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			All graveyards and cemeteries are spooky. But sometimes, they’re also cursed. Too often, objects meant to be reverential memorials to the dead morph into vectors of harm, misfortune, and even death for the living. The dead can be a jealous and vengeful lot. In this section, you’ll find headstones that kill, statues that haunt, and a tomb that summons dictators. William Shakespeare even makes an appearance. It’ll give you a whole new reason to whistle past the graveyard.
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			I’m going to give you the moral of the story up front for this one: be careful what you dig up in your garden; you may unleash werewolves. I’ll also give you its secondary moral: be careful what you stake your academic reputation on; a construction worker may fool you.

			In 1971, two young brothers, Colin and Leslie Robson, were digging in their garden at 3 Rede Avenue in the town of Hexham, England. The boys unearthed two small stone heads — rough, skull-like, and each about two and a half inches tall. The features of the two heads were different, but both seemed primitive, maybe a little creepy, and certainly strange. The heads had short stems on them, as if they’d been broken off at the neck from larger artifacts.

			However, digging up tiny stone heads is not that uncommon in the United Kingdom. They’re called Celtic heads and are generally thought to be ornaments that have broken off from other objects and buildings. They can be thousands of years old or much more modern. Had the two heads that the Robson boys unearthed been mere Celtic heads, nothing much would have happened. Maybe they would have been taken to an expert to get validated. They might have ended up in a drawer in a museum somewhere, added to the tally of small stone craniums that the island is seeded with. It’s what happened after the heads were dug up that made them infamous, transcending their status as mere possible Celtic heads to named and known cursed objects.

			According to various newspaper accounts, the boys took the heads inside their house, and weird stuff started to happen immediately. Items flew across rooms of their own accord. The heads seemed to swivel on their neck stumps, their rough-cut eyes following the Robsons across the room. Poltergeist stuff, really. But the Robsons’ neighbors, Nelly Dodd and her son Brian, got it far worse. They and the Robsons lived in semidetached housing, meaning they each lived in half of the same residential building and shared a wall. Over on the Dodd side, invisible entities pulled Brian’s hair at night and, in what would become a defining part of the curse of the Hexham Heads, Nelly spotted a were-creature — in this case, a weresheep (part man, part sheep). It ran through the house on two legs and out the door and disappeared bleating into the night. That might sound silly now, but in the middle of the night it could be as terrifying as any classic movie monster.

			This was quite the escalation for a couple of stone lumps tilled from the soil of a backyard. And word got out. The media picked up the story and circulated it far beyond the reach of local gossips, far enough even that things got academic — but in a weird way.

			Dr. Anne Ross was a University of Edinburgh–educated scholar and archeologist focusing on Celtic traditions and artifacts. In addition to her academic work, she also had some less-than-academically-respectable fringe interests around paranormal phenomenon. So she was both the perfect person to investigate the stones and the worst person to investigate them. When she got her hands on the Hexham Heads, she estimated them to be Iron Age artifacts, some two millennia old.

			She was so enamored with them that she ended up taking the heads to her house. Soon enough, she began detecting cold spots in her residence, a shadow presence, and doors opening and closing by themselves. Then it happened again. She was visited by a were-creature, this time a more respectable werewolf, which acted just like the weresheep — running through her house until it vanished outside and into the night. She and her family eventually witnessed the creature multiple times in the house.
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			The testimony of an academic was the validation the Hexham Heads needed to really get their story to spread. And it was a unique situation: an academic who fanned flames around the incredible instead of wet-blanketing them. The wet blanket would eventually come, but from the testimony of a construction worker.

			Desmond Craigie lived at 3 Rede Avenue before the Robsons. Once the infamy of the Hexham Heads reached him, he stepped forward and admitted to making the rough spheres in 1956. They were for his daughter, and he carved them during his lunch break at the concrete company he worked for. In fact, he made three. A chemical analysis was conducted with material removed from the heads, and it indicated that Craigie was telling the truth, even if he couldn’t quite replicate the heads when he tried to do so to prove his point. It had been almost twenty years, after all — he hadn’t honed his spooky head-carving craft.

			Still, for many, the story ended there. The Hexham Heads had a mundane beginning in a residential garden, were completely misinterpreted by some superstitious Hexhamites and an overeager academic with a propensity for the nonscientific, and had their story spread around the country and world by gleeful media.

			But plenty of cursed objects have mundane beginnings. There are two different cursed chairs in this book, for goodness’ sake. But to think that a couple of stones with faces probably made as a lark somehow prompted a small invasion of were-creatures, or at least the perception of a small invasion of were-creatures? Sometimes we should just be thankful for the story.

			To make matters even more interesting, the Hexham Heads eventually disappeared. The chain of provenance, along with Dr. Ross, included the University of Southampton, the Museum of Antiquities in Newcastle upon Tyne, and a few other researchers and paranormalists, but eventually the trail goes cold. All that remains are photographs and drawings of the two artifacts.

			But we do know that whoever has them must have a high tolerance for were-creatures. And then there’s the potential third Hexham Head that was never found. Maybe it’s still in the dirt of 3 Rede Avenue, waiting to be reunited with the other two. And who knows what will happen then.
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			Most of us think of amber in a scientific context instead of an aesthetic one. Amber is the fossilized tree resin that traps and preserves bugs, lizards, and dinosaur feathers from prehistoric times. But it’s pretty, like hardened honey, and is considered a semiprecious stone. It’s one of the few organically created gemstones on the planet, along with pearls and ivory. But there is a much more pleasant way to get trapped in amber — by stepping inside one of the wonders of the twentieth century: the cursed Amber Room.

			Built in 1701 in Prussia, the Amber Room was designed and built by sculptor Andres Schlüter and amber craftsman Gottfried Wolfram. It was a room fit for a palace and, in fact, was specially fitted for one — Charlottenburg Palace in Berlin, then the capital of the kingdom of Prussia. However, an executive decision was made somewhere along the line, and it ended up at Berlin City Palace instead.

			Calling this thing a room is like calling the Burj Khalifa an office building. Many tons of exquisitely worked amber coated its walls, amber that was backed in gold leaf and encrusted with countless other semiprecious stones and reflecting mirrors. Standing inside of this amber-paneled room when it was lit was like being bathed in the glow of heaven.

			Basically, it was worth showing off, which is what Berlin did when Russia’s Peter the Great dropped by to say, “Hey, how’s it going? Need help with your war?” Peter loved the room, and Friedrich II, King of Prussia, was so grateful for Peter’s alliance against Sweden (which ended the Pomeranian War) that he gave it to him. In 1716, the walls were carefully dismantled, packed into eighteen boxes, and then re-erected at the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg.

			In 1755, the room was moved again, this time by Czarina Elizabeth to Catherine Palace in the Russian town of Pushkin, where more amber was added and the room was enlarged until the total insurable value exceeded six tons of amber covering 590 square feet of paneling.

			For almost two hundred years, the Amber Room was the golden heart of Catherine Palace. Then came the Nazis. On June 22, 1941, Adolf Hitler sent three million soldiers into the Soviet Union as part of Operation Barbarossa. The Amber Room was a specific target of that invasion; the Germans hoped to return the treasure to its country of origin.

			The Russians tried to hide the room from the Nazi troops, at first by attempting to take the panels apart, but the ancient amber was brittle and their expertise not equal to the task. Then they had a brilliant idea: they covered it in wallpaper.

			But the Nazis knew shoddy interior design when they saw it and quickly uncovered the amber panels. They’d also brought their own amber experts, who took less than two days to take the room apart. It was then packed into twenty-seven boxes and rebuilt for Königsberg Castle. It stayed there until the end of the war when it and many of Germany’s other looted treasures were evacuated in a panic.

			And then, in 1944, the Amber Room disappeared. Nobody knows where it went. But there are theories. There are always theories. Some claimed to have seen it loaded aboard the transport ship Wilhelm Gustloff…right before a Russian submarine torpedoed the ship in the Baltic Sea, killing as many as 9,400 people. If that’s true, those brilliants panels are finally darkened, submerged far from any source of light.
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			Some say it was packed onto a train and sent off to a secret underground bunker outside of Dresden. Others point to the final destination being a lagoon in Lithuania or a silver mine on the border of Germany and Czechia.

			Some believe that the Amber Room never made it out of Königsberg Castle, which was bombed into ruins by the Soviets. Those ruins were pulled down in 1968 and the central square of Kaliningrad was built atop the site.

			Small pieces have surfaced since 1944, seeming to lend credence to the idea that the room was successfully packed up for evacuation. But, in the end, nobody knows what happened to those twenty-seven boxes full of solid sunlight. Although many think it’s cursed.

			The curse starts with a man named Alfred Rohde, who is pointed to as the first victim. He was in charge of the Königsberg Castle museum and also in charge of getting the Amber Room out of the museum. He stuck around after the Germans evacuated and the Soviets had taken over. Many think he was the only one who knew where the Amber Room was stashed. As a result, he was interrogated on multiple occasions by the KGB. However, one day he didn’t show up for a follow-up questioning session, and the KGB were informed that he, along with his wife, had died suddenly the previous night from typhus. When the KGB investigated, they couldn’t find the bodies, nor the doctor who had pronounced them dead.

			The next victim of the curse is General Yuri Gusev, a Russian intelligence officer. Apparently, the local media had been writing a lot about the Amber Room and the efforts to find it, and at some point it was determined that Gusev had been leaking information to them. Not long after, he died in a car crash.

			Another victim of the curse is Georg Stein. He was a German soldier and treasure hunter who was on the trail of the Amber Room in a forest in Bavaria. In 1987, he was found dead in that forest, his naked body split open with a scalpel.

			All of these deaths are mysterious, but not necessarily in a supernatural way. But that doesn’t mean there’s no curse attached to the Amber Room. It just might be that “curse” here is a metaphor. In 2004, a Forbes magazine reporter interviewed Dr. Ivan Sautov, then director of the Catherine Palace Museum, who, when questioned about the deaths connected to the Amber Room, said, “The people who have concealed the Amber Room may be members of a closed circle, and anyone who comes too close to this circle will die.”

			Maybe the Amber Room isn’t meant to be found. Maybe it’s tired of moving around. Of being gawked at. Of being compared to heaven. It’s a room made of prehistoric tree blood. Maybe it’s ready to be extinct.

			And Russia seems to agree, as it gave up the search for the Amber Room, forging forward to build a brand-new one instead. The new Amber Room project started in 1979 and took eleven million dollars and twenty-five years to complete. But in 2004, Catherine Palace finally got its golden heart back. It remains to be seen if the curse applies to replicas.
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			0888-888-888
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			Today, our phone number is more important than any other number in our lives — far above our social security number or our driver license number or our zip code. That string of digits represented physically by the black pane of glass we all carry around in our pockets is used to give us access to unlimited information and connects us with everyone we know, love, or despise. If your phone number became cursed, it would be life-altering bad news beyond the usual bad news of learning you own a cursed object.

			This is the story of a twenty-first-century cursed object: a mobile phone number. Which may seem weird to include in a book about cursed furniture and dolls and the like, but the more digital we become, the more technological advances are redefining the idea of an “object.” For instance, a movie streamed digitally is still as much a movie as one watched on Blu-ray. If a cursed object can be built out of wood or metal or cloth, then why can’t one be built out of code? But the important question is not a philosophical one but a question of results: can a digital artifact hurt or kill multiple people? The Bulgarian phone number 0888-888-888 seems to have.

			This cursed object took out three victims in five years. The first was the former CEO of the Bulgarian telecom Mobitel, Vladimir Grashnov. In 2001, he died of cancer at age forty-eight after a long illness. At the time, nobody blamed it on his mobile phone number. Why would they? His phone number was a strange one, though. It was basically all eights: 0888-888-888. As the head of a telecom, he could presumably get whatever mobile number he wanted, and for some reason he chose that one. Some posit that it was because eight is a lucky number in Chinese numerology. Then again, maybe eight was his own personal lucky number. Or maybe he just wanted an easy number to remember. Still, when it happened, there were no rumors that connected the odd number to his untimely death.

			A man named Konstantin Dimitrov was bequeathed it, ostensibly at his request. On December 6, 2003, Dimitrov was gunned down while dining at a high-end restaurant with his model girlfriend in Dam Square in Amsterdam. He was thirty-three years old. Of course, he was also a mob boss who happened to be checking on the Scandinavian arm of his massive, $500 million drug smuggling empire, so his death wasn’t totally a surprise. It was attributed to the rival Russian mafia. His phone was, of course, on him when he died.

			The next in line to get 0888-888-888 tied to his line was a real estate agent by the name of Konstantin Dishliev. Real estate is generally considered a safer occupation than being in the mob, but Dishliev’s death was also swift and eerily similar to Dimitrov’s. In 2005, Dishliev had just eaten dinner at an Indian restaurant in Bulgaria’s capital city of Sofia when he was perforated by a storm of bullets. Turns out, Dishliev had a second business going outside of his open houses and furniture staging. He was trafficking cocaine. The theory goes that Dishliev was murdered after the authorities intercepted and seized $130 million of illegal white powder on its way to Colombia. He had become both a point of failure and a loose end for somebody.

			It was at this point in the timeline of this ephemeral cursed object that people started connecting the dashes. Were these three men all cursed by the number that they shared? I know what you’re thinking: Two of these men worked in violent, high-stakes crime. Their life expectancy was bound to be low regardless of their phone number. Still, it’s weird.

			Fortunately, according to the lore, the number was put in limbo for years by the police as part of the investigation into Dishliev’s death. And, according to the story, when it was finally released, Mobitel pulled it from service. But according to a 2010 article in the Daily Mail, when questioned about the status of the cursed mobile number, the company’s response was: “We have no comment to make. We won’t discuss individual numbers.”

			Mobitel has rebranded as A1 Bulgaria, and mostly 0888-888-888 comes up these days when YouTubers make videos where they call the number to see what happens (sometimes they remember to stick the country code +359 in front of it, sometimes they don’t). They always get the same canned message that the call can’t be completed, much to their dramatized relief, even though the legend says nothing about calling the number, just owning the number.

			The lore goes that the Bulgarian telecom took the number out of service to avoid more untimely deaths and/or bad press. However, a simple reverse lookup reveals that the number does have an owner, one whose name I’ll leave out of this entry, but who I assume is tired of getting prank phone calls. So, in a way, that might be the true curse of the 0888-888-888 number.

			There are actually a handful of other cursed mobile numbers out there, and those same YouTubers like to call them all. In Thailand, it’s supposed to be 999-9999. In Japan, 444-4444. Other Asian countries fear dialing 000-0000. In the U.S., we have that classic infernal recurring digit 666-666-6666. It seems human beings are just naturally suspicious of unnaturally repeating numbers.
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			The Cursed Pillar

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					
							
							PLACE OF ORIGIN:
AUGUSTA, GEORGIA

							YEAR CREATED:
1830

						
							
							INCARNATIONS:
THREE

							YEARS DESTROYED:
1935, 1958, 2016

						
					

				

			

			At the south corner of Fifth and Broad streets in Augusta, Georgia, is a historical sign, the kind that you can find in any state in the country in various state-specific color schemes and usually on the sides of roads. This sign in Augusta is green and yellow, and it tells the tale of a nearby stone pillar that was cursed by a traveling preacher. But there is no pillar to be seen, and that’s because this is the rare cursed object that cursed itself.

			In 1830, a large city bazaar called the Lower Market was erected in the area where the sign now stands. It replaced another market building that had burned down the previous year. At some point, a preacher (the historical sign calls the man a “wandering ‘exhorter’ ”) used it as an impromptu church, shouting about the terrors of hell and the glories of salvation beneath its roof. Those who were just there to sell their fruits and veggies and cows and sheep got annoyed, and he was removed from the premises. But not before he put a curse on the place.

			As he was dragged out, the preacher added one more diatribe to his sermon. He swore that because of the hard-heartedness of the hijacked audience, the market would be destroyed by a furious wind from the Almighty, until all that was left was a single stone pillar, the same one that the wandering exhorter was standing by. It’s a variation on the Biblical Samson story, in which Samson, an Israelite leader who had been captured and blinded by his Philistine enemies, was granted superhuman power by God to pull an entire Philistine temple down by its pillars using his bare hands. In 1878, the market was indeed destroyed by what the historical sign calls a “freakish tornado,” and all that was left of it was a single stone pillar.

			A variation on the story is that the preacher didn’t come around until after the destruction of the Lower Market and that he set up his soapbox beside the freestanding pillar. His curse in this version? That if anyone tore down that pillar, lightning would kill them.

			In a third variation, the Lower Market, despite no historical substantiation to back this up, was a slave market, and the pillar was a whipping and chaining post. Eventually, a slave with the power of voodoo at their beckon cursed the market, causing its destruction. The pillar survived, the remnants of the curse lingering within its stone and mortar.

			All three curse stories end with the survival of the tall, freestanding column called the Cursed Pillar, also known as the Haunted Pillar and the Killer Pillar. It was ten feet tall and made of concrete-covered brick. That past tense is on purpose. More on that in a minute.

			Over the years, the curse story has broadened its reach. It’s said that anybody who merely touched the pillar could fall victim to the curse. Highway workers just doing their jobs around the pillar have supposedly been felled by the death curse. People in pickups trucks loaded with tow chains and fueled by vendettas against the pillar are rumored to have died in car accidents en route to take it down. They even say that the intersection at which it’s placed sees a higher-than-usual number of accidents.

			But nobody has gotten it worse than the pillar itself. It has been destroyed three different times. And each time, a vehicle was involved.

			The first time it happened was in 1935. Few details survive of the accident, but the Augusta Chronicle acknowledged the driver escaped unhurt, while the pillar was “reduced…to a pile of brick and cement.”

			For some reason, the pillar was rebuilt, although it was moved to a slightly more protected location nearby. And I say slightly because in 1958, on a Friday the thirteenth, a giant bale of cotton probably weighing some five or six hundred pounds fell off a passing truck and demolished the pillar again.

			And, for some reason, despite the fact that the accident presumably freed the people of Augusta from the curse, the pillar was rebuilt a second time, and this time moved even further back from the road. But the pillar really must have been cursed, because in December 2016, it was completely destroyed by a car.

			A gray Ford Taurus bounced off a truck and barreled directly into the Cursed Pillar. Photos of the carnage immediately circulated on social media, showing the pillar lying on the ground, the cement coating stripped, and the brick entrails underneath scattered across the sidewalk. People grabbed pieces of it as souvenirs. GoFundMe pages were set up. Overall, people seemed sad to see it go, in spite of the curse.

			As of the writing of this book, the pillar has not been rebuilt, despite promises by local groups to do so and despite the still-standing historical sign. But chances are the Cursed Pillar will rise again.

			Why does the city of Augusta keep resurrecting such a supernaturally dangerous object? The truth can probably be traced to 1931, decades after the destruction of the market and only a handful of years before the first destruction of the pillar. The mayor at the time, William Jennings, hired a press agent to market the curse. That’s right. The curse has always been about tourism. That’s why ghost tours swung by the pillar. That’s why every day, local shopkeepers witnessed tourists touching and even hugging the pillar. Once account even reported somebody pissing on it.

			But I like to think of it differently. Perhaps tourism is only a pretense for this push for preservation. After all, the city has far more bankable attractions. Like the Augusta National Golf Club, host of the Masters, one of the most important golf tournaments in the history of the sport. It’s also the birthplace of James Brown and Hulk Hogan and Lawrence Fishburne.

			Maybe Augustans ritually and dutifully rebuild the Cursed Pillar because they are terrified of what might happen if they don’t take care of it. Maybe the city is always the width of a stack of bricks and cement away from tragedy. And maybe they better rebuild it soon.
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					Most of the rocks in the national parks and heritage sites of the world are cursed. Seriously. The stones of Blarney Castle in County Cork, Ireland, are all cursed. As is the volcanic rock and pumice of Hawaii Volcanoes National Park on the Big Island. The stones at Australia’s Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park, home to the giant sandstone monolith known both as Uluru and as Ayers Rock, are all cursed. So is the stone-like fossilized wood of Petrified Forest National Park near Holbrook, Arizona. And these are just a few examples.

				The thing is, these cursed stones don’t activate unless visitors remove them from the park and take them home as souvenirs. As long as they stay at the heritage site, they’re just dots on the landscape. But the second the rocks leave the park, they bring misfortune to whoever’s backpacks they’re in.

				While these curse stories sound suspiciously like psychological damage control propagated by park authorities, the truth is that almost every day these parks receive packages from tourists who ignored the warnings and took a rock home. These packages usually include both the pilfered rock and an apologetic letter explaining that the second the person returned home from their trip with their stolen stone, bad things started happening to them.

				So next time you’re at a national park or heritage site with important stones, maybe go to the gift shop instead.

			

		

	