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I asked these spirit figures if I was seeing them or if I was seeing what was in my own brain. They answered, both.

EILEEN GARRETT,

twentieth-century medium
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INTRODUCTION




IN LATE MARCH 1848 two young sisters excitedly waylaid a neighbor, eager to tell her about the strange sounds they had been hearing at home nearly every night around bedtime. The noises, the girls confided to Mary Redfield, seemed to have no explanation. Their father had failed to discover the source of the raps and knocks. Their mother was exhausted from worry and lack of sleep.

Ghosts, Mary Redfield thought wryly. As she later told a newspaper reporter, what she really suspected was a childish prank.

She didnt know the girls well. Along with their parents, they had just moved to Hydesville, a quiet community of farms and fields in western New York State, the previous December. Margaretta, nicknamed Maggie but sometimes called Margaret, like her mother, was a pretty, saucy fourteen-year-old. Eleven-year-old Catherine, called Cathie or Kate, was black haired and pale, more delicate in appearance than her sister. The two children were outgoing, polite, and friendly, and they were almost always together.

A few nights later, on March 31 at about 8 P.M., Mary and her husband, Charles, heard a sharp knocka human oneon their own front door. John Fox, the girls father, was standing in the snow with a bizarre story to tell. Raps had broken out in his house more loudly than ever, and his wife, Margaret, had determined that they were caused by the spirit of a murdered man whose remains lay buried in the cellar.

Would the Redfields come immediately? Margaret urgently wanted their opinion.

Charles Redfield declined, but Mary agreed to go, teasing John that she would have a spree with it, if it was a ghost. Humor, however, wasnt one of dour Johns strengths. He grimly led Mary to the house, a nondescript frame structure on a neatly fenced plot, and headed straight to the bedroom that he and Margaret shared with the girls. Margaret Fox, a comfortably plump, generally cheery woman, though now highly agitated, met Mary at the door.1

Glancing inside the room, which was lit by a single candle, Mary recognized in an instant the seriousness of the situation. Kate and Maggie were huddled on their bed, clinging to each other in terror.

Margaret drew Mary down beside her on the other bed in the room, then began to speak into what must have seemed like thin air.

Now count five. Margaret Fox commanded. Five knocks followed, seeming to indicate an intelligent presence.

Count fifteen, Margaret ordered. The invisible noisemaker did so. She asked it to tell Mary Redfields age, and Mary later remembered with wonder that it rapped thirty-three times so we all heard it.

If you are an injured spirit, Margaret Fox continued, manifest it by three raps.

Knock, it answered.

Knock.

Knock.

There was no sign that anyone in the room was making the noise.

By this time, Mary Redfield candidly confessed, I became much interested.

She decided that she wanted her husband, Charles, to size up the situation for himself, but before leaving the Fox household she paused for a moment to comfort Kate and Maggie. She tried to reassure them that if indeed a spirit was present, it had no intention of hurting them.


One of the girlslike most people, Mary had a habit of referring to the sisters as if they were interchangeableanswered with emotion: We are innocenthow good it is to have a clear conscience.



Forty years later, on an autumn night in 1888, a bespectacled Maggie Fox, wearing a red flowered hat and black dress, stepped onto the stage of New York Citys Academy of Music to a cacophony of hisses, cheers, and boos. Standing in front of the packed house, she glanced nervously down at her prepared speech and started to speak in an excited voice. She was about to make a stunningand to some members of her raucous audience devastatingpronouncement.

In the four decades since the first raps at Hydesville, she and Kate had become world famous. When the eerie sounds continued, word had spread that spirits made them and that the girls were talking to the dead. Soon Kate and Maggie were delivering otherworldly messages to friends, then strangers, then large public audiences. Debates about the authenticity of spirit communications had riveted the nation.

Before long, other mortals discovered that they too could serve as intermediaries between this world and the next. By the mid-1850s tens of thousands of Americansthe curious, the skeptical, and the converted alikewere flocking to seances to contact the departed. A journalist had called the movement Modern Spiritualism, and it swiftly had acquired an international following.

It was Modern Spiritualism, the fervor of which she had helped to create, that Maggie now, trembling visibly in the footlights glow, set out to destroy: she had come to announce to the overflow crowd at the Academy of Music that the spirits of the dead never return to communicate with the living. The raps that had sent Mary Redfield hastening to find her husband on that long-ago night in 1848 had been a fake, as had so many other alleged spirit manifestations through the years.

Front-page headlines shouted news of Maggies confession: she had dealt a death blow, reporters wrote, to Spiritualism.

But the headlines, as it turns out, were premature. The Fox sisters story wasnt over, and the Spiritualist movement hadnt been destroyed. A year later Maggie recanted her confession of fraud. Asserting that she had been under the sway of the movements enemies and overwhelmed by financial pressures when she falsely confessed, she adamantly reaffirmed her faith in the spirits. And Modern Spiritualism, a religion and social force that has dramatically influenced our ideas about immortality, remains very much alive today.

Faith in the power of good and evil spirits is ancient, although ideas about the nature of these entities differ from culture to culture. It wasand isModern Spiritualisms central tenet that death does not exist. Instead, the state commonly called death is only a transition, a shedding of the body, and the spirits of individuals not only survive beyond the grave but also communicate from the other side. A related belief holds that mediums, men and women who are able to receive and transmit spirit messages, can help other, less finely attuned, mortals establish contact at seances. The word seance, French for session, now almost exclusively denotes a gathering held to commune with spirits.

Formed by many different influences, Modern Spiritualism as a popular movement began with the Hydesville raps. In defiance of Judaeo-Christian theologians who argued that alleged spirit visitations were either demonic manifestations or delusions, Americans in the third quarter of the nineteenth century crowded into seance rooms, seeking wisdom and comfort in what they perceived as tangible evidence of immortality. Many believers were men and women struggling to reconcile religion with science at a time when geologists were questioning the very age and origins of the earth and its creatures. Whether by design of the spirits or inadvertently, Kate and Maggie Fox served as the catalyst for what believers in spirit communication called the dawning of a new era.

The passionate interest of the mid-nineteenth century is in fact a mirror of our own. Since I began my research on the Fox family, books on the afterlife by mediums and psychics have appeared consistently on the New York Times best-seller list, and several of the authors have become television celebrities, as widely sought after in our day as Kate and Maggie were in theirs. In movies and TV dramas, individuals whose spirits survive death routinely return to help with the problems encountered by the living.

Opinions about Kate and Maggie vary, of course (as they do about todays mediums). There are debunkersamong them some, but by no means all, magicians and historianswho delight in or abhor the sisters as one more example of humbug in a society famous for it. Several decades after the sisters deaths, two particularly memorable antagonists contributed to the debate over Spiritualism: the magician Houdini and the author Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of the master detective Sherlock Holmes. In the 1920s Houdini tried to convince Doyle that Spiritualism was a fraud by unmasking fake mediums, while Doyle persisted in holding tight to his Spiritualist beliefs.

Controversy about the Fox sisters accounts in part for the frequent retelling of the girls story through the years: there are so many possibilities and versions. For Spiritualists, the saga has the resonance of a sacred story, one that helps illuminate the origins or at least an aspect of their continuing faith. Others find the sisters story intriguing because it reads like a classic ghost yarn or because it triggered such a widespread and colorful inquiry into the nature of life after death. Still others are interested in exploring how the girls might have faked their spirit manifestations.

I first encountered Kate and Maggie Fox in a book about mystics and mediums, Peter Washingtons Madame Blavatskys Baboon: A History of the Mystics, Mediums, and Misfits Who Brought Spiritualism to America. The two Fox sisters jumped off the page and seized me with a grasp as firm, if as invisible, as a ghosts. I was consumed with curiosity to learn more about these nineteenth-century children. What actually took place that March night in Hydesville? Had the girls pulled off an elaborate hoax, mischief that might have started innocently? If so, how could they have perpetuated such a fraud for forty years? Alternatively, were they in the grip of some powerful, shared delusion? Or, as some theorists suggest about teenagers in general and about those who trigger strange phenomena in particular, had the stresses of puberty released unconscious forces, sexual energies capable of turning the most ordinary household into a horror?

Or were Kate and Maggie spirit mediums, as many reputable people of the day believed?

I began my exploration into the sisters lives with a focus on the paranormal and otherworldly. My curiosity led me not only to bookstores and libraries but also to Hydesville, for the hundred fiftieth anniversary of Modern Spiritualism in 1998, and to Lily Dale, a Victorian town located near Buffalo, New York, thats now inhabited almost entirely by mediums and other Spiritualists.

Somewhere along my route, howeverand much to my surprisemy interest in Kate and Maggie shifted from the paranormal to the normal or at least to the social and cultural aspects of life in the nineteenth century. I became less absorbed with the elusive question of whether the Fox children invented the spirits, and I grew more curious about who the girls were and what kind of world they lived in. What factors in the Fox family and the culture helped produce these two strikingly original young women? Faced often with derision and scorn, forced to undergo grueling investigations of their powers, why did Kate and Maggie continue to hold seances? And in an age when almost no one achieved the celebrity status that our athletes, movie stars, and mediums take for granted today, how did these two unknown country children manage to seize the publics imagination to such an astonishing degree?

Over the last three decades, historians have produced a significant body of work that explores Spiritualism as both a reflection and expression of the tensions inherent in nineteenth-century America. Following their lead, I became intrigued by the saga of this particular nineteenth-century familyJohn and Margaret Fox and their childrennavigating, with resilience and invention though not always with success, a rapidly changing culture.

Ordinary Americans in the 1800s had great opportunity for social, economic, and geographic mobility. They faced a number of questions that perhaps can be summed up in a simple query that had rarely been so pressing in the past: Where are we going?

Shall we pack our worldly goods and journey westward? Or leave the farm behind and head for the city?

Are our struggles moving us upward on the social ladder, or have our risks only pushed us down a notch?

Is our society advancing toward utopian perfection? Or under new pressures such as urbanization, is it descending into chaos?

Those of us who are womenwill we stay placidly at home or step out into the street, into the labor force, into public life?


Those of us who are enslavedwill we remain in bondage or march forward into freedom?

For many Americans of the time, each of these questions was coupled with an older, deeply personal one: am I bound for heaven or hell?

And all these questions were shadowed by a pervasive concern: what control do we have over any of our destinations?

The more I thought about the Fox sisters, the more it seemed to me not only that Kate and Maggie sparked a movement, but that their lives epitomized the conflicts and urges that helped fuel its blaze. The question of the other world aside, the girls appeal surely stemmed in part from the ways they embodiedand intuitedtheir cultures anxieties and ambitions.

Not that the two of them can be viewed simply as emblematic of their times. Charismatic individuals in their own right, they were as different from one another as most siblings are. Theyve often been treated as a unit and portrayed flatly either as frauds or martyrs.

I approached Kate and Maggie primarily through the narratives written by their contemporaries. Few of the mediums own unpublished letters seem to have survived, although the ones included here allow an intimate, if often oblique, glimpse into each sisters emotional life. But theres no scarcity of books, pamphlets, and letters in which to find the girls nineteenth-century visitors registering violently different opinions about them.2

Not surprisingly, little documentation exists for the period before Kate and Maggie rose to fame. Their oldest sister, the thrice-wed Leah Fox Fish Brown Underhill, wrote a useful but frequently unreliable and self-serving memoir, which has to be read with care. For anyone interested in the Fox sisters, there are many discoveries yet to be made.

Kate and Maggie are the protagonists in this true story, but other major players appear as well. Leah, a formidable woman who wielded immense influence over her younger siblings and on the course of Modern Spiritualism, became her sisters impresario and a medium herself. The audience attracted by the sisters, composed of doubters and believers alike, served as a collective force that helped define and spread Spiritualisms concepts and practices. And, whether inventions of the mediums or immortal visitors, the spirits themselves were compelling figures.


When all is said and done, however, I always circle back to the impulse that first drew me to Kate and Maggie. The Fox sisters storyof spirits and conjurers, skeptics and convertsremains a puzzle, a maze. I hope that readers will experience their story as I do, as a drama filled with emotion and surprise but one that also provokes questions in an unusually vivid and concrete way about how we know what we know and how secure we are in our knowledge.

As I read conflicting nineteenth-century accounts, I still feel that Im in much the same position as the participants in the sisters seances were one hundred and fifty years ago, asking the same questions, watching tables levitate, and struggling to understand inexplicable sounds.

E. E. Lewis, a writer who interviewed the Fox family in the 1840s, ended his introduction with an invitation I now extend to you: Let them step forward and solve this mystery, if they can.3










    
PART I

EARTH AND THE WORLD OF SPIRITS

17891849







     

ONE

A LARGE, INTELLIGENT AND CANDID COMMUNITY




TWO WEEKS BEFORE Christmas 1847 a blacksmith named John David Fox, accompanied by his wife, Margaret, and their two youngest daughters, Kate and Maggie, moved to the rural community of Hydesville, New York. One of the worst winters in recent memory was pummeling the region, a windy, fertile plain in the northwest corner of the state.1

The almost unparalleled bad weather which we have experienced since cold December set in, complained the Western Argus, a local newspaper, nearly diverted our attention from the fact that Christmas is almost at hand. The writer regretted that residents were staying home by the fire instead of venturing out, by wagon or sleigh, to make the customary holiday calls.2

The weather not only dampened good cheer, it also stalled construction on the new home that John and Margaret were building two miles from Hydesville, next to their son Davids farm. Since work wouldnt resume until spring, the couple had rented a modest, one-and-a-half-story frame house to wait out the winter.

Today Hydesville has vanished from all but the most detailed local maps, but it wasand ispart of the township of Arcadia, located in New Yorks Wayne County. Farmhouses, barns, and steeple-capped villages dot the surrounding countryside; here and there flat-topped hills, called drumlins, rise up like ancient burial grounds. The countys northern boundary is Lake Ontario, which separates western New York from Canada. In August, fields of peppermint, a major crop, blossom with pink flowers that release a faint, delicious scent, but winters like the one of 1847 bring month after month of slate skies and snow.

Slight but sturdy, a country girl, Maggie was an ebullient fourteen-year-old with glossy dark hair, a broad-boned face, and frank brown eyes. Black-haired Kate was slim and soulful, at ten years old still very much a child, with compelling eyes that struck some people as deep purple and others as black or gray.3 The girls were the youngest of six children, the only two still living at home with their parents, and they were often thrown back on each other for company. Their four siblings, Leah, Elizabeth, Maria, and David, were already adults with families of their own.

The girls father, John, was a wiry man who peered out at the world through brooding eyes, his spectacles balanced on his hawk nose. Sometimes considered disagreeable by people other than his children, he was intense and inward, an impassioned Methodist who knelt each morning and night in prayer.

His wife, the former Margaret Smith, was in most respects his opposite. A kindly matron with an ample bosom and a double chin, she was as chatty and sociable as her husband was withdrawn. In the uncharitable opinion of one Hydesville neighbor, sweet-faced Margaret was superior to John in weight and good looks and in personality the best horse in the team by odds.4

Already in their fifties, the weary survivors of economic reversals and marital crises, John and Margaret undoubtedly hoped that when their new home was finished it would be their last: a permanent, comfortable place to complete the tasks of child-rearing. They even may have looked forward to help from their grown children who lived nearby. Raising two young daughters was a responsibility that must have weighed increasingly on them as they aged. What would happen if they fell ill? Or if they died? How would Kate and Maggie manage, and who would care for them?

The couple had accumulated little in the way of land or money, and girls who grew up without either eventually needed to find a devoted husband or a decent livelihood. Teaching was one alternative for a young woman, the drudgery of factory labor another. It was possible to slip down the ladder of opportunity as well as to climb up it.

A close-knit family, however, could provide refuge in times of trouble, and despite a history of geographical dislocations and separations, John and Margarets six children had remained remarkably attached to one another. With the exception of Elizabeth, who lived in Canada with her husband, they had settled down within an easy radius of one another, having forged what Maggie called tender ties to western New York.

Twenty-seven-year-old David Smith Fox, a farmer, lived in Arcadia with his wife and three children in the house that had once belonged to his maternal uncle, John J. Smith. Surrounded by the peppermint fields, filled with good conversation and well-thumbed books, the farm was a place where friends and family liked to gather.5 Maria, who lived only a few miles from her brother, had done her part to solidify family bonds by marrying one of her cousins, Stephen Smith.

Leah, the oldest of the six Fox siblings, had settled farther away, thirty miles west of Arcadia in the thriving young city of Rochester, New York, but she too retained close ties to her family. Her adolescent daughter, Lizzie, spent almost as much time in Hydesville with her young aunts, Kate and Maggie, as she did with her mother in Rochester.

Officially a hamlet within Arcadias borders, Hydesville was an ordinary little cluster of farms and establishments that served the farmer: a sawmill, gristmill, and general store, along with a few artisans workshops such as the cobblers. The hamlet had been named for Henry Hyde, a doctor who arrived in Arcadia by wagon in 1810, in the days before physicians needed either a license or formal training.

Death was a constant fact of life. The reaper struck with fire and drowning; typhus, malaria, yellow fever, and a host of other diseases; accidents that ranged from the swift shock of a horses kick to a slow-spreading infection from a cut finger; and suicide and murder. More than one-fifth of the children born died before their first birthday; at birth the average life expectancy for an adult was little more than forty.6 Medicine at best could offer a patient little help and at worst was lethal, an excruciating matter of bleeding, blistering, and purging with potions such as laudanum, a mixture of opium and alcohol.

Dr. Henry Hyde discovered a tonic that worked for him if not for the sickly; he opened a public house at a busy crossroads, where migrants heading west paused to gamble, drink, and race their horses. Hydes Tavern became the nucleus of the new settlement, and he became a rich man.

Within a decade or two of the doctors arrival, clapboard houses had replaced log cabins; soon several wealthier residents had built fine brick homes. By 1847 Hydes Tavern had disappeared, and its owner had passed away. His son, however, remained a well-to-do landowner, and it was from Artemus Hyde that John Fox rented the small frame house for his family of four.

The house had been occupied by a string of tenants. Although Hydesville boasted some second-and third-generation families, like other communities in western New York it attracted most of its inhabitants from elsewhereadjacent counties, the East Coast, and other countries. Prospective residents came in search of new opportunities, and many families needed temporary lodgings until they either settled permanently or moved on.

While not large, the house was serviceable, with a good number of windows and two stoves. The front door opened directly into the south-facing parlor. The kitchen was set back, on the northwest side, and had its own door to the yard. On the east side, a butterysometimes used as a second bedroomconnected to the kitchen, and the main bedroom adjoined the parlor. An enclosed staircase between the buttery and main bedroom led up to a large attic, while another staircase led down to a dirt-floor basement. In back of the house flowed the Ganargua River, commonly known as Mud Creek, a popular spot for night fishing.

The rentals location on the busy corner of Hydesville and Parker Roads offered everything that Margaret might have wanted for her family. There was a Methodist church within walking distance, next to a district school where Kate most likely studied her three Rs and geography. Maggie, who could already read and write, was beyond the age when school was considered necessary. Both girls ably expressed their thoughts and feelings in letters to friends, and if their punctuation and spelling were erratic, it was a flaw shared by even the most educated of their day.

The girls were smart and full of fun. One former schoolmate of Kates remembered them as adept mimics.7 But they werent always so lively, since they also suffered on occasion from severe headaches that left them weak and depressed.

In late winter Kate and Maggie probably joined other children in going sugar mapling, and the sisters were likely kept busy helping their mother with household chores such as laundry, sewing, quilting, cooking, canning, and cleaning. Local newspapers of the day urged young women to govern their passionsanger and excitement could spoil the complexionand practice reason, prudence, and virtue through devotion to education and domestic duty. One education expert warned parents that the first appearance of stubbornness in their daughters needed instantly to be checked and resisted. The result of immediate discipline, he promised, would be tempers sweet and placid.8

Heightened emotion potentially posed another threat more serious than bad skin: hysteria. Doctors diagnosed the condition as a womans disease, believed to originate in the womb and to demonstrate female frailty and fallibility. Girls around puberty were particularly susceptible, doctors worried, to the fits and seizures hysteria could induce. How important it was, then, for a young woman to exercise self-restraint and to remain in a limited arena: the home.

John Fox was an abstracted man, his mind focused on sin and redemption, financial worries and practicalities, rather than on the more subtle matters of his youngest daughters behavior. And Margaret Fox was probably a more lenient mother than many others. She was a farmers daughter who had grown up before women were relegated to such a limited, domestic sphere; moreover, in the 1820s she and John had made the hazardous journey westward across New York State to build a new life. With past adventures of her own to remember and current worries to distract her, Margaret on occasion may have looked the other way when her bright, lively children found ways to escape the boredom and confinement dictated by current thinking. Or she may not always have known what diversions her daughters had discovered or what troubles (or visions) were haunting (or inspiring) them, all hidden beneath the pattern of their visible, everyday lives.



In March 1848 an unseasonable lightning storm flashed over Hydesville, followed by fresh snow. Otherwise, life went on much as usual. The Whigs battled the Democrats. Women baked cookies for a town festival. A farmer reported a stray cow. Fire left a family homeless. Kates eleventh birthday was celebrated, if it was marked at all, on March 27.

In the newspapers, national and international events were duly noted: the end of the Mexican War, which wrested California from Mexico; the abdication of Louis Philippe, the French king, a fall that prefigured the democratic uprisings that swept across the rest of Europe later in the year. The news, however, had to fight for space with product advertisements, many for patent remedies such as Sands Sarsaparilla and Brants Indian Pulmonary Balsam, pious advice columns, amusing anecdotes, sentimental poems, and uplifting or shocking stories. One writer reported word of a haunting: the ghostly return of a sixteen-year-old Baltimore resident, murdered by her overbearing father, who had been aiming at her poor but honest suitor.

The neighbors now a daysso readers were toldoccasionally see the young lady, falling to the earth, the flash of the gun dispelling the darknessdisclosing her uplifted hands, radiant face, and disheveled hair. The writer added ruefully that neither philosophy nor reason had been able to dispel the locals belief in the ghost of the martyr of love and fidelity.9

During the cold months of the year, houses in Hydesville often moaned and shrieked in the harsh winds. Tree branches snapped from the weight of ice. Loose boards smacked against the sides of houses. Small animals burrowed into kitchens, scurrying and scratching in search of food and the warmth of stoves and fireplaces. Sounds such as these were familiar. But in the last two weeks of March 1848, the Foxes rented house began to resound with eerie knocks at night: thumps on the ceiling, bumps on doors or walls, sometimes raps sharp enough to jar bedsteads and tables.

In statements made in April 1848 to an enterprising journalist named E. E. Lewis, family members and friends described the new and seemingly inexplicable noises that had suddenly disrupted the Fox household. Lewis subsequently published these interviews in a forty-page pamphlet titled A Report of the Mysterious Noises Heard in the House of Mr. John D. Fox, in Hydesville, Arcadia, Wayne County, Authenticated by the Certificates, and Confirmed by the Statements of the Citizens of That Place and Vicinity. The voices of the Fox family and their neighbors rise from the page like ghostly echoes.

It sounded like some one knocking in the east bed-room, on the floor, Margaret told Lewis. She added that the noise sometimes sounded as if the chair moved on the floor; we could hardly tell where it was.10

The knocking always started in the evening, just after the family had gone to bed.

The whole family slept in that room together, and all heard the noise, Margaret stated, then added that there were four of them in the family and sometimes five. The fifth personmost likely Leahs daughter Lizziemay have been visiting her grandparents that March, but Margaret wasnt explicit.

The first night that we heard the rapping, Margaret continued, we all got up and lit a candle; and searched all over the house. As they searched, the sound continued in much the same spot.

It was not very loud, she noted, yet it produced a jar of the bedsteads and chairs, that could be felt by placing our hands on the chair, or while we were in bed. It was a feeling of a tremulous motion, more than a sudden jar.

The knocks continued night after night.

On Friday, March 31, a fresh snowstorm blanketed the fields just as everyone was beginning to look ahead to spring. Making his way by wagon, David Fox managed despite the weather to stop by for a visit with his parents and little sisters. Sweet-tempered and practical, David tried to reassure them about the rapping by providing a dose of common sense.


I told them that if they searched, he said, I guessed they would find a cause for it, as it must be something about the house.

He later testified to E. E. Lewis that the house, as houses should, had remained quiet and well behaved throughout the whole afternoon.

That night, the eve of April Fools Day, Margaret decided that raps would no longer rule her familys life. She resolved that if it came, we thought we would not mind it, but try and get a good nights rest. The sky had hardly turned dark when she sent the girlsperhaps Lizzie, tooto bed early.

We went to bed so early, she said, because we had been broken so much of our rest that I was almost sick.

Although John wasnt yet in bed, Margaret lay down. The raps commenced as usual, but what followed had never happened before.

The girls, who slept in the other bed in the room, heard the noise, and tried to make a similar noise by snapping their fingers. The youngest girl, Margaret explained, is about 12 years old;she is the one who made her hand go. As fast as she made the noise with her hands or fingers, the sound was followed up in the room. it made the same number of noises that the girl did.

When Kate stopped, the noise stopped. But the strange game continued.

The other girl, Margaret saidneglecting to use specific nameswho is in her 15th year, then spoke in sport and said, Now do this just as I do. Count one, two, three, four, &c., striking one hand in the other at the same time. The blows which she made were repeated as before. It appeared to answer her by repeating every blow that she made.

It was Maggies turn to beor actsurprised.

She only did so once, Margaret recalled of her daughter. She then began to be startled.

Rather than taking a moment to question or soothe the girls, however, Margaret pressed forward and asked the noise to Count ten, and it made ten strokes or noises.

What were her childrens successive ages? When the raps responded accurately, Margaret quickly concluded that an invisible intelligence was at work, and she set out to confirm its nature.


I then asked if it was a human being that was making the noise, she continued, and if it was, to manifest it by the same noise. There was no noise. I then asked if it was a spirit? and if it was, to manifest it by two sounds. I heard two sounds as soon as the words were spoken. I then asked, if it was an injured spirit? to give me the sound, and I heard the rapping distinctly. I then asked if it was injured in this house? and it manifested it by the noise. If the person was living that injured it? and got the same answer. I then ascertained by the same method that its remains were buried under the dwelling, and how old it was.

Would the spirit continue to rap if Margaret summoned the neighbors? It tapped the affirmative.

The children, Margaret admitted in her statement, were now clinging to one another in terror. She seems to have been oblivious to the possibility, soon trumpeted by the local newspapers, that her daughters were teasing her with an April Fools Day joke. If so, the girls might have been frightened, not by an unseen presence, but by the unexpected success of their prank.

But Margaret remained confident that her instincts that night were appropriate to the situation. I was as calm, I think, she assured Lewis, as I am now.

On Margarets command, around eight oclock that March evening John hurried to summon their neighbor, Mary Redfield. As it turned out, the children had already reported news of the sounds to her several days before. After hearing the raps for herself, Mary left the Fox household and returned almost immediately with her husband.

Then Mr. Redfield called in Mr. Duesler and wife, and several others, Margaret remembered. A great many questions were asked over, and the same answers given as before. Mr. Duesler then called in Mr. and Mrs. Hyde; they came, and also Mr. and Mrs. Jewell.

The men who were night fishing in the Ganargua River heard the hubbub and arrived to investigate. By nine oclock, a dozen or more curiosity seekers had packed the house.

William Duesler, an aggressive, athletic man who had moved to the area from a neighboring county, had rented the Hydesville house briefly seven years before. After initially dismissing the haunting as pure nonsense, he soon seized the lead in the questioning, extracting the rest of the spirits tragic tale.

With some admiration, Margaret reported that Duesler ascertained that it was murdered in the bed room, about five years ago, and that the murder was committed by a Mr. [Bell], on a Tuesday night, at 12 oclock; that it was murdered by having its throat cut with a butcher knife; that the bodywas taken down cellar, and that it was not buried until the next nightthat it was buried ten feet below the surface of the ground.

The rapper claimed to be the spirit of a peddler, brutally murdered for the small fortune he had been carrying: five hundred dollars, more than a laborers wages for an entire year. In response to a litany of past and present neighbors recited by Duesler, the sounds also identified the alleged murderer: John Bell, a former resident of the house who had since moved to a nearby town.11

The peddlers story was riveting, but witnesses were perhaps most amazed by the spirits thorough knowledge of themselves and their community.

I then asked the number of children in the different families in the neighborhood? Duesler said, and it told them in the usual way, by rapping. Also, the number of deaths that had taken place in these families? And it told correctly.

In a transient community, the spirits gossipy omniscience must have seemed not only uncanny but also something more: intimate. People werent strangers to this rapper; they were known to it. And by the end of the evening, after they had huddled together and listened to the spirit answer questions about their lives, they were undoubtedly better known to one another as well. As the long, cold winter (when even the mills, traditional gathering places, were closed) wound down, the peddler was drawing neighbors together.

Throughout the evening the spirit responded primarily by rapping only to yes-or-no questions, with an affirmative indicated by a rap and a negative by silence. But at one point Duesler, through a laborious process of calling out the alphabet and asking the spirit to rap on certain letters, learned that its initials included a C and a B.

Charles Redfield, Marys husband, descended, candle in hand, into the cellars pitch darkness to search for the murdered mans hidden grave. Dueslers voice from above and raps from an unspecified location directed Redfield to return again and again to the same suspicious spot in the dirt floor.

Around midnight, the exhausted Margaret and her daughters abandoned the house. She went to Mary Redfields but added rather vaguely that my children staid [sic] at some of the other neighbors. John Fox and Charles Redfield stood guard in the house all night.

By the time Duesler returned at seven the next evening, Saturday, April 1, the raps had resumed, and several hundred peoplehalf the population of Arcadiahad gathered to gape and listen, crowding the house and milling in front of it. Committees had staked out different areas to monitor, but the main action continued to be centered in the east bedroom. Duesler entered, only to be quickly asked to leave.

Some of those in the room wanted me to go out and let some one else ask the questions, he admitted. I did so and came home.

David Fox and his wife, Elizabeth, also visited the house that Saturday night.

I did not stay in the room but a few minutes, Elizabeth remarked. There were so many there that they kept going out and in every few minutes, so that they could all have a chance to hear the noise.

Once the crowds dispersed, David led a small crew of men downstairs to dig up the dirt floor in search of the peddlers grave. The workers had reached a depth of about three feet when they hit a stream of underground water, which forced them to stop.

The next few days were hectic ones for Hydesville. The digging continued on and off, the effort always thwarted by rising water. The crowds and the raps persisted, peddler and people alike noisily vying for attention.

Some of the queries addressed to the spirit turned to matters of theological and philosophical importance. Duesler asked if Universalist doctrine was true but received no raps. After asking the same question about Methodist doctrine, he heard rapsappropriately enough, since the spirit was a guest in a Methodist household.

Mary Redfield asked the most urgent questions of all, ones that foreshadowed later interest in spirit communication.


I went into the bed-room with others, and knelt down upon the floor by the side of the bed, she said, and asked if there was a heaven to attain? And got three rapsis my child Mary in heaven? The knocking was heard in answer. These questions, and others, Mary explained, were asked while in the attitude of prayer to the Supreme Being for a revelation of these mysterious noises to me. Another lady in the room remarked that she was afraid, Mary remembered. I told her that God would protect her, and at that moment we heard several distinct raps.I asked if it was a spirit from God? And it rapped,are the spirits of our departed friends now around us? The rapping was heard.

It seems that the rapper was behaving in a restrained and dignified manner rather than in the vengeful way its unhappy story might have justified.

Not everyone returned the courtesy. In the weeks following, many of Wayne Countys residents came to witness a miracle, others to excoriate the Fox family for fraud or blasphemy. John Fox, beside himself with distress, swore that he had no idea what caused the raps.

We have searched in every nook and corner in and about the house, at different times, to ascertain if possible whether any thing or any body was secreted there, that could make the noise, he tensely informed Lewis, and have never been able to find any thing which explained the mystery.

The local newspapers relished the situation.

The good people of Arcadia, we learn, are in quite a fever, in consequence of the discovery of an under ground ghost, or some unaccountable noise, the Western Argus reported on April 12. Picks and bats were at once brought into requisition, and on digging down about four feet, a stream of pure water gushed forth and filled up the ghost hole.

Some of the curious went away awed. Others departed as they had arrived: doubting. More than seventy years later, Andrew Soverhill, a retired attorney who had been a neighbor of the Fox family, described a gathering he had witnessed as a boy.

Wefound the small house pretty well filled, Andrew Soverhill wrote in the Syracuse Herald. There were 15 or 20 in the rooms. After we had been there for a while Mrs. Fox went into the bedroom and occupied a chair near the head of the bed. I followed her in with boyish inquisitiveness to see everything that could possibly happen, and sat down beside her.

The girls, Margaret and Catherine, sat on the bed. They invited me to climb on with them and I did. There was no light in the room at all, but a gleam from a tallow dip in the living room illuminated it enough so that it was possible to distinguish one person from another.

That small beacon was too bright for the girls mother, Margaret, who worried that light might scare the spirit. With the door closed, proceedings continued.

To some questions there were answering raps, Soverhill recalled, to others none at all. I couldnt tell where the raps came from.12

The daughter of the Fox familys physician, Mrs. Henry P. Knowles, recalled how her father had been summoned to the house to see Kate, who had taken ill. The doctor said that he had found great commotion in the room of his patient; snapping, cracking noises all about the bedas fast as he changed places the raps would do the same. He couldnt account for the noises, he told his daughter, but he thought that Kate was in some way manipulating the joints or muscles of the fingers, toes, and knees.13

E. E. Lewis himself tried to defend the puzzled residents of Hydesville in the newspapers, but other reporters accused him instantly of commercial exploitation.

Knowing that if the excitement should subside, or people abroad be apprised that the story was a hoax (as every intelligent person would of course pronounce it), it would materially injure the sale of his contemplated work, he has taken the above course sneered the Newark Herald.14

The Weekmans, who had lived in the house the year before the Fox family, came forward. They too had been terrorized by raps, they told Lewis. Their adolescent boarder and part-time servant, Jane C. Lape, went further. In her statement she claimed to have seen a man who had on grey pants, black frock coat and black cap.

She was sure it had been a specter.

Nineteen-year-old Lucretia Pulver completed the story. Several years before, she confided, when she had worked for the accused John Bell, a foot peddler had called at the house.


This pedler [sic] carried a trunkand a basket, I think, with vials of essence in it, she remembered. He wore a black frock coat, and light colored pants.

The Bells had sent Lucretia away for a few days. When she returned, Lucretia testified, there was no sign of any peddler, but Mrs. Bell asked her to mend two coats that had been suspiciously ripped to pieces. Although Lucretia never saw the peddler again, Mrs. Bell claimed that he still visited. She occasionally showed her young boarder silver thimbles and other items likely to have been found in a peddlers trunk.



Questions such as the ones Mary Redfield addressed to the murdered peddler of Hydesvilleinquiries about the power of divine beings to protect (or punish), about the survival of the mortal individuals spirit after death, and about the nature of the afterlifehave been common to most cultures. So too have been efforts to understand and on occasion to try to harness supernatural forces.

Americans of the 1840s, whatever their religion or social class, were no strangers to spirits, both the spooky sort and the beatific. Some spirits were conceived of as independent entities, others as the manifestation of a person who had died. Although most inhabitants of the young United States prided themselves on their rationality and boasted of living in an age of material progress, in fact a wealth of beliefs about the supernatural, derived from Christian and non-Christian traditions, permeated mainstream religion, folklore, and popular culture.15

Whether or not an unfortunate wanderer lay buried beneath the Fox familys cellar, peddlers were not only familiar figures in New York State but also well-known ghosts in local folklore. Arriving by wagon or on foot, these itinerant salesmen were perennial outsiders and so ideal candidates for tales about unexpected arrivals and mysterious departures, greed and retribution. In many tales, peddlers threatened to pull something over on the buyeronly to receive a comeuppance. In others, they were themselves innocent victims. One story lamented the fate of a peddler at a village inn: At three oclock in the morning, half a dozen revelers dragged the peddler down to the well-head in the cellar, murdered him, and cast his body into the well.16


From then on the peddlers ghost stalked the spot.

Ghosts and poltergeistsa word that means noisy ghost in Germantraveled far and wide, borne less by their fearsome powers than by word of mouth and by newspapers that borrowed freely from one another. Even John Bell wasnt the only man by that namecommon though it wasto have grappled with the supernatural. In Tennessee in the early 1800s, a witch was said to have driven another John Bell to death. His travails, which began with raps, may have been known in the North by the 1840s.

John Wesley, founder of Methodism, had pondered the issue of witchcraft, and his own family had experienced what may have been a supernatural visitation. In 1726 Wesley wrote that his fathers household had been disrupted by raps and knocks, footsteps, groans, and crashes. The behavior was characteristic of a poltergeist, a spirit distinguished by its mischievousness from other more doleful and passive sorts of wraiths. Wesleys parents and his sisters had named the invisible troublemaker Old Jeffrey.

This episode was reported in the Memoirs of the Wesley Family, a book published in 1823 and reissued many times. A new edition was reviewed for the New York Tribune in the 1840s by the critic Margaret Fuller and presumably provoked lively discussion in Methodist circles and parlors.

The ideas and practices of Anton Mesmer, an eighteenth-century Austrian healer, had spread to the United States and by the 1840s held the nation in thrall. According to one theory, everything in the universe, including the human body, was composed of an electromagnetic fluid. Proposing that an imbalance of this essential substance caused illness, Mesmer claimed to cure patients by readjusting the flow of electromagnetism to the bodys diseased or injured part.

Adapting his methods, healers known as mesmerists accomplished their work by placing a patient into a trance, called a magnetic sleep, while waving their hands gently over the subjects body. Whether or not the cure took, the subject was said to have been mesmerized or magnetized in a process now viewed as a precursor to hypnosis.

By the mid-nineteenth century, mesmerism had evolved into a form of entertainment as well as of healing. In parlors and at parties, amateur mesmerists displayed their skills on willing volunteers to amuse the other guests. Professional mesmerists and their subjects also gave public demonstrations for curiousand payingaudiences. In some cases, in which a female subject seemingly fell sway to a male mesmerists control, the situation resonated with erotic tension. Those who had been mesmerized often awoke believing that they had experienced visions of spirits or attained clairvoyant powers.

The ideas of the eighteenth-century Swedish philosopher and mystic, Emanuel Swedenborg, who wrote extensively about his conversations with God, Jesus, spirits, and angels, had also crossed the Atlantic. Swedenborgs followers had founded the Church of New Jerusalem, but aspects of his writings appealed to other groups as well.

Swedenborg envisioned an afterlife that consisted of three heavens, three hells, and an interim placethe world of the spiritswhere everyone went directly upon dying. Those who had accepted Gods love on earth were drawn to other like-minded souls and eventually graduated as angels to one of the three heavens. Those who had loved only themselves or worldly things in mortal life discovered compatible companions in one of the three hells.

Swedenborgs reports of his communion with supernatural beings and his picture of paradise were long-winded but vivid. For those who inhabited the heavens, there were cities with broad avenues and handsome buildings, glittering palaces of gold and jewels, parks with flowering arbors, fruit trees, and pleasant walkways. Like mortals, spirits and most angels wore clothes, ate food, fell in love, and married. Children, innocent and good by nature, never went to hell.

The nineteenth-century seer Andrew Jackson Davis of New York State claimed to experience visions of Swedenborg while in a mesmeric trance, thereby linking his two predecessors in a manner that might have surprised them both in their lifetimes. A largely self-educated, handsome young man with a bushy beard and penetrating eyes, Davis reportedly had a clairvoyant gift for diagnosing disease, but in a trance state he also elaborated on and modified Swedenborgs ideas about the afterlife.

Daviss early lectures were published in the mid-1840s, and he became known as the Poughkeepsie Seer, for the upstate New York town where he had grown up. Of course, it could be difficult for listeners to judge whether the spirits who conversed with such mystics and prophets had substance in reality or simply reflected the visionarys fertile imagination or aptitude for fraud.

A few miles from Poughkeepsie, the religious group popularly called the Shakers, for its members physical bursts of piety, experienced an astonishing episode of spiritual frenzy in the late 1830s. The Shaker Society had been established in America about sixty years earlier by Mother Ann Lee, whose followers believed her to embody the feminine side of a dual-natured God, as Jesus had embodied his masculine aspects, and it was notably the communitys girls and young women who were swept up in the excitement. Claiming to be seized by spirits, they danced wildly, sang, spoke in tongues, swayed, and swooned. These manifestations subsided in the mid-1840s, but community elders later viewed them as harbingers of the days when two other young women, the Fox sisters, would speak of strange raps.

Magicians and conjurers also weighed in on the question of raps, apparitions, and other alleged spiritual manifestations, at once playing on and distancing themselves from such beliefs. As early as 1810, a magician named John Rannie announced a campaign against those who pretended to raise the dead. He promised optical illusions that would enable the attentive observer to form a just idea of the artifices by which they impose on the CREDULOUS and SUPERSTITIOUS in this and former ages.17

Nineteenth-century magicians skilled in ventriloquism, sleight of hand, and conjuring often described their work as scientific and analytical in nature, demonstrations of their proficiency in illusion, optics, acoustics, chemistry, pneumatics, and electricity. But magic, which had begun to develop a popular audience, wasnt always so complex. Books such as Hocus Pocus; or, The Whole Art of Conjuring Made Easy for Young Persons, published in 1846, taught parlor tricks. Nor were even rudimentary manuals required for a child to enjoy playing pranks.

I was much interested in [magic] in early childhood, a college student wrote in 1834, and had discovered before my tenth year, that it was an easy matter to frighten my friends by doing what they considered wonderful. His first chance came, the young man recalled, when he terrified his cousin by producing strange raps.18



E. E. Lewis, who industriously collected depositions from approximately twenty residents of Hydesville, was an attorney turned reporter from Canandaigua, a town in a neighboring county. Disavowing any intention to exploit the superstitious merely to make a profit on a good story, he insisted that he only hoped to discover the truth about the rumors of hauntings.

The bizarre events taking place were a product, he marveled, not of the dark ages, but of the enlightened nineteenth century. Distinguishing his interviewees from both the wily urban frauds who were said to stalk city streets and the humble bumpkins on whom such mountebanks were supposed to prey, Lewis described his witnesses as part of a large, intelligent and candid community of respectable American citizens. These men and women, Lewis pronounced, were not easily duped.

Hundreds have been there, he wrote, skeptics who assumed they would quickly discover a ruse. These doubters have first carefully examined the premises; have gone into the ghostly presence, still incredulous and disposed to treat the affair with levity; have held converse with the unknown one, until the cold sweat oozing from every pore has coursed down their limbs, and they have been compelled to acknowledge that they felt themselves in the presence of one from the spirit-country.

After denying any prior belief in the supernatural, the witnesses whose statements Lewis printed all told a similar story, describing spine-tingling raps that had plagued the Fox household. Most expressed bafflement over the source of the sounds, swearing that they had looked high and low.

Lewis not only listened to their stories but also added his own slant on what was happening. If the spirit of Swedenborg couldreveal the coming of future events, he commented, why cannot the spirits of the dead come back and reveal to us that which would otherwise be unknown?

At the end of his pamphlet he included a petition signed by more than forty of Bells supporters, who proclaimed the alleged murderer a man of honest character. Many of the signers also had witnessed the raps. While they couldnt account for the noises, they refused to accept a piece of informationBells guiltthat ran directly contrary to their own common sense.

Lewiss pamphlet and contemporary newspaper articles constitute the earliest known accounts of the events at Hydesville. As thorough as he was, however, Lewis made one mistake that would frustrate the skeptical, the faithful, and the curious of future generations: he failed to gather statements from Kate and Maggie. Perhaps the girls shied away from the chance, or their parents discouraged their participation. Perhaps no one thought to interview anyone so young.

Amid the clamor of voices, noises, and surging crowds, Kate and Maggie are silent.
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