who believed menstrual blood had the power to destroy enemies and the people of ancient Rome who thought a menstruating woman could help crops flourish.

Carrie is told to “plug it up” by her tormentors in the locker room shower that fateful day, but how have women handled menstruation in the past? Assumptions have been made about women using strips of ragged cloth that were rewashed in place of modern-day pads. Ancient tampons were made of papyrus or wooden sticks wrapped with lint. Not until the late 1800s is there documentation of a product being on the market for women to use during their monthly cycles. The Hoosier sanitary belt was a contraption that was held on around the waist. Washable pads could be purchased that attached to the underwear-like device. The first commercially available tampon was produced in 1929. Just like Carrie, women throughout the centuries have felt a sense of otherness when it comes to menstruation.
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The Ishango Bone may have been used as an early period tracker.


In the week leading up to a period, an increased sensitivity to allergens, paired with a lower-than-normal lung capacity, causes between 19 and 40% of women with asthma to experience premenstrual asthma.10




Speaking of menstruation, there is a theory that the first calendar on Earth was created by a woman. The Ishango Bone dates back to between 25,000 to 20,000 BCE and was discovered in 1960 in Zaire. The bone appears to have tally marks on it that document a lunar cycle. American educator and ethnomathematician Claudia Zaslavsky said:


Now, who but a woman keeping track of her cycles would need a lunar calendar? When I raised this question with a colleague having similar mathematical interests, he suggested that early agriculturalists might have kept such records. However, he was quick to add that women were probably the first agriculturalists. They discovered cultivation while the men were out hunting. So, whichever way you look at it, women were undoubtedly the first mathematicians!11



This bone, then, could be considered the world’s first period tracker! Is it true that periods sync to the lunar calendar in some way? There are theories, particularly in Wiccan and nature-based faith communities, that women can sync their menstrual cycles to a full moon and gain restorative powers. A year-long scientific study, though, found that there is no link between lunar phases and the menstrual cycle.12

Another prominent theme in Carrie is the effect that Margaret’s parenting has on her daughter. An ultra-devout Christian, Margaret White expects her daughter to be pious, chaste, and obedient. What strain does this type of existence put on children? According to a 2008 study, children who grew up in very religious households felt a sense of duty to follow in their parents’ footsteps when it came to religious beliefs and practices.13 Richard Dawkins, a biologist from Oxford, believes that growing up in a religious household could be compared to child abuse. He claims, in relation to the sexual abuse suffered by some children in the Catholic church, that “the damage was arguably less than the long-term psychological damage inflicted by bringing the child up Catholic in the first place.”14 Not all scientists agree, though. A study featured in the American Journal of Epidemiology found that religion is linked to better overall health and well-being. They concluded that those who attended religious ceremonies regularly were 12 percent less likely to have depressive symptoms and 33 percent less likely to have sexually transmitted infections. The study also found that 18 percent of self-identified religious people reported high levels of happiness and those who meditated or prayed were 38 percent more likely to volunteer in their communities.15

Religion wasn’t the only factor in how Carrie was being raised by Margaret White. Research has shown how a mother’s lack of affection and focus on authoritarian-style parenting could cause her child to internalize their feelings, ultimately causing anxiety and depression in the child. This authoritarian style of parenting is defined by low levels of warmth and high levels of control, discipline, and punishment.16 This absolutely describes the White parent-child dynamic. The ideal style of parenting, according to experts, is an authoritative approach. This includes a high level of warmth; nurturing and communication, with a high level of control; setting clear expectations and following through with fair discipline. Even though Margaret may have been raised in a household and culture that influenced her parenting style, this doesn’t mean that she couldn’t have changed her behaviors for the benefit of her daughter. Culture can explain behavior but doesn’t excuse it. In an ideal world, Margaret would have sought out resources for help in balancing her parenting style to help Carrie succeed and gain more self-control.

Another theme in Carrie is the psychology of bullying and conformity in high school. Studies have found that bullying in high school is more likely to occur in classrooms and situations in which the norm has been established to support the bullying behaviors.17 Teens spend most of the day with their peers and will tend to engage in bullying rather than intervene when an incident occurs. Chris Hargensen, as the main perpetrator of Carrie’s torment, has a lot of influence over the other girls in the novel. They willingly go along with her actions and are rewarded for their conformity. A 2016 study found that adolescents will often try to avoid negative evaluations from others by keeping their opinions and behaviors in conformity with others.18

What sort of long-lasting effects do those who are bullied, or bully, suffer? A study that looked at the psychology of those who were victims and perpetrators of bullying found that:



Kids who had been victims only (who never bullied others) had greater risk for depressive disorders, anxiety disorders, generalized anxiety, panic disorder, and agoraphobia as adults. But worse off were kids who were both bully victims and bullies—they experienced all types of depressive and anxiety disorders, and suffered most severely from suicidal thoughts, depressive disorders, generalized anxiety, and panic disorder, compared with the other groups of participants. In fact, about 25 percent of these participants said they had suicidal thoughts as young adults, and about 38 percent had panic disorder.19



If the characters in the novel had survived, they would ultimately have lived with the effects from their actions.

The novel ends with Carrie dying from the wound inflicted by her mother, the ultimate bully. “Blood was always the root of it, and only blood can expiate it.”20 Carrie was powerless but became powerful. She harnessed the strength of her telekinesis to get revenge on those who had wronged her. Although King isn’t completely pleased with the novel, it seems an appropriate first venture into publishing. Sometimes the least expected person can come out and surprise everyone in the end.






CHAPTER TWO

The Shining

Since Stephen King came into the literary scene in the 1970s, he has inspired numerous fellow authors. A new generation is finding his writing, thus creating their own brand of horror with odes to King and his impressive body of work. So, it begs to reason that King himself has found inspiration in the authors who came before him. Not surprisingly, he has been quite vocal about the importance of reading if one wants to become a writer. “If you don’t have time to read, you don’t have the time (or the tools) to write. Simple as that.”1 He further explains how finding inspiration is a good thing. “You may find yourself adopting a style you find particularly exciting, and there’s nothing wrong with that. When I read Ray Bradbury as a kid, I wrote like Ray Bradbury—everything green and wondrous and seen through a lens smeared with the grease of nostalgia.”


In honor of their favorite sci-fi author, the crew of Apollo 15 named a crater on the moon “Dandelion” after Ray Bradbury’s novel Dandelion Wine (1957).



It is, in fact, a Ray Bradbury story that first motivated King to form the first buds of what would become The Shining. Bradbury’s science-fiction short story “The Veldt” published in the 1951 anthology Illustrated Man centers on the Hadley family who live in a future where their house does everything for them, including providing a sort of virtual reality that creates your dreams. This concept, of someone’s dreams coming true, was at the forefront of King’s creation of the novel. King started the story, centering on a psychic boy in an amusement park, in 1972, but was inspired to change the setting when he and Tabitha visited the historic Stanley Hotel in Estes Park, Colorado. One night, King walked the empty hotel as his wife slept. Later, he recounted a strange nightmare:


That night I dreamed of my three-year-old son running through the corridors, looking back over his shoulder, eyes wide, screaming. He was being chased by a fire-hose. I woke up with a tremendous jerk, sweating all over, within an inch of falling out of bed. I got up, lit a cigarette, sat in a chair looking out the window at the Rockies, and by the time the cigarette was done, I had the bones of the book firmly set in my mind.”2
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It’s estimated that 1.6 percent of the adult US population has borderline personality disorder, but that number may be as high as 5.9 percent and nearly 75 percent of people diagnosed with it are women.

It’s amazing to think that The Shining, such an indelible mark on modern horror, would’ve never existed if King hadn’t visited the Stanley Hotel and been struck with a bad dream! In our book The Science of Monsters (2019), we researched the effect of isolation on humans in relation to the Torrance family’s long winter in the fictional Overlook Hotel. In fact, there are many fascinating avenues to discover in a novel of ghosts, psychics, and the fracturing of a seemingly all-American family. At the heart of the novel is patriarch Jack, who, like many of King’s characters, is a writer and teacher. While the Overlook Hotel may be a catalyst for murder, it is clear that Jack not only has a history of abusing alcohol but also abusing his family. This taboo subject is dealt with subtly in the novel, as well as in the 1980 Stanley Kubrick film adaptation. In his article “The Shining: The Hellish World of the Tyrannical Patriarch,” Jacob Derin delves into both Freudian and Jungian theories to further understand the character of Jack. From a Freudian perspective:


Classic psychoanalytic thinking focused quite heavily on the pathologies born in the cradle of dysfunctional families. Within this context, The Overlook Hotel’s claustrophobic environment represents a dysfunctional household dominated by a dictatorial patriarch who holds sway over a helpless mother and child. Seen in this light, the setting draws us into the insulation and increasingly unhealthy psychological landscape of that family.3



And from the archetypal, Jungian perspective, Derin goes as far to say that this “tyrannical patriarch” exists on a larger scale, as countries are often led with such abuse of power.


As an adult, Stephen King has no memory of his friend being hit by a train. But, after the accident, four-year-old Stephen refused to talk for the rest of the day. His mother described him as “pale as a ghost.” These are classic signs of shock.



However the reader interprets Jack’s place in the narrative, there is no doubt he is a flawed human with dysfunctions that are at play long before he arrives at the Overlook. In order to gain a better perspective on the reality of alcohol abuse, a key component to Jack and his bizarre visits to bartender Grady, we spoke to crisis therapist Sara Melendez.


Meg: “What is your professional background?”

Sara Melendez: “I have a BA in sociology and an MA in psychology. I also am an Internationally Certified Substance Abuse Counselor.”

Kelly: “Have there been times you have been overwhelmed or emotionally disturbed by your work? How do you deal with the heavy nature of what you do?”

Sara Melendez: “Yes, I have worked as a crisis therapist for the past fourteen years and have seen thousands of clients in all kinds of disturbing situations—too many to count. I deal with the heavy nature of what I do by understanding that everyone has a journey, and sometimes we don’t understand why they are destined to endure so much pain, but it is not my journey, so I have to respect where they’re at and the whole process of life itself.”

Meg: “Stephen King has been open about his struggle with multiple addictions, including during the time he wrote The Shining. Have you found that creative expression has helped with those grappling with addiction? Can creating art or focusing on hobbies and passions be a part of addiction therapy?” 

Sara Melendez: “In hearing thousands of stories of people in crisis, I have found that some of their stories fall into patterns. That being said, I have yet to meet an individual who suffers a severe mental illness, or a severe substance issue (or both), that hasn’t suffered some type of childhood trauma. In order to cope, some follow creative pursuits and when under the influence are able to channel the pain of their childhood trauma into creativity. I’ve read several times that Stephen King witnessed his friend being hit and killed by a train when they were children. He returned home and had forgotten what happened by the time he got home, according to reports. I believe that event was not resolved at the time he wrote The Shining. Mr. King bases some of his stories around childhood trauma like The Stand (which also involved a train), Rose Madder (1995), It (Beverly was a classic victim of childhood sexual trauma by her father). I think that, yes, focusing on hobbies and passions can be part of addictions therapy; however, my belief is that when Mr. King wrote some of his stories in blackout mode (as I’ve read) he wasn’t necessarily in a therapeutic situation but was more likely processing his childhood trauma in his own way.”

Kelly: “Wow! That is fascinating, and so true that a lot of his work focuses on dysfunction in childhood, as exhibited by the character of Danny Torrance.”

Meg: “I like how authors, or any creators, have the ability to process their trauma through art!”


Alcohol-related fatalities are the third leading cause of preventable death in the United States, following the first, tobacco, and second, obesity.



Kelly: “In The Shining, Jack Torrance is an alcoholic. Soon, the reader finds out that, although he is intelligent and talented, he has lost his job at a prep school. This was due to his drinking which caused him to erupt at his students. He also uncharacteristically broke his son Danny’s arm. Can you speak to this Jekyll- and Hyde-like nature in those with addiction? Do you feel this is an accurate portrayal?”

Sara Melendez: “In some situations, yes. It depends on the substance. I’ve found that people high on methamphetamine and blackout drunk can be very labile—one second they’re reasonable and the next second they’re dangerous. People on the influence of other drugs, like heroin, marijuana, and opiates are not as extreme.”

Meg: “As The Shining progresses, we witness the conflict in Wendy Torrance’s life as the spouse of an alcoholic. What are some of the common issues and traumas that you have come to expect from loved ones in a similar position as Wendy?”

Sara Melendez: “With every person who is an addict comes an enabler or enabler(s). Wendy was an enabler by tolerating his behavior and staying with him even after he faced consequences due to his addiction (losing his job), and covered up his abuse by not reporting it to authorities after he abused Danny. Without enablers, addicts could not survive long as addicts.”

Kelly: “From your place of expertise, in which King novels or stories were you impressed with his representation of characters either besieged with addiction or mental illness?”

Sara Melendez: “I was impressed with two characters the most—Beverly in It and Rose in Rose Madder. Both were not addicts or mentally ill; however, they were victims of close family who had addictions and mental illness. Beverly had an abusive father who was sexually attracted to her, and had difficulty adjusting to her transition to womanhood. It would be safe to say he was a sexual addict as a father attracted to his own biological daughter and struggling to contain his impulses and therefore abusing her. Rose in Rose Madder had an abusive, alcoholic husband. What stood out to me the most in this book was that once she left her husband, started a new life, and found a new relationship that wasn’t abusive, she became abusive herself and acted out to her new significant other who wasn’t abusive at all. In my work with victims of domestic violence, I have found this to be true across the board, although no one really talks about it. Unless a victim of domestic violence works through their issues after they leave the relationship, they are very likely to act out violently toward their new partner, even if the new partner is not violent or abusive. It’s like they have all this internal rage. Mr. King touched on that, and it was the first time I’ve seen it in print, although I’ve witnessed it in working at domestic violence shelters and with victims of DV.”

Kelly: “I’ll have to re-read Rose Madder with that new perspective!”

Meg: “Aside from Stephen King, when you see or read fictional accounts of those with addiction or mental illness, do you feel they are depicted fairly? Have there been times you were disappointed with their portrayal?” 

Sara Melendez: “Yes, very much so. Oftentimes the media will vilify a character and label them as bipolar or schizophrenic. They are portrayed as killers, or dangerous, or menaces to society. While there are of course people with either of these diagnoses who break the law, there are so many that are perfectly functional adults. Because I’ve worked in the trenches throughout my career with people who are bipolar or schizophrenic, I’ve found that they are amongst us at work, in the community, our neighbor, and sometimes our family. Most of the time as long as they take their medications, stay away from alcohol and drugs, and have support, they are not these crazed insane characters that the media portrays. In fact, those diagnosed with borderline personality disorder do far more damage to families and individuals than others more seemingly ‘dangerous’ diagnoses.”

Kelly: “What is your favorite Stephen King novel or story and why?”

Sara Melendez: “Hmm … so hard to narrow down, and there are so many! I think Carrie really captivated me because I was only a teen and a very sheltered one at that, raised in a dysfunctional household in a small town with a mom who didn’t have a grip on reality and a high degree of religiosity. I wished I had superpowers so I could escape. Carrie was my tortured superhero! That was the one story that resonated with me, in a strange way, I guess.”

Meg: “What a great example of how fiction can be such a healing and vital part of growing up!”




Thanks to Sara Melendez we were able to stand back and see Jack, Wendy, and Danny Torrance from her perspective as a crisis counselor. This is a testament to the true humanity, whether sweet or depraved, that Stephen King evokes in his novels and stories. While Jack Torrance ultimately succumbs to the evil at the Overlook, the balance of good and evil within him remains the truly compelling aspect of the modern horror masterpiece The Shining.






CHAPTER THREE

Salem’s Lot

One of my (Meg’s) most delightful college courses was a literature class called Tales of Terror. It was naturally popular, in no small part because of its enticing name. As a lifelong horror reader, I made sure to pounce on it once registration was open. We read a number of memorable books and short stories, including Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) and Shirley Jackson’s The Possibility of Evil (1965). What really tickled me was the chance to deconstruct and discuss a Stephen King novel. As a literature major, I was used to my fellow students maligning King, one very loudly sharing her disdain for the author in our Romantic Literature course. Many had agreed with her analysis, nodding their heads in unison at her insistence that Stephen King was not “literary.”

I had remained silent, seething underneath.

In Tales of Terror, we were assigned King’s 1975 vampire novel Salem’s Lot. I had already read it as a teenager, but I was more than ready to dive back into the idyllic yet terrifying town of Jerusalem’s Lot. In fact, it was because of this novel and the studies of Tales of Terror that I came to understand the term “rural gothic” which has informed much of my fictional work.

American Gothic fiction is a subgenre of Gothic fiction, first developed in Europe with the writings of novelists like Harold Walpole and Ann Radcliffe. American poet and short story writer Edgar Allan Poe popularized the genre, with a macabre atmosphere that nearly always led to death. As Americans took the spooky reins of gothic literature, they branched out into several subtopics. Nathaniel Hawthorne and Washington Irving both wrote upon the dark side of the puritanical, colonial era of America, while authors like William Faulkner are known as purveyors of Southern American Gothic, in which they meditate on the crumbling infrastructure of the southern United States.


The aspects of rural gothic fiction are rather broad, in that they can occur in any place, as long as the setting is far from the bustle of modern, technologically advanced America. What defines rural gothic is not only the subtle aspects that make small-town USA different than the urban city centers, it is also the pervading sense of horror that simmers underneath, hiding beneath the edifice of small-town values. Salem’s Lot is the perfect gateway into this nuanced subgenre as Stephen King himself explained in a radio interview. “In a way it is my favorite story, mostly because of what it says about small towns. They are kind of a dying organism right now. The story seems sort of down-home to me. I have a special cold spot in my heart for it!”1

The town of Jerusalem’s Lot, much like King’s fictional Maine towns, Derry and Castle Rock, exists in more than one of his works. While it appears first in Salem’s Lot, it has been revisited in short stories like “One For the Road” (1977) as well as in the last three novels of the Dark Tower Series (2003, 2004). Part of Jerusalem Lot’s appeal to readers is its complicated religious history in which a mysterious sect of Puritans mysteriously vanished from the town in the 1700s. This, of course, sounds like the perfect colonial gothic plot for Hawthorne or Irving. But it is the vampires in the 1970s that fold constant readers into the fictional town as they discover along with characters Ben Mears and Susan Norton that beyond the charming buildings and quirky residents, Salem’s Lot has a vicious, evil heart.


To prove a woman was a witch, the “touch test” was used in Salem. When an accused was brought close to an innocent, if that person seized in a fit and then halted at the touch of the defendant, the woman was considered proven to be a witch.




It was in the real town of Salem, Massachusetts, that true horror unraveled in the 1690s. Many have learned about the Salem Witch Trials, an unsettling piece of New England history which exposed the settlers’ very archaic beliefs in witchcraft. Innocent people (mostly women and children) died because of both lack of scientific understanding as well as mass hysteria, or group think, in which beliefs are intensified within a community. Lesser known is a similar panic that echoed the witch trials. Nearly two hundred years after supposed “witches” were hanged by their neighbors and loved ones, a vampire panic overtook another sleepy community in New England.

In 1990, children playing near a gravel mine in Griswold, Connecticut, found a haunting discovery. In order to convince his mother that the skeletal remains were indeed authentic, one boy brought home a skull as proof. The macabre burial site caught the attention of archaeologist Nick Bellantoni, who soon discovered that the bodies had been interred in the early nineteenth century, based on the decay of the skeletons, as well as their meager wooden coffins. Yet, as described in the Smithsonian’s “The Great New England Vampire Panic” there was a peculiarity to one grave that intrigued Bellantoni:


Scraping away soil with flat-edged shovels, and then brushes and bamboo picks, the archaeologist and his team worked through several feet of Earth before reaching the top of the crypt. When Bellantoni lifted the first of the large, flat rocks that formed the roof, he uncovered the remains of a red-painted coffin and a pair of skeletal feet. They lay, he remembers, “in perfect anatomical position.” But when he raised the next stone, Bellantoni saw that the rest of the individual “had been completely … rearranged.” The skeleton had been beheaded; skull and thigh bones rested atop the ribs and vertebrae. “It looked like a skull-and-crossbones motif, a Jolly Roger. I’d never seen anything like it,” Bellantoni recalls. Subsequent analysis showed that the beheading, along with other injuries, including rib fractures, occurred roughly five years after death. Somebody had also smashed the coffin. The other skeletons in the gravel hillside were packaged for reburial, but not “J. B.,” as the 50ish male skeleton from the 1830s came to be called, because of the initials spelled out in brass tacks on his coffin lid. He was shipped to the National Museum of Health and Medicine in Washington, D.C., for further study.2



Curious about why this body was so obviously mistreated post-burial, and convinced it wasn’t the doing of a typical grave robber, Bellantoni sought the expertise of Michael Bell, New England folklorist and author of Food for the Dead: On the Trail of New England’s Vampires (2011). Bell had a chilling answer, rooted in the history of nearby Jewett City, Rhode Island, bordering the farm community of Griswold. Based on his research, Bell had come to understand that a panic had spread across the bucolic edifice of the area. Much like in Salem’s Lot, the townspeople and farmers believed there was an invading, supernatural evil. Why this shared belief swept New England, and as Bell asserts, as far west as Minnesota, is a complex question. What is an important connection, is that the exhumations of bodies, in which loved ones went as far as decapitating or burning the hearts of their loved ones in order to prevent further “vampirism,” is that tuberculosis gripped the region. Consumption, as it was called at the time, was an extremely painful and drawn out death that frightened people in both urban and rural settings. Caused by a bacterium known as Mycobacterium tuberculosis, consumption “may infect any part of the body, but most commonly occurs in the lungs (known as pulmonary tuberculosis). General signs and symptoms include fever, chills, night sweats, loss of appetite, weight loss, and fatigue.”3 It is transmitted by an active patient spitting, coughing, or sneezing into the air.

[image: images]

A cartoon that appeared in the Boston Daily Globe in 1896.



In 1876, two years after his assassination, Abraham Lincoln’s resting place was disturbed by grave robbers hoping to steal his remains for ransom. Thankfully, a secret service agent caught the nefarious robbers, and they were only able to lift the lid of the coffin before being arrested.



While consumption has nearly been eradicated from America, it is presently a real threat in developing countries, as nearly 50 percent of the deaths occur in India, China, Indonesia, the Philippines, and Pakistan. At the time of the vampire panic, consumption was sweeping across the world, in a time of only developing knowledge of science and disease. Robert Koch, a German microbiologist, identified the bacteria in 1882, yet it took years for the public to fully embrace the true cause of the disease. As described on the website for the Connecticut Historical Society, blame on consumption’s deadly grip shifted depending on the sufferer’s background:


The wealthy blamed it on heredity, as an issue of one’s constitution, and so took trips to warm climates for a “cure.” For literary types (think Emerson or Thoreau), the culprit was the stress of modern life and their own genius. They sought refuge in nature. The middle class saw the cause as overstimulation from an urban life, including heavy studying, and working in an office. For people living in rural areas, the causes were spiritual and often related to vampirism.4




Because of these beliefs in the supernatural, desperation to save loved ones took a macabre turn.
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