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The Hauntings Behind 'Hill House' 

"Hill House, not sane, stood by itself against the hills, holding darkness within; it had stood so 
for 80 years and might stand for eighty more. Within, walls continued upright, bricks met neatly, 
floors were firm, and doors sensibly shut; silence lay steadily against the wood and stone of Hill 
House, and whatever walked there, walked alone."  

These lines begin and end Shirley Jackson's "The Haunting of Hill House," widely regarded as 
one of the finest works of gothic literature ever written. An instant bestseller in 1959, Jackson's 
macabre creation was adapted into the 1963 film "The Haunting," remade in 1999, and the 
remake in turn was parodied in the 2001 comedy "Scary Movie II." Hill House has become an 
icon in the tradition of American horror, and it remains one of the most imitated works in the 
genre.  

What not many know about the famed Hill House is that Shirley drew much of its inspiration 
from her own deep interest and direct experience of haunted houses, including several from the 
Bennington area where she spent nearly half her life.  

Jackson's interest in and involvement with supernatural matters was a lifelong affair. According 
to biographers, Shirley began seeing apparitions very early in her childhood; it was not 
uncommon for her to point out strange individuals standing nearby that no one else could see. 
She also claimed to have had elaborate clairvoyant visions, which came upon her quite suddenly. 
As she grew older, these experiences did not abate, and she became increasingly absorbed in 
them. She grew interested in witchcraft, and did a great deal of research on the subject, collecting 
more than 500 books on the occult.  

She approached what she perceived to be the secret realms of the mind from a variety of angles. 
With her children, she experimented with the ESP cards developed at Duke University; she also 
gave Tarot readings which by all accounts were considered eerily accurate. In 1956, she wrote a 
book on the Salem witch trials, differentiating between the antics of the young girls and "real" 
witchcraft. Three years later, she published "Hill House."  

Jackson had drawn inspiration from the local atmosphere before. Her chilling gem "The Lottery" 
is infused with feelings of alienation from her own small town New England setting. It is fair to 
say that the occult-leaning Jackson and her "Jewish Atheist Communist" husband Stanley Hyman 
did not always receive the warmest welcome in their earliest years in post-war, meat-and-
potatoes North Bennington. Ironically, Shirley's story was taken quite seriously by some readers, 
and in turn may have contributed to stories of witchcraft and mysterious cults that circulated in 
the area in the 1950s and 60s.  
Hill House arose out of the conjunction of her experience of southern Vermont and her ongoing 
interest in the subject of haunted houses. For Shirley, who had experimented with all manner of 
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charms, spells and amulets, haunted houses were simply another doorway or glimpse into a 
supernormal reality, to the hidden potentials of the mind that she very much believed existed.  

As her son Laurence later said, "She was fascinated by the past in an old house, by the fact that 
it's still going on, that you can get a glimpse every now and then, through psychic awareness, 
into what used to happen there."  

One of the more frequently cited houses that played a role in shaping the finalized version of Hill 
House was a mansion connected to her own past. In preparation for the novel, Shirley pored over 
pictures of many old houses. According to a lecture she later gave, she said that in the process of 
her search, she came across a photo in an old magazine of a house in California that fascinated 
her. She wrote to her parents in San Francisco asking for additional information, only to learn 
that the house had been designed by her own great-grandfather, an architect. According to her 
account, she was informed that the house in question had been burned to the ground  -  allegedly 
by townspeople who believed it to be haunted.  

Locally, Jackson scoured the countryside for interesting old houses, the sort of places "where 
things could happen." Friends remembered her frequently getting her kids together on a 
moment's notice to drive around the area, looking into some old house or ghostly sighting.  

One of the places that impressed her, it's believed, was the Park - McCullough House in North 
Bennington. This historic house, home for a century to members of the influential Hall, Park and 
McCullough families, has been open to the public since 1968. Rumors of its being haunted go 
back to at least the 1970s, and probably earlier.  

Servants are said to have seen a ghost in a third floor bedroom, long before it became a public 
site. MCLA (Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts) Philosophy professor and part time ghost 
hunter Ali Allmaker spent a night there and reported feeling an oppressive presence in the 
cupola, but no visible apparition. It has been speculated that both the cupola and the tree at the 
end of the drive helped inspire similar elements of Hill House.  

Meanwhile much of the sad, strange family history of Hill House's master, Hugh Crain, seems 
eerily similar to that of Edward Everett, whose former estate is now the home of Southern 
Vermont College. Like Crain, Everett lost his first wife not long after the completion of their 
mansion. As with Crain, Everett's death left in its wake vicious feuding between daughters, 
protracted legal battling, and a grand home widely reputed to be haunted. 
  
The idea of Hill House as "a masterpiece of architectural misdirection" - a sprawling, 
asymmetrical construction made up of mad angles and disjointed wings -  may also have been 
partly inspired by the Equinox, Manchester's famously haunted resort hotel. As mentioned in the 
previous chapter, the Equinox represents the evolution of several different buildings through 17 
major architectural changes. The result is not so different from the complex and convoluted 
arrangement of Jackson's mythical mansion.  
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Another building with more than a passing resemblance to Jackson's vision of Hill House can be 
found on the grounds at Bennington College. 

Shirley had first come to the Bennington area in 1945, when her husband Stanley Hyman was 
offered a position at Bennington College.  While they passed up living amongst the 
other professors for a house on Prospect Street, North Bennington, the college and its happenings 
were constant influences on their lives and work. 
  
Biographer Judy Oppenheimer notes that at the time, Bennington College, "filled as it was with 
artistic, intellectual, creative types, had a reputation itself as a breeding ground for forays into 
stranger territories.  Stories abounded of mysterious happenings, witches covens in the woods, of 
a Hungarian warlock- and many of these stories became attached over time to Shirley, who was 
after all a self-professed witch."  It was also on the campus of the college that one of the haunted 
houses most frequently discussed in connection to Hill House stood. 
  
Jennings Hall, a forty-room mansion on the northern side of the campus, has served as the 
headquarters of the college's music program since 1939.  For years it has been said to be haunted, 
with reports from students describing mysterious footsteps and whispered voices heard late at 
night.  Situated just down the street from where Jackson and her family lived, she must have 
looked upon it on a daily basis.  It is therefore not surprising that this three-story mansion bears 
much more than a passing resemblance to her physical description of Hill House.  Its early 
history, however, appears to have been less macabre.  
  
Originally known as Fairview, it was built in the late 19th century as a summer home for Frederic 
Beach Jennings and his family.  Born in Bennington in 1852, Jennings was the son of Reverend 
Isaac Jennings, the well-respected pastor of the First Congregational Church.  He attended Ivy 
League  

schools, then took a partnership in Stetson, Jennings & Russell (a law firm which, it might be 
interesting to note, some theorists have connected with various conspiracies, due to the 
membership of its senior partner, Francis Stetson, in the Skull and Bones society, and his role as 
personal counsel to J.P. Morgan).   In 1880 he married Lila Park Hall, daughter of wealthy 
attorney Trenor Park, and grand-daughter of Vermont Governor Hiland Hall.  Unlike Hugh 
Crain's wife, who died in a grisly accident on route to Hill House, Lila lived on past Frederic's 
death in 1920.  In 1930, she donated 140 acres to form the campus of Bennington College, and 
the mansion itself passed to the institution upon her death.   
  
The Jenningses appear to have had a peaceful, happy existence at their North Bennington home 
and to have died of natural causes, at ripe old ages.  Who then haunts the mansion, frightening 
students with their footsteps in the dark?  One candidate could be Paula Welden, a Bennington 
student whose unexplained disappearance in 1946 shook the small community.  The pretty, 
eighteen-year-old sophomore was last seen starting out along the section of Vermont's Long Trail 
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which traverses Glastenbury Mountain on Sunday, December 1.    
  
According to depositions from students and faculty at the school, Paula seemed to be upset about 
something for several weeks before her disappearance.  She had chosen not to return home to 
Connecticut over Thanksgiving break, and there was rampant speculation that she may have had 
a secret lover.  At first this lead to speculation that she may have run off with this man; but as the 
weeks and months passed without any sign of her, theories involving foul play gained ground.   
  
Paula had been making nightly forays to Jennings Hall in the weeks leading up to her 
disappearance, ostensibly to practice on the piano.  In those days, the music building had been 
known as a favorite spot for rendezvous between students and their boyfriends, and it was 
thought that this may have been the reason for Paula's trips there.   At one time, police 
investigated the possibility that she may have been meeting Hillis Kaiser, a married professor 
who was also Paula's advisor.  An accomplished concert pianist, Kaiser often practiced at the 
music hall.  Furthermore, Kaiser had been pointed out as someone who had a history of being in 
compromising situations with female students.  This, however, was not an uncommon situation at 
the all-girls' school (Jackson's own husband was known to have occasional liaisons with ex-
students of his), and police ultimately dropped this lead due to insufficient evidence to indicate 
any such relationship between the two.  This, however, does not mean that such a relationship 
could not have existed, or that Paula might not have been meeting with some other such 
inappropriate lover, which could have lead ultimately to her murder.   
  
There is no question that Jackson was affected to some degree by the girl's disappearance.  It is 
likely that her husband, Stanley Hyman was interviewed along with most of the rest of the 
faculty during the initial investigation, and their mutual friend, Kenneth Burkhardt, who got 
Hyman the job at Bennington, was a frequent liaison between police and faculty during the hunt 
for the missing girl.  Oppenheimer even argues that the incident lead Shirley to revisit memories 
of her own girlhood, a process that ultimately resulted in the novel Hangsman.  While it is not 
clear whether or not stories of haunted happenings in Jennings Hall were already circulating in 
the decade and a half between Welden's disappearance and the publication of The Haunting.  If 
they were, Shirley would certainly have known about them.   
  
In the search for strange occurrences, she sometimes needed to look no further than her own 
house on Prospect Street, which was the site of numerous anomalies.   

On a number of occasions, a music box Shirley had acquired from her mother would open of its 
own accord and begin playing music in the middle of the night.  One particular cabinet door 
would open constantly, despite being firmly latched shut.  Hyman's brother Scott, during a stay at 
the house, reported seeing a human form run past the bedroom window during the night- despite 
the fact that the room was situated on the second floor.  Stanley himself witnessed a knife at his 
side get picked up as if by invisible hands, and get dashed against a nearby wall.   

To top it off, there were several nights that the whole family was awakened by sounds of running 
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in the halls and, accompanied by laughter and by various stomping and banging sounds.  These 
occurrences happened enough that at one point Hyman, who tended to be skeptical of such 
things, had drafted up a formal affidavit attesting to poltergeist activity in the house.  On a whim, 
Shirley attached this as an appendix to her nonfiction family chronicle, Life among the Savages, 
in 1953.  Later, the banging sounds in the hallway would find their way into the fictionalized 
happenings in Hill House. 
  

Jackson is a sometimes-overlooked literary luminary in the history of a region that can 
sometimes become blasé about its local genius, but her work nonetheless remains vital and 
important today.  Besides the oft-imitated psychological dynamic of Hill House, Jackson's books 
and stories explored a wide variety of possibilities and introduced any number of original and 
highly interesting innovations in writing style.  Her novel The Bird's Nest, adapted into the 1957 
film Lizzie, served as a fascinating early examination of the multiple personality phenomenon.  
Her housewife-oriented autobiographical collections Life Among the Savages and Raising 
Demons were an instant sensation, paving the way for writers like Jean Kerr and Erma Bombeck.  
  
 It's even fair to say that her writing is much more fundamentally steeped in the flavor of the 
Green Mountains than that of either Frost or Kipling, who took up residence in nearby parts of 
southern Vermont.  In a manner similar to Lovecraft's treatment of Providence and southern New 
England, Jackson transformed the very same hills and bucolic scenes from Grandma Moses' 
paintings into nightmarish realms, full of monstrous secrets and horrible fates.   
  
For that, we are in her debt


