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Ed Ayers: This is BackStory. I'm Ed Ayers.

Ed Ayers: Long before horror movies and haunted houses, Americans had plenty of ways 
to scare themselves. For the Algonquin tribes of North America, it was the 
windigo, a flesh-eating monster who could never get enough.

Shawn Smallman: The windigo is a warning story, in a sense, about the danger of selfishness.

Ed Ayers: In the 1830s and 40s, Edgar Allan Poe struck terror into the hearts of his readers 
with tales of talking ravens and dank dungeons. But he also tapped into the very 
real fears of white southerners, slave revolts.

Paul Jones: For many of these readers, the source of terror is in their own homes. And if it's 
not in their homes, it's on the street of their cities.

Ed Ayers: On this Halloween week, the stories behind exorcisms, ghosts, and the great 
New England vampire scare.

Michael Bell: And it was like, "Oh my gosh, something is sucking the blood out of people in 
the prime of their lives.

Ed Ayers: A history of American horror, today on BackStory.

Peter Onuf: Major funding for Backstory is provided by the [inaudible 00:01:03] Foundation, 
the National Endowment for the Humanities, the Joseph and Robert Cornell 
Memorial Foundation, and the Arthur Vining Davis Foundations.

Ed Ayers: From the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities, this is BackStory with the 
American History Guys.

Brian Balogh: Welcome to the show. I'm Brian Balogh, here with Ed Ayers.

Ed Ayers: Hey, Brian.

Brian Balogh: And Peter Onuf's with us.

Peter Onuf: Hey there, Brian.

Brian Balogh: We're going to start today by sinking our teeth into a story about something 
that was preying on New England towns in the late 19th century.

Brian Balogh: One family in Exeter, Rhode Island was particularly hard hit. George Brown's kin 
were dying off, one by one. His wife went first. Then his two daughters.

Michael Bell: They would get weaker and weaker and paler and paler.
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Brian Balogh: This is Michael Bell, who's written about the case.

Michael Bell: You know, you'll come into the room of someone in the morning who's got 
blood at the corners of the mouth, blood on the bedclothes. And it was like, "Oh 
my gosh, something is sucking the blood, literally, out of people in the prime of 
their lives."

Brian Balogh: In March of 1892, neighbors came gently rapping at George Brown's door. By 
then, George's only son, Edwin, was at death's door. But the neighbors weren't 
coming to offer their condolences. They were afraid that whatever killed George 
Brown's wife and daughters was now coming for Edwin.

Michael Bell: They said, "You know, it's going to decimate your family. And after it's done with 
your family, whatever it is is not going to stop there. It's going to come to us."

Brian Balogh: The townspeople pleaded with George to take case of the problem. Dig up the 
bodies and find out what's going on.

Michael Bell: They were looking for what we would call a vampire.

Brian Balogh: Vampires weren't unheard of at the time. Bell has documented eighty-five cases 
of vampirism in 19th century New England. But these vampires were nothing 
like their current-day cousins in True Blood or Twilight.

Michael Bell: There was no idea that these people actually came out of the grave, walked into 
the bedroom, bit necks, sucked blood. It was all an occult connection, 
something that was never seen, but was there, kind of a spiritual bond. Other 
times, people have described it as an evil angel, that it inhabited the heart or 
the vital organs of one of the dead relatives and it was maintaining its life by 
sucking the life out of the living family members.

Brian Balogh: So how exactly do you catch a vampire? Simple. Start digging.

Michael Bell: You know, you exhume the corpses. You put them side by side. Then you start 
looking for the signs of one that's unnaturally fresh, that hasn't decomposed. 
And the most salient sign was what they called fresh blood in the heart or other 
vital organs, because that was the tip-off that this corpse was maintaining its 
existence by sucking the blood and the life out of living family members.

Brian Balogh: Reluctantly, George agree to a public exhumation. So, a few days later, villagers, 
the town doctor, and a reporter from the Providence Journal went to the 
graveyard.

Brian Balogh: They dug up the bodies of poor Mr. Brown's wife and daughter, which were 
mere skeletons. Then, they moved on to George's second daughter, Mercy 
Brown, who died a couple of months earlier.
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Michael Bell: Because she'd died in December, they didn't try to dig a grave six feet deep 
when the ground was frozen, which it would've been at that time. And so she 
was stored, waiting for the spring thaw-out to be buried. So they went to the 
crypt and they removed her from the crypt, and that's when they discovered 
that she was pretty fresh-looking, not decomposed the way her mother and her 
sister were. Mercy had flesh on her bones. Her vital organs seemed to be in 
good, working order.

Michael Bell: So they cut into her heart and they found there was liquid blood inside her 
heart.

Brian Balogh: This was evidence they were looking for. Mercy Brown was the vampire. The 
blood in her heart? It had probably come from her ailing brother, Edwin.

Michael Bell: They cut out her heart, put it on a nearby heart, and burned it to ashes. And, as 
one of the eyewitnesses there said, the ashes were supposed to be fed to 
Edwin, maybe in water or some sort of medicine. And that was supposed to take 
care of the problem.

Brian Balogh: Alas, it didn't. Edwin died two months later, suffering the same fate as his 
mother and two sisters.

Brian Balogh: You've probably figured out that there was no vampire preying upon the Brown 
family, sucking the life out of them one by one. Bell says the cause of death was 
far more common.

Michael Bell: Tuberculosis. Consumption.

Brian Balogh: Tuberculosis. You were expecting Dracula, and we delivered Grey's Anatomy 
instead.

Brian Balogh: Now, if you think burning a corpse's heart to kill a vampire is superstitious, so 
did a lot of other people at the time. Big city newspapers poked fun at the 
backward folks of Exeter, Rhode Island. After all, tuberculosis was a known 
illness in the 1890s. But Bell says that misses a larger point. TB was hard to treat 
and often lethal.

Brian Balogh: Mercy Brown and other 19th century cases of vampirism were reactions to very 
real fears, and a very real lack of control.

Michael Bell: It's such a human thing. Of course, now we want to turn to medical science, 
because most of us believe in science and so we want to have the best answers 
we can get. At that time, unfortunately, the establishment scientific paradigm 
was not able to answer them effectively, so people were dying.
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Michael Bell: And so, naturally, people who were dying are going to turn to other sources. 
They're going to try to find an answer. It may not be the scientific answer, but 
there are times in our lives when an answer, whether it's right or wrong, is 
better than having no answer at all. And I think that's where the vampire folk 
medical practice comes into play. It's a last resort. It's a hope.

Brian Balogh: So, today on the show, we're looking at horror stories throughout American 
history, and the real-life fears behind them. We'll hear how some of Edgar Allan 
Poe's tales of terror reflected white southern anxieties about slave uprisings. 
We'll chat about how America's fascination with exorcism didn't emerge until 
the late 20th century. And listeners will share some of their favorite ghost 
stories and local legends.

Peter Onuf: But first, you may have noticed that alongside old standbys like vampires and 
zombies, another kind of monster has been popping up in scary movies and TV 
shows.

Speaker 7: It's called a what?

Speaker 8: A windigo.

Speaker 9: A skin-walker from Shawnee and Algonquin legend, which possesses both 
human and bestial attributes and partakes in the act of cannibalism.

Speaker 10: How's a man turn into one of those things?

Speaker 11: Well, it's always the same. During some harsh winter, a guy finds himself 
starving, cut off from supplies or help, becomes a cannibal to survive, eating 
other members of his tribe or camp. Over the years ...

Brian Balogh: Those were clips from the shows Charmed, Sleepy Hollow, and Supernatural, 
where the windigo appears the kind of monster of the week. The creature's also 
enjoying his 15 minutes of fame in feature films, books, and even video games.

Peter Onuf: The windigo is a monster, of sorts, from Native American oral tradition. But 
historian Shawn Smallman says the pop culture versions bear only a passing 
resemblance to the real thing.

Shawn Smallman: The windigo is the spirit of winter and selfishness, which can come into a 
person. It can be a man, it can be a woman, it can be a child. And it can 
transform them into this otherworldly being.

Peter Onuf: Smallman says the windigo served for centuries as a cautionary tale among the 
Algonquin-speaking peoples of North America, but the spirit took on new 
meaning as European colonists spread across the continent. Yet certain features 
of the windigo are enduring and terrifying.

https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=TDg17Wwiws6MUruW6gJKuoCD8tHpehxCMgFrp7ZB1pSHNdnNapMsu4QMRabe3E6ScIUNS44tRkUIrb-2g6dl4-MCnv4&loadFrom=DocumentHeaderDeepLink
https://www.rev.com/


This transcript was exported on Jun 17, 2019 - view latest version here.

American Horror Story (Completed  06/12/19)
Transcript by Rev.com

Page 5 of 19

Shawn Smallman: If you could see a windigo, the first thing that you would experience would be a 
smell. You would have a terrible, rancid odor. As it came closer, you would see a 
giant being. Its body was blackened by frostbite. And they sometimes would 
mutilate themselves, they would bite themselves, in their hunger because they 
were consumed by hunger. So they would gnaw away their lips or bite at their 
bodies, and they were always gaunt and thin.

Peter Onuf: A figure who was gigantic, yet gaunt and thin sounds like a contradiction on the 
face of it, and it makes it all the more scary because the bigger the windigo gets, 
the more she or he has to eat.

Shawn Smallman: Yes, that's correct. And they turn into cannibals. They won't eat any other kind 
of food except for moss, of all things. Moss and human beings. And they would 
be transformed, because their heart would turn to ice.

Shawn Smallman: So I think, in an indigenous society, the windigo is kind of a warning story about 
the evil that can happen to someone if they lose self-control. So it's about 
becoming an asocial being, someone who's just controlled by greed.

Peter Onuf: But it wasn't simply a story, was it, Shawn? Weren't there individuals who 
seemed to be acting out the role of the windigo?

Shawn Smallman: Yeah. What's interesting, and what I think has fascinated people for centuries, 
really, they've been recorded from the very first European contact. So, the first 
record that I've found of the windigo is in the Jesuit relations, after the French 
arrived in 1608.

Shawn Smallman: And so, they're a wonderful source because what you will see in these 
documents is someone will come to a priest and say, "My brother-in-law is 
turning into a windigo. Can I kill them?" And then the priest has to decide, how 
do they deal with that?

Shawn Smallman: And so you can certainly see examples of people who would actually ask their 
band or their tribe to kill them because they were afraid that they were being 
transformed into a windigo. And they're afraid that they may come to harm 
people. So it's both the fear of the windigo, but also that idea of transformation, 
the fear of becoming that.

Peter Onuf: From your sources, do you think that the image of the kind of transformation 
the windigo would experience changed over the centuries that you've studied? 
Or is it pretty much a constant idea?

Shawn Smallman: If you look at the history of the windigo, the kind of stories that were told about 
it change through time. And something very important happened in the 19th 
century, because as you move into the 19th century, Native American society 
begins to undergo extreme stress. You have a number of things happening all at 
the same time. They become increasingly dependent on their trading partners 
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and, as more Europeans come into contact with Native population, you have an 
epidemic of diseases. In particular, tuberculosis and measles as well.

Shawn Smallman: You have the state coming in and asserting its power through all these different 
local officials. You have children being taken away to residential schools. And its 
in this period that windigo stories change. The windigo becomes associated with 
the greed of the Europeans, of the newcomers. And so the newcomers are 
thought of perhaps even having brought the windigo to the new world, because 
they don't obey Native American social norms. They're much more concerned 
about the individual and profit and greed.

Peter Onuf: You could say that the Indian peoples were living through horrors and to tell the 
story was to gain a sense that they could understand it, in some way, at least 
explain it, tell a story about it.

Shawn Smallman: Yes. The windigo is a story, but it's also part of a social crisis.

Peter Onuf: Right. And rather than these monsters in their own ranks, that they have 
transformed, this great danger to the community, instead it's the colonizer who 
is the evil figure.

Shawn Smallman: Yes, that's exactly right. And that's what's so interesting. I mean, if you look at 
European stories of the windigo, if you look at a film, or, say Pet Sematary by 
Stephen King, right? In Pet Sematary, there's this house, and it's right by a road, 
but just in back there's a forest. And it's when the main character goes back into 
the forest that he encounters the windigo. And the windigo's kind of the symbol 
of wilderness.

Shawn Smallman: And that kind of idea runs throughout a lot of films and novels that deal with 
the windigo from kind of a Euro-American perspective. And so there's this whole 
debate about cultural appropriation, you know, taking this symbol from one 
culture and then using it in a show like Supernatural.

Shawn Smallman: Indigenous peoples, their stories of the windigo now, in literature and film, tie it 
to colonialism. And you see that with Louise Erdrich. She's dealt with the 
windigo in Antelope Wife. Probably the best example is Joseph Boyden's novel 
Three Day Road, which really contrasts kind of the madness of European society 
during the first world war with kind of the healing aspect of the wilderness.

Shawn Smallman: So there's a real difference between the stories that Native Americans are now 
telling about the windigo and the stories that the majority society is telling.

Peter Onuf: Well, we live in an era in which, supposedly, we're disenchanted, and we don't 
have miracles and horrors and wonders. What's your projection of windigo's 
future? It's a powerful symbol that resonates with different cultural traditions, 
and it's a fascinating moment, to see two different windigos in play. What are 
your projections for the future?
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Shawn Smallman: You know, based on what's been happening over the last 30 years, I think that 
the windigo is going to be around for a very long time to come. I think about 
thinking about evil. I mean, every culture has its monster of spirit that is evil, 
and it's a way of talking about what evil truly is. Whether it's witches in 
European culture, or the windigo.

Shawn Smallman: And the windigo, it's about transformation, but it's also about greed. And what 
that hunger, that kind of greed, can do to someone. How it can destroy you. And 
the idea of someone who's consumed with greed and hunger and can never be 
satisfied is something I think we all can relate to in some way.

Peter Onuf: Shawn Smallman is a historian at Portland State University and author of 
Dangerous Spirits: The Windigo in Myth and History.

Peter Onuf: Earlier, we heard from Michael Bell, author of Food for the Dead: On the Trail of 
New England's Vampires.

Brian Balogh: Earlier, we heard about Mercy Brown, a 19th century woman felled by 
tuberculosis, who was mistaken for a vampire. Multiple versions of her legend 
have been recorded in books, blogs, there's even a band named after her.

Brian Balogh: Folklorist Michael Bell told us, "Each year, folks flock to her grave site because 
they believe her spirit still haunts the area."

Michael Bell: Several years ago, a couple of young women who went out to see Mercy Brown 
were killed because they were driving down this little windy dirt road and 
crashed into a tree. And, of course, that's now incorporated into the legends, 
that it was Mercy, was getting back at them and so on.

Brian Balogh: Bell says this is hardly limited to Mercy Brown, but represents a much wider 
trend. It even has a name.

Michael Bell: We call it legend-tripping. That's the term folklorists have for visiting sites where 
legendary things have happened.

Brian Balogh: We've been asking listeners to send their own local horror stories and 
experiences of legend-tripping. Here are a few of the spooky samples you sent 
us.

Bailey B.: I attended college at Southern Utah University, which is in a small college town 
of Cedar City, Utah. And our campus has a ghost story that revolves around 
Virginia, a young woman who, in 1898, was supposedly murdered by her 
boyfriend in a quarry just east of Cedar City. And, coincidentally, the same 
bloody rock that Virginia's body was found on was used to build the campus 
building Old Main.
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Bailey B.: So, according to campus folklore, Virginia is now forever bound to that building, 
and is said to roam the top floor of Old Main at night.

Bailey B.: So, as a student there, each year a group of us would go sit outside the now-
restored Old Main and see if we could catch a glimpse of Virginia in the upper 
windows of the building around midnight. So we were all a little skeptical at 
first, but when midnight rolled around, the whole group saw a faint figure in the 
top windows of the building. The doors were locked. No one saw anyone enter 
and exit the building in the few hours leading up to the sighting. We were all so 
scared.

Bailey B.: And this same tradition of gathering at Old Main before midnight to see if you 
can spot Virginia has become sort of a right of passage, and a tradition, for 
students at SUU.

James K.: So, outside of my hometown of St. Louis, there's this haunted road called 
Zombie Road. It's kind of like this narrow, densely-treed area. It's about a two-
mile long trail and it got its name from this local killer who was nicknamed the 
Zombie, who used to kill young lovers on the path.

James K.: So, it's a local rite of passage to try and make it to the end of the two-mile trail 
alive. It was Halloween night, my senior year in high school. Me and my friends 
thought it would be fun if we could try to make it to the end of the road. We 
started walking down the path and we swear that we could hear footsteps from 
just beyond the trees or we could see shadowy figures just standing there, 
staring at you.

James K.: The further we got, the more scared we became. And me, as a big chicken, we 
all decided to run. I don't believe in ghosts at all, but there's still an undeniable 
feeling of something not quite right about this path.

Brian Balogh: Those were listeners Bailey Bowthorpe and James Kirkpatrick sharing their local 
legends. We'll have more later in the show.

Ed Ayers: Now, Peter and Brian, there's just no way we can do a show on horror without 
talking about Edgar Allan Poe. I mean, he helped invent the modern horror 
story.

Brian Balogh: Yeah, I wouldn't pit anybody against the man.

Ed Ayers: Because the pendulum swings back the other way?

Brian Balogh: Exactly.

Ed Ayers: Oh, those were terrible. Fortunately we're not the only ones creeped out by 
those stories. His work seems to have universal appeal.
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Ed Ayers: Now, he was born in 1809 and died in mysterious circumstances in 1849. And 
during his short lifetime, he had legions of fans in both the United States and in 
Europe. And in the 20th century, his tales were translated into dozens of 
languages and inspired dozens of movies.

Paul Jones: I mean, there really hasn't been a time period since these works were published 
where people weren't reading them and intrigued by them.

Peter Onuf: This is Paul Jones, professor of English at Ohio University. He says one 
explanation for Poe's enduring appeal is that his mouth popular horror tales, 
like The Raven, The Tell-Tale Heart, and The Fall of the House of Usher, are not 
set in a specific time or place. Narrators and characters often go unnamed.

Ed Ayers: But Jones says that much of Poe's work spoke to some very specific 19th 
century American anxieties. Though Poe was born in Boston, he was orphaned 
as a toddler and grew up in Richmond, Virginia. There, he became intimately 
familiar with one of the great fears of white southerners, slave revolts.

Paul Jones: Poe was raised by the Allan family. They were wealthy merchants. That meant 
he had slaves in the household. Likely he was raised by a mammy figure. Likely 
he played with slave children as a child.

Ed Ayers: Does Poe ever express his feelings about slavery?

Paul Jones: He's very good about avoiding any expression of opinion on topical issues in his 
public writing. Though, there are definitely things he was writing for the 
Southern Literary Messenger, book reviews, for instance, where he very clearly 
seems to be embracing his region and his time's view of slavery as necessary, 
justified, mutually beneficial to both master and slave.

Paul Jones: But he's in Virginia in the 1830s. The significant event in the 1830s is Nat 
Turner's slave rebellion, which happens in 1831.

Ed Ayers: Sure. Southampton County, Virginia. Sort of a middle of nowhere place, that a 
man named Nat Turner rises up from within the slave community and persuades 
dozens of his fellow enslaved people to lead a rebellion that would bring the 
end of slavery in some unspecified way. And along the way, they will kill their 
own masters and mistresses, and the children of those masters and mistresses, 
beginning with Turner's own.

Ed Ayers: It became famous throughout the whole country, and it would've been 
resonating in Richmond, certainly four years later when Edgar Allan Poe sets up 
shop there for the Southern Literary Messenger.

Paul Jones: Yes. As Poe starts his career writing horror, he's in a culture where that is not 
forgotten. And that possibility that slaves could rise up and kill their masters is, I 
think, a real anxiety for that moment in time.
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Ed Ayers: But he doesn't address it directly. So your argument is that he addresses it quite 
richly, but obliquely. And this is where some of the horror in his stories come 
from. Can you make that connection for us?

Paul Jones: I guess the thing I would say about it is that in some ways it was kind of reality 
contesting the public rhetoric about slavery. And so much, especially in the 
south, the writing about slavery was romanticized. You have all these depictions 
of kind of happy plantation life and loving servants and master relationships.

Paul Jones: And I think Poe would've just seen it as this is proof that our literature, the 
stories we tell ourselves, don't actually fit what's actually happening. And I 
think, yeah, I think he's so interested then in taking that tension between those 
two rhetorics and exploiting it.

Ed Ayers: So I'm intrigued. Tell me, what's the most famous story that feeds into the 
American tradition of horror that you think is a kind of sublimated wrestling 
with these anxieties of slavery?

Paul Jones: The moment in his work where I see him kind of most clearly trying to evoke the 
specter of Nat Turner, or the murderous slave, is the one novel he wrote called 
The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym. And his hero finds himself on a ship, and a 
mutiny occurs. And that mutiny is led by a black cook, who we see slaughter 22 
crew members with an ax.

Paul Jones: And definitely, that vision of a black figure leading a murder spree would've 
evoked Nat Turner for the American reader, and certainly the Virginia reader.

Ed Ayers: Okay, Paul. That seems pretty overt. Are there better-known stories where Poe 
plays upon this fear of slave revolts, but maybe a little bit less directly?

Paul Jones: So, yeah. I would say most famously, it would be the story The Murders in the 
Rue Morgue, a story that many people see as the first detective story. And the 
detective in that story is trying to solve the brutal murder of a woman and her 
daughter, who've been found in a locked room. And I guess, at this point, we 
should say this is a spoiler. If you're planning on reading the story and have not 
... The murderer turns out to be an orangutan. And orangutan who has escaped 
from its master and taken a razor to these two women.

Paul Jones: And the scene where he escapes from the master, because the master 
eventually tells the detective what has happened, he has gotten out of the room 
he's locked in [crosstalk 00:27:11]

Ed Ayers: Let's pause here. Why's an orangutan locked in a room in Paris?

Paul Jones: This is a good question. So, the owner is a sailor who has gotten the orangutan 
from wherever orangutans are. The one thing to say is that in the 19th century, 

https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=TDg17Wwiws6MUruW6gJKuoCD8tHpehxCMgFrp7ZB1pSHNdnNapMsu4QMRabe3E6ScIUNS44tRkUIrb-2g6dl4-MCnv4&loadFrom=DocumentHeaderDeepLink
https://www.rev.com/


This transcript was exported on Jun 17, 2019 - view latest version here.

American Horror Story (Completed  06/12/19)
Transcript by Rev.com

Page 11 of 19

especially in the antebellum period, there is a whole body of race science that 
basically says the African race is one step away from primates.

Ed Ayers: Thomas Jefferson says it, in his Notes on the State of Virginia.

Paul Jones: Yes. So this orangutan is, I think, importantly, discussed repeatedly as the 
property of this white owner, a possession. When his master tries to get him 
back into the closet he's kept in, he raises the whip at him and the ape jumps 
out a window and then is repeatedly called a fugitive, almost saying this is a 
runaway slave who is armed and then heads to this house where these women 
live and then enacts his violence on them.

Ed Ayers: So, you think that a lot of the horror then, in this story and in others, is not 
merely on the surface, but is a pressure that's sort of building within Americans 
who are worried about this kind of possibility of horror that they've built into 
the heart of their society.

Paul Jones: Yes. And it's in their own homes or, for many of these readers, the source of 
terror is actually, it's how they're living. And if it's not in their homes, it's in their 
neighborhoods, on their streets of their cities.

Ed Ayers: So do you think that the readers of Poe were aware of what he was doing?

Paul Jones: I'm not even sure he's aware, personally. I think that's the real question about 
Poe's writing. What makes him such a talented writer of horror? Does he know 
what he's doing or is he just kind of really intuitive about what scares him, what 
scares the neighbors, what scares the people he knows? And the story The Tell-
Tale Heart, it can be read about this anxiety.

Paul Jones: In that story, you have a narrator plotting the murder of an old man. And it's 
never really clear, the relationship between these two figures. It's either maybe 
a lodger or a servant of the old man. And having, then, The Tell-Tale Heart 
narrator basically say, "This man has no idea what I'm thinking about him, what 
I'm plotting." He says, "I was never kinder to the old man than during the week I 
was going to murder him." How is that not scary?

Paul Jones: And we do, actually, have southerners writing things like that in diaries in the 
antebellum south. Mary Chestnut's diary, I think, most famously, even though 
it's ten or so years after Poe's death. I mean, she's basically saying that the 
slaves could kill us any time they wanted. The slave that you told yourself ...

Ed Ayers: Loved you.

Paul Jones: Loved you, yes. This whole rhetoric, this familial affection that may only be a 
story that you tell yourself, but doesn't actually match reality.
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Ed Ayers: So it seems that Poe's genius, in some ways, is to sort of translate that deep 
anxiety of a particular time and place into something that people can feel more 
universally. Would you say that's kind of the secret of his longevity, and also of 
his pan-American and trans-American appeal?

Paul Jones: Yeah, you do wonder how a work that I think really is aimed at its time has 
managed to constantly be thrilling and enjoyable, scary to readers in very 
different places. One thing that we would have to say is that while we, today, 
aren't afraid that our human property is going to rise up against us, people are 
always afraid of very similar things, like other people. And I think that's the one 
thing, just to note, is that there's hardly any supernatural things, really, in Poe's 
work. I mean, it's almost always about real people and what they're capable of 
doing.

Ed Ayers: Paul Jones is a professor at Ohio University and the author of Unwelcome 
Voices: Subversive Fiction in the Antebellum South.

Peter Onuf: Hey, guys. We've got a call from Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. It's Dan. And can I ask 
you, what possessed you to call us today?

Dan: Well, what possessed me is the fact that we've got a lot of popular media on 
The Exorcist. I believe Fox is doing a reboot of the 1970s film. So I was 
wondering, guys, why do you think it is that exorcism has become so popular in 
our culture?

Peter Onuf: Yeah. Well, you've asked a great question, Dan. Have we always been struggling 
with these demons? And is exorcism a bright line or a dark line through 
American history?

Peter Onuf: Well, Ed, what would you say to that?

Ed Ayers: Well, you know, I don't see much of a line in the 19th century, strangely. This is 
a time that's completely saturated with religious belief and religious institution-
building, and ironically that may be the connection. In a time that is so 
dominated by a vibrant Protestantism, there's just not much space for 
something like exorcism, which has been associated with Catholicism and 
associated with the old world.

Ed Ayers: So, Dan, as we think about a connective tissue, it seems to be missing for a big 
hunk of the 19th century. Peter, I seem to recall there was something like this 
earlier, however.

Peter Onuf: It was a burning question in Salem.

Brian Balogh: Peter ...
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Peter Onuf: Yeah, we had witches.

Peter Onuf: But I think it's important to put this in perspective, and you're right to focus on 
Protestantism, with the banishing miracles, banishing wonders, banishing the 
pope, and banishing saints and demons. That was intention, in the 17th century, 
certainly, and into the 18th century, with folk beliefs, in witches and wizards.

Peter Onuf: But the Salem trials are really important and interesting because this wasn't an 
opportunity for religious figures to exercise their powers delegated from God, 
because, after all, a minister in a congregational church is just a human being. 
He's nothing special. He may be saved, but he's not saved to be an exorcist.

Peter Onuf: So, it's civil authorities that have to handle witchcraft. Like any crime wave that 
takes place, it's the courts that are going to deal with it. So the whole idea of 
exorcism is alien to this tradition, going way back to the beginnings of American 
history.

Brian Balogh: Well, Dan, I just want to check in with you and see how we're doing. Are we 
actually answering your question?

Dan: Yes, you are. And I'd be curious to hear from you, the 20th century guy, why is it 
that we see a resurgence now, in the 20th and 21st century?

Brian Balogh: I think the answer comes in two parts, and it divides the 20th century in half. I 
think, in the first part of the 20th century, you see Protestant interest in 
exorcism in the kind of way that wasn't there during the 19th century, as Ed 
described. And that comes in the form of Pentecostalism, where itinerant 
ministers can literally pull cancer out of people, pull demons out of people.

Brian Balogh: And that is revived among charismatic Christians in the 1960s, and along with 
that we see a rise of these exorcisms, people hearing voices and ministers being 
able to pull these demons out of them through deliverance.

Peter Onuf: But Brian, why are the rest of us so interested in this?

Brian Balogh: Well, I'm glad you asked that, Peter. We're interested in it because of the 
movies. And we are desperately looking for something larger than ourselves, in 
this supposedly rational world, which will explain, in the case of the early 70s, 
why all of the sudden the economy is not growing the way it was, or why it is 
that we could have Vietnam and Watergate, a massive loss of confidence in 
governance. Maybe this rationalistic, expert-driven society is not going to work 
out as well as we thought it would in the 50s and 60s.

Peter Onuf: So, so Dan, has Brian the exorcist helped you with your demons?
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Dan: Yes. And it would be interesting to see if the demons return after this election 
cycle.

Peter Onuf: Oh, please. Thanks for the warning. You're a prophet.

Peter Onuf: Thanks very much for your call.

Ed Ayers: Thank you, Dan.

Dan: You're welcome.

Ed Ayers: So long.

Brian Balogh: Bye-bye.

Brian Balogh: Earlier in the show, we heard from BackStory listeners about the legendary 
ghost stories in their local communities. Listeners Kevin Gallagher and Josh 
Wadsworth called us up with more to share.

Kevin Gallagher: I grew up outside of Broadway, Virginia, in the Shenandoah Valley. It's a very 
rural area, and all the kids in the region knew of this spot out past Trissels 
Church, where if you wandered back there, you would find Cry Baby Lane.

Kevin Gallagher: That is a spot where, purportedly, a mother had murdered her child years ago. 
And so, if you wandered out there and yelled, "Cry Baby Lane," three times, you 
would begin to hear the sound of a wailing child. And though I never had the 
metal to do it myself, my sister claims to have done it, claims to have heard it, 
and I absolutely believe it to this day.

Josh Wadsworth: Hey, y'all. The story of the San Antonio ghost children goes that some years ago 
a school bus full of children stalled on the train tracks on the city's south side 
and was hit by a train and all the children were killed. Now, when a car becomes 
stalled or parks on the tracks, the ghosts of the children will show up and try to 
push it off the tracks.

Josh Wadsworth: We tested this when I was a freshman in high school. We loaded up into a Jeep 
and headed up there. And we dusted the back of the Jeep with flour, and rumor 
had it you'd be able to see the ghosts' hand prints in the flour. And sure enough, 
we sat inside the Jeep and we could all swear it was rocking back and forth, as if 
someone was trying to push us off the tracks.

Josh Wadsworth: We never did move off the tracks, but we went around to check out whether 
the ghosts had been there and there were plenty of hand prints on the back. It 
was probably just coincidence that they were about the size of the girl's hands 
who was driving the Jeep, but we'll never be able to prove that.
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Brian Balogh: Those were listeners Kevin Gallagher and Josh Wadsworth sharing their local 
legends. You can find more at our website, backstoryradio.org.

Peter Onuf: No show on horror would be complete without a trip to a haunted house. 
Stories about haunted houses have been around forever, or at least as long as 
there have been creaky floorboards and ramshackle cabins in the woods.

Brian Balogh: But Hollywood didn't crack open the door of those haunted houses until the 
1970s and 1980s. That's when the houses themselves played a starring role in 
movies like Poltergeist and Amityville Horror.

Brian Balogh: Now, why would that be? New York Magazine film critic David Edelstein was 
able to scare us up an answer.

David Edelstein: American men got back from World War II, where they had seen truly horrible 
things. And they dreamed about a country that would be safe, where they could 
keep their family safe from the kind of things that they had seen overseas. They 
dreamed of a national highway system. They dreamed of a suburb. And the 70s, 
on the other side of the counterculture, when we were suddenly laughing at 
Leave It To Beaver, we were suddenly laughing at the Brady Bunch, many of us 
getting high and watching those old episodes, that's when we began to question 
the very foundation of the American dream.

Speaker 18: They're here.

David Edelstein: Films like Poltergeist really prey on our deep suspicion that this is not a way of 
life that we can sustain. Perhaps the houses are very pretty and freshly painted, 
and there are beautiful gardens, but somewhere or other someone has done 
something wrong. There is some original sin. And, in the case of Poltergeist, of 
course, we learn it's become a joke. It's become a cliché. It was built over an 
Indian graveyard.

Speaker 19: You son of a (beep), you moved the cemetery but you left the bodies, didn't 
you? You son of a (beep). You left the bodies and you only moved the 
headstones. You only moved the headstones. Why?

Speaker 20: I just wish that all those people hadn't died here. I mean, a guy kills his whole 
family? Doesn't it bother you?

Speaker 21: Sure, but houses don't have memories.

Brian Balogh: This is the Amityville Horror, which is supposedly based on a true story. We've 
since discovered that it was, in fact, a scam, though it fooled a great many 
people.
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Brian Balogh: What's interesting about that movie is that you see that this idea of this house, 
it's not only haunted in and of itself, but it gets inside. It stirs the inner demons.

Speaker 20: Would you please leave that fire alone and listen to me?

Speaker 21: I'm not going anywhere. You're the one that wanted a house. This is it, so just 
shut up.

Brian Balogh: They chose this house. They wanted to move there because they felt that it 
would change their lives, the way we all feel that we're going to be able to 
relaunch our lives, we're going to be able to start afresh.

Brian Balogh: And this demon here manages to prey on the very things that this house was 
supposed to be strengthening.

Speaker 21: What do you want from us? God (beep), this is my house.

Brian Balogh: In this culture in particular, we invest so much of our hopes and dreams, so 
much of our identity is invested in our houses, in our real estate. We become 
increasingly obsessed with real estate at a time when so many people are 
unable to afford it an are, in fact, being dispossessed.

Brian Balogh: Now, it's sort of funny, when you think of dispossession versus possession by 
demons. Well, in some ways, the ghost in the haunted house is the most 
efficient foreclosure artist in history, because you buy something and you think, 
"It's mine. I own this house. I own this land." And then you are slapped upside 
the head. You understand, somebody comes out of the deep, dark past and 
says, "You don't own this. You don't own anything. You don't even own your 
own flesh. I can get inside you. I can get inside these walls. I can get into your 
baby's room. I can bring this house and everything it's standing on and 
everything it represents in your pathetic bourgeois world, I can bring it crashing 
to the ground and you don't have a chance against me. You don't have, literally, 
a prayer."

Peter Onuf: David Edelstein is a film critic for New York Magazine and NPR's Fresh Air. He's 
also an occasional film commentator for CBS Sunday Morning. Edelstein spoke 
to us in 2012 for a BackStory episode on the history of home ownership. We'll 
post a link to that episode on our website, backstoryradio.org.

Ed Ayers: You know, as I think about the history of American horror, I'm proud to claim, in 
the early 19th century, what I think of as sort of the first embodiment of that. 
I'm talking about Ichabod Crane. I can say that basically everybody who can hear 
this show knows what I'm talking about. I'm talking about the Legend of Sleepy 
Hollow and the Headless Horseman and the pumpkin and all that.

Ed Ayers: And even if you've not read that, you've seen the cartoon. You've seen the film. 
And how in the world do we explain that? 1820, you've kind of got a brand-new, 
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squeaky-clean nation. Why would we be cooking this stuff up right at the very 
time, in what we call, politically, the Era of Good Feelings. If we're feeling so 
good, why are we telling scary stories about headless horsemen?

Peter Onuf: Well, I think one of the things we're doing, Ed, is generating a popular history. 
Horror is history. It's something you can contain in an imagined past. And, of 
course, this idea of sanitizing the past and, in a way, laughing at it, is very, 
forgive the phrase, therapeutic. Because, in the 18th century, and for many 
believing Christians, of course, well into the 19th century and beyond, the real 
horror is the imminence of death and the possibility that you might not be 
saved.

Peter Onuf: 18th century people live in a world of wonders and a world of horrors. But 
they're real to them. And what Washington Irving is doing here, it seems to me, 
is enabling us to chuckle at the quaint beliefs of our superstitious forebears. This 
is an age of enlightenment and reason. Look forward to a bright future, look 
back to a dark past.

Ed Ayers: Yeah, Peter, that's pretty good. But help explain to me Edgar Allan Poe. What 
would come of all these creepy images of people being buried in walls and 
swinging blades and [inaudible 00:46:07] talking birds, all those things?

Peter Onuf: That sounds like fun. [crosstalk 00:46:10] Oh, nevermore.

Peter Onuf: Well, I think what it says is that there's entertainment value in teasing yourself 
with horror in a contained framework. That would be the page of a book. I think 
that's maybe the great discovery of mass popular culture, that you need to 
throw in risk, danger, horror, yet you can close that book.

Ed Ayers: Well, you know, unfortunately, after these imagined worlds of horrors, 
Americans unleashed a real world of horrors on themselves.

Peter Onuf: Yeah.

Ed Ayers: Not only slavery, but the war over slavery. And southerners, a kind of hiatus it 
seems to me, after this sort of golden age of American horror. So Brian, I think 
it's not until the early 20th century that Americans really return to that full-
throated experimentations with the imagery and stories of terror.

Brian Balogh: I think that's right, Ed. This is when we get Frank and Stinny and monsters. It's 
not that there's not horror afoot. World War I was a pretty horrible experience 
for everybody involved.

Brian Balogh: But I think the real turning point in this story is World War II. Those horror films 
of the 1950s are just classic examples of a concern that we can no longer 
concern things, that humans can no longer control things. Radioactive crabs, 
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radioactive locusts, ants, all kinds of forces. Invasion of the Body Snatchers, all 
kinds of forces.

Ed Ayers: Godzilla.

Brian Balogh: Godzilla.

Brian Balogh: Now, to go back to Peter's point, I think all of this correlates directly with a 
remarkable enhancement in the safety of the day-to-day lives of most middle-
class Americans. In an odd way, we're back to your era, Peter, in the sense that 
a lot of the horror is not longer coming from God or God's will. It's coming from 
some kind of amalgam of science and technology set loose by humans but no 
longer controllable.

Peter Onuf: I think that control element is vital, Brian, because, in the long 19th century, 
well into the 20th century, it's the illusion that we do have control that allows us 
to indulge in horror. When we're again confronting real horror, the horrible 
prospect of total desolation of the planet, well, that's sobering. It's no longer 
entertainment.

Ed Ayers: This helps explain the segment we had earlier about the haunting of Indian 
burial grounds beneath suburban developments. It's only when those things 
seem safely in the past that we can imagine them haunting the present.

Brian Balogh: That's right, Ed. No zoning? No horror.

Speaker 22: Frankenstein was the first in line and the Wolf Man came up next. Dracula was a 
[crosstalk 00:49:21]

Brian Balogh: That's going to do it for today. But you can join us online and scare up some 
conversation. Tell us what you think of the show and check out our upcoming 
episodes. You'll find us at backstoryradio.org or send an email to 
backstory@virginia.edu.

Brian Balogh: We're also on Facebook, Tumblr, and Twitter @backstoryradio. Whatever you 
do, don't be a stranger.

Brian Balogh: This episode of Backstory was produced by Andrew Parsons, Bridget McCarthy, 
Nina Earnest, Emily Gaddick, Ramona Martinez, and Andy Cubis. Jamal Millner is 
our technical director, Diana Williams is our digital editor, and Melissa Gismondi 
is our researcher.

Brian Balogh: We have help from Sokoya Carillo, Emma Greg, Aiden Lee, Liz McCully, and 
Peyton Wall. And thanks to all our guests, including vampire expert Michael Bell, 
who knows what he wants to be for Halloween.
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Michael Bell: I really want to dress as a clown.

Brian Balogh: I have to say, Michael, I didn't see that coming.

Michael Bell: Well, I'm a folklorist. I'm not just a vampirologist. So I'm interested in all the 
creatures of lower mythology. Really, that would probably be the creepiest 
thing you could do. If I went to the door to hand out candy dressed as a clown? I 
don't know.

Speaker 22: Fee fee, fi fi, fo fo, fum, it was a monster's holiday [crosstalk 00:50:45]

Brian Balogh: BackStory is produced at the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities. Major 
support is provided by the [inaudible 00:50:51] Foundation, the National 
Endowment for the Humanities, the Joseph and Robert Cornell Memorial 
Foundation, and the Arthur Vining Davis Foundations. Additional funding is 
provided by the Tomato Fund, cultivating fresh ideas in the arts, the humanities, 
and the environment, and by History Channel, history made every day.

Speaker 23: Brian Balogh is professor of history at the University of Virginia and the Dorothy 
Compton professor at the Miller Center of Public Affairs.

Speaker 23: Peter Onuf is professor of history emeritus at UVA and senior research fellow at 
Monticello.

Speaker 23: Ed Ayers is professor the humanities and president emeritus at the University of 
Richmond.

Speaker 23: BackStory was created by Andrew Wyndham for the Virginia Foundation for the 
Humanities.

Speaker 22: Fee fee, fi fi, fo fo, fum, it was a monster's holiday.

Speaker 22: Gotcha.

Brian Balogh: BackStory is distributed by PRX, the public radio exchange.
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