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Of all the marshes of southern Dorchester County in Maryland, the one that is the most haunted is the marsh of Fishing Creek. Local citizens driving those desolate, winding roads where the barn owls fly in the early hours of the morning often saw the ghosts of dead watermen. Drownings were too frequent among the men who worked the water in the old days, since they rarely learned to swim. When an oysterman was washed from the deck of his skipjack during a fierce winter gale, for it was in the dead of winter that those grand oyster boats sailed the Maryland waters, his ghost returned to stalk the marsh. If a crabber drowned after falling, as he reached to retrieve a crab pot, his ghost returned to stalk the marsh. And if a fisherman was lost after the sinking of his boat in a sudden summer thunderstorm, his ghost returned to stalk the marsh. The oystermen’s skipjacks are gone from the tributaries of the Chesapeake Bay. The ghosts are not.

In the heart of the marsh there lived a man known as the Mean Old Man of Fishing Creek. There, three acres of land sat precariously above the tide line. On that land was an oak tree with branches that stretched to the sky. Close to the oak was a farm house, gray and dilapidated. In this house lived the Mean Old Man. He had another name. It is long forgotten. No one knows for sure why he became so mean, but the tale that the locals believe is the tale of lost love. It is said that the Mean Old Man loved a girl with raven hair and skin the color of moonlight. She wed another. The husband she chose was a waterman.

While the Mean Old Man lived alone, he enjoyed coming into town. Like so many of his kind, he was not satisfied unless he was spreading unhappiness. In the old days the folks of Fishing Creek came into the town of Cambridge for their holiday making and their shopping. The Mean Old Man would join them.

During the Christmas holidays the town glistened and sparkled with lights of the season. The smell of wood fires permeated the air, for the folks who sold Christmas trees built fires in tall drums over which they warmed their hands. The Mean Old Man would stroll through the crowds seeking out the wives of the oystermen. He knew them all and though they would turn and stride quickly away when they saw him, he would yell after the wives, “All oystermen should drown!”

On the 4th of July the good people of Dorchester County would gather at Long Wharf to marvel at the fireworks set off over the Choptank River. During the day families shared picnics of Maryland biscuits and homemade crab cakes while awaiting the light show to come. And the Mean Old Man would stroll through the crowd seeking out the wives of the crabbers. “All crabbers should drown!” he’d holler.

As the autumn days grew short and the air crisp, the Mean Old Man would come to town to stock up for winter, for the ice storms of January allowed neither man nor woman to travel the roads of Fishing Creek. As Halloween approached and folks strolled the streets of Cambridge eating their candy apples and buying their costumes, the wives of the fishermen would hear, “All fishermen should drown!”

The Mean Old Man of Fishing Creek was the favorite target of teen-agers on Halloween. They’d decorate the lower limbs of the oak with toilet paper and smash pumpkins gathered from neighboring fields against its trunk. Always, the outhouse was overturned.

There was one Halloween, however, when the Mean Old Man had much more to worry about than the pranks of local teens. The night began the same. The Mean Old Man fell asleep in the disheveled, overstuffed chair that sat next to the Franklin stove in his kitchen. Propped next to him was his shot gun, for he would grab it and race outside when he heard noises. As usual, just before midnight he was awakened by the squeal of tires. Running out the door, he glared at the disappearing tail lights and the strewn pumpkins. But when he turned to re-enter the house, he paused. The Mean Old Man felt cold all the way to his soul. No wind blew. No leaf shifted. No moon shone. The night was as black as the black cat of Halloween. Shaking himself, the Mean Old Man moved determinedly back to the house and his chair. Soon he snored.


Just before one a.m. he jerked awake. The wind was howling over the marsh and the barn owls screamed. The church clock struck one. Shivering, he turned toward his doorway and saw the ghost. The ghost of an oysterman. A ghost it was for it was transparent. A shimmering yellow oilskin rain suit and hat danced before the Mean Old Man’s eyes. Gathering himself, the Mean Old Man screamed at the ghost. “I hate you!”

Raising its frail arm and pointing, the spirit replied: “Mean Old Man, this is your first chance to promise to change or you will be doomed and YOU will drown. Will you treat your neighbors with kindness and goodness from this moment forward?”

“No! Get out of my house!” was he instant reply.

The ghost vanished.

Unnerved, the Mean Old Man sat back down. It took only a moment for him to reassure himself that his dinner of oyster stew had caused an upset stomach and a very bad dream. Slowly, he returned to sleep.

A minute before two, he was again awake. The wind blew stronger over the marshes and the barn owls cried louder. The church clock struck two. The second ghost stood inside his kitchen door. The ghost of a crabber.  Wearing the t-shirt and jeans of a warm weather waterman, it clutched a crab net.

“I hate you!” the Mean Old Man bellowed again.

“Mean Old Man you have a second chance to promise to change or you will be doomed and YOU will drown. Will you treat your neighbors with kindness and goodness from this moment forward?”

“No! Get out of my house!” 
The ghost vanished.

It took far longer for the Mean Old Man to return to sleep, but return to sleep he did. Until just before three. The wind was a gale and the barn owls were flying directly over his roof as the church clock struck and the third ghost appeared. The ghost of a fisherman. A translucent navy fisherman’s sweater swayed in front of the old man’s eyes as the ghost pointed.
“I hate you!” he screamed a third time that night.

“Mean Old Man this is your last chance to promise to change or you will be doomed and YOU WILL DROWN. Will you treat your neighbors with kindness and goodness from this moment forward?”

“No! Get out of my house!” were his fateful words.
 Immediately, next to the ghost of the fisherman, there appeared the ghosts of the oysterman and crabber. Lifting off, the three spirits flew, circling the kitchen. The Mean Old Man backed as far into the corner of that kitchen as was possible, trying to evade the ghosts. As the ghosts swirled, the wind moaned and the barn howls hissed their mournful cry, the waters of Fishing Creek Marsh began to rise. Those waters swirled over the lawn, around the base of the oak and into the kitchen of the Mean Old Man’s home. Faster flew the ghosts and quicker rose the waters until the house and the Mean Old Man of Fishing Creek were washed away.

The oak tree survived, stately and tall, but the Mean Old Man was never seen again.

Today, when the local folk of Fishing Creek drive the back roads through the marsh, they still see the ghosts of the crabber, fisherman and oysterman. They also see the ghost of a shriveled old man walking the marshes holding a lantern. The lantern light is a tribute to the men and women who have lost their lives working the waters of Dorchester County and the Chesapeake Bay.
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 
One possible telling of the story involves audience participation with sounds of wind, barn owls (which have a piercing/hissing call) and the church clock striking as the ghosts appear.

*Permission is granted for the oral telling of this story if credit is given to the author. Permission is not granted for any other distribution of the story.
