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One warm evening in June 1989, Jason, a fifteen-year-old boy 
who lived next door, called through my open window, "Can I 
come in and smoke a cigarette?" I welcomed him in, and as 
he sprawled his six-foot frame across the couch, he began to 
earnestly relate an account of a "trip" he had taken. To hear 
him tell it, it was a journey that took him far in emotion if not 
in distance: 

We went, you know, because Duane told us about it. 
There's this trailer where this guy shot his wife--shot her 
dead, y' know--she's gone-dead. And we stopped at this 
trailer and sat there and stared at it and we were all scared 
shitless. 'Cause it's just this narrow dirt road; trees 
surround it. And we sat there and this blue light goes on in 
this abandoned trailer where this man killed his wife. And 
if we didn't get out of there like nothing--I mean, we were 
gone. And then this car, it's a one-way road, there's no way 
to get out on it, this car just turned out of nowhere. There's 
a cliff--you fall off, you die--turned out of nowhere, just 
nowhere. I will never go back. I was so scared, I didn't 
sleep. 

About two weeks later, while he was sitting outside waiting 
for a friend, Jason's seventeen-year-old brother, Paul, told me 
a brief, but equally strange tale: 

There's a crazy man back there. He catches you--he hangs 
you upside down and cuts your balls off. There's a light 
that comes on and if you stare at it, you will be blind. 
Yeah, we go back there. We walked it--me and a bunch of 
my friends. 

The teenagers who related these accounts to me are not 
juvenile delinquents; they are not drug addicts or mentally 
disturbed. They are healthy adolescents, and the activity that 
they describe, the legend trip, takes place near their hometown 
of Columbia, Pennsylvania. It also happens in sites all over 
America. 

Legend trip research is a relatively new field of inquiry in 
folklore. The attention of earlier collectors centered on the 
textual analysis of adolescent legends. Recent trends in 
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contextual analysis have refocused the research on the performance of the 
legend.  Legend trip research has focused rather exclusively on the trip's 
function in the coming-of-age process of white, suburban, middle-class 
adolescents. Yet there are indications that the legend trip is an urban 
phenomenon as well, and as my own study shows, the trip is a multi-racial 
experience.1 

Kenneth A. Thigpen, Jr.' s, "Adolescent Legends in Brown County: A 
Survey," published in 1971, is an early study of adolescent legends that 
comments on the link between the narrative legend and its performance--the 
legend trip. Central to the ritual performance in Thigpen's opinion is 
the trip's three part structure: the introduction, the enactment at the scene of the 
phenomenon, and the retrospective memorate. The introduction takes place 
before arrival at the legend trip site and "includes relating the past event and 
describing the current phenomenon" (204). The story is told by 
an experienced legend-tripper "in a manner that will heighten the anticipation of 
uninitiated and initiated alike, thus enhancing the receptive psychological state 
of all involved" (205). 

The second part, the ritual enactment at the scene, is considered by 
Thigpen the "crucial" aspect of the trip. During this phase, teenagers "attempt to 
merge the supernatural realm described in the first part with reality" (205). The 
third and final aspect involves the telling and retelling 
of the event that the participants have experienced. These stories may in turn 
"be added to the basic legend complex to be told as the first part of the 
performance" (205). Thigpen concludes that the legend trip's primary function is 
the introduction of the "uninitiated to the realm of the supernatural" (204). 

Gary Hall coined the term "legend trip" in his study, "The Big Tunnel." 
Hall concentrates his discussion on the legend-telling aspect of the trip. The 
telling sets the scene for the trip. Hall concludes that the legend trip's function is 
"primarily recreational" and sees the "willing suspension of disbelief' as a 
crucial element of the trip's success (256). Similarly, 
William M. Clements' investigation of another Indiana legend trip in "The Chain 
on the Tombstone" concludes that the trips "provide a supernatural thrill as an 
escape from boredom" (264). 

An extensive survey is Bill Ellis' "Legend-Tripping in Ohio: A Behavioral 
Study." Ellis proposes that adolescent legend trips are in part a "ritual of 
rebellion" in which the participants escape the reality-based, moralistic, and 
authoritarian world of parents, school, and police (64). Legend trip sites are 
often physically remote, and the trips Ellis surveyed are opportunities for illegal 
activities like under-age drinking, taking drugs, vandalism, and illicit sexual 
behavior. The presence of these activities reinforces his thesis that the trips 
function as "deliberate escapes into altered states where conventional rules do 
not operate" (65). In addition, Ellis 
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examines the trips as a way for teens to confront adolescent anxieties of 
mortality in psychologically safe ways. He concludes that the “trip. . . is from 
start to finish a way of 'giving the finger' to adult rationality;” (69). 

My study contributes to adolescent legend trip research because I 
worked with a single peer group over a six-month period; as a result, my 
fieldwork is an in-depth study of a normally closed folk group. I attempt to 
place my informants' experiences against the larger backdrop of legend trip 
scholarship in order to draw comparisons and identify characteristics of a 
ritualized adolescent activity. By concentrating on the context of this ritual 
and by focusing on the folk group and its use of culture, I have been able to 
interpret the trips with a sense of the subtleties and complexities the study of 
adolescence demands. 

I conducted my fieldwork in my hometown of Columbia, a small, 
working-class town located in south central Pennsylvania. Columbia's 
position on the Susquehanna River made it a natural gateway to the west, and 
early in the eighteenth century, a trio of English Quakers established a ferry 
there. Known as "Wright's Ferry," the settlement grew in prominence and 
was formally founded as the borough of Columbia in 1788. Reaching its 
zenith in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Columbia was a 
bustling center of river and railroad transportation, and home to many 
industries, including foundries, rolling mills, and lace mills.2 

Colombia has, throughout its history, stood in marked contrast to its 
neighboring towns. In a region best known for its German Mennonite and 
Amish groups, Columbia's 10,000 residents are largely of German Catholic 
and Scots-Irish ancestry. A Democratic bastion in conservative, Republican 
Lancaster County, the industrial town lies among many agricultural 
communities. 

Today, like many other small towns in America, Columbia must combat 
the stagnation brought on by unemployment, population decline, and lack of 
morale. Although Columbia has been in slow decline over the past few 
decades, many older residents show a fierce pride and are quick to point out 
the town's advantages. Colombians still sit "out front" on stoops and porches 
where they greet their neighbors by name, and the borough remains a 
relatively safe and appealing town in which to raise children. Children still 
gather to play in neighborhood groups, and the town is virtually surrounded 
by the natural playgrounds provided by wooded lots, and the banks of 
streams and the Susquehanna River. For adolescents, however, the 
community offers little entertainment and with many familiar, watchful eyes 
upon them, the town can seem repressive. 

Teenagers in Columbia complain of the lack of places to congregate and 
of the absence of youth-oriented activities. Those that do exist are predictable 
or typically adult-run. During the winter months, social events tend to 
revolve around the school calendar and are most often limited to 
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weekends. High school sporting events are well-attended, and occasional 
school dances help break the monotony. Teens go to one another's homes 
(especially if parents are away or working) to watch MTV, play video games, 
and party--drink beer and occasionally smoke marijuana. Columbia has two 
video arcades where teenagers gather, "but you have to spend money or they 
throw you out." "Going to the mall" (Park City Mall in Lancaster) is a 
favorite cold weather pastime, but one that requires cash, typically in short 
supply among Columbia's teens. 

In warm weather, Columbia adolescents are out of doors as much as 
possible, away from adult eyes and interference. A local pizza parlor serves 

as a meeting-place, and the town's centrally located park is a favorite 
hangout. Up and down Columbia's "main drag," Locust Street, teenagers 
gather in small groups, though the local police's efforts to crack down on 
loitering and cruising has put a damper on the crowds. In the summer, the 
town boasts a drive-in theater which specializes in horror and adventure 
movies and is popular as a party spot rather than a "passion pit." "Car 
parties," when teenagers drive to isolated country roads to drink, remain 
popular, as does cruising. It is during the summer months that legend trip 
activity is at a peak. 

It has been this way since at least 1965, the earliest date that I have been 
able to trace legend trip activity. Although older Columbians related stories 
of cruising and other automotive activities, it appears that the legend trip is, 
in Columbia, a post-1950s teenage pastime. 

I interviewed forty-one teenagers from July 1989 to January 1990. My 
informants composed a loosely affiliated peer group, racially and sexually 
mixed. The teens ranged in age from thirteen to nineteen; all were raised in 
Columbia and attended Columbia High School. Some were honor students, 
active in school activities such as sports and band; others were in trouble 
with parents, teachers, and the law. Most of the teenagers were of German 
ancestry, but I also talked with Black and Hispanic teens. The majority of the 
teenagers were from lower-income families though at least two had 
professional parents. I was at first surprised at the diversity within the group; 
but in a school with a class size average of under eighty, everyone knows 
everyone else, and though cliques do exist, their boundaries are often blurred. 

My first interview occurred at Marisa's Sweet Sixteen birthday party, 
held in her backyard in July, 1989. Subsequent interviews took place in my 
home under a variety of circumstances: sometimes a lone teen, sometimes a 
group of twenty or more. Often these interviews were spontaneous, for in the 
course of my research, my informants came to look upon me as a "big sister." 
That, coupled with the fact that winter arrived and my apartment was warm 
and dry, gave me a unique opportunity to get to know the teenagers well. 
Although my original encounters with the teenagers were 
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focused on legend trips, the interviews were characteristically informal, and 
we quickly expanded the relationship to include discussions about school, 
teachers they hated, relationships with parents, and their current love 
interests. When a large group showed up, the quality of my research suffered, 
and the meeting would quickly deteriorate from an impromptu "bull session" 
to a loud, unmanageable gathering. 

I interviewed informants on many occasions under more advantageous 
conditions. They included Jason, a fifteen-year-old boy who was ambivalent 
about school and had a strained relationship with his parents. Jason's ultimate 
goal was to "get the hell out of this town." Paul, Jason's seventeen year-old 
half-brother, was a more dedicated student and was involved in high school 
activities, like the football team. Paul was shyer than his exuberant younger 
brother, blushed easily, and often drove during the legend trips that the teens 
told me about. I had known both boys since they were toddlers, and for the 
last three years, they had been my neighbors. It was through Jason and Paul 
that I gained access to the peer group. The brothers served as a bridge 
between the various elements in the large peer group; Jason's friends were the 
wild bunch, while Paul's were more likely to maintain the status quo. La was 
a sixteen-year-old Black girl, soft-spoken and mature. La was always matter-
of-fact in tone, even when she told me outrageous stories. She recently began 
vocational training in horticulture and was pleased that she only had to attend 
Columbia High for half-days. 

I chose to concentrate on two of the five legend trips sites my informants 
described. Known as "The Wall" and "Haug's Road," the two spots were 
cited by virtually all informants as the most popular and will be discussed in 
detail. The minor sites surveyed included "Toad Road" in York County, 
Pennsylvania. The site was identified by only three seventeen-year-old males 
who told me that they had gone there with "a bunch of older guys one night." 
According to several young men from Columbia, the site was an especially 
popular one in the early 1980s, but has apparently passed out of vogue. The 
"Gates of Hell" are located on the road; teenagers foolish enough to enter the 
gates are never seen or heard from again. 

The other two legend trips identified by my informants are complex and 
deserve separate discussion. They are both "harassment trips," a type that 
Ellis describes as a trip where the object is to torment or abuse an elderly, 
eccentric, or handicapped individual. The "Midget House" was such a site. 
Only about fifteen of the teenagers told me that they had been there; four of 
the girls who went insisted that they only accompanied their boyfriends and 
did not "get out of the car and knock on the windows." One sixteen-year-old 
male told me that his friend had "run over one [a midget] in a cornfield one 
night," but most of the teenagers told me they thought this type of trip was 
"stupid." Jason asked, "Why would I want to bother them? 
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They never did anything to me." 
Another harassment trip site was at the house of "The Troll," described 

as a "nut who will shoot you if you beep and holler." The site was known to 
virtually all of my informants because of the notoriety of an incident that 
occurred there in December of 1988 when Ralph Longenecker, "The Troll," 
shot at a carload of teens and injured one boy. Longenecker's story of years of 
harassment made the national press, and he was later acquitted of any 
wrongdoing. 

"The Wall" is an early nineteenth-century graveyard on a lonely road on 
the outskirts of Marietta, Pennsylvania, another small town in Lancaster 
County, located about twenty minutes away from downtown Columbia. The 
cemetery is small, measuring about fifty feet by thirty-five feet, and is 
enclosed completely by a three foot high wall. A stone plaque on the wall 
reads, "Within this God's acre rest the descendants of Hans Graft."3 
Columbia teenagers contend that the cemetery is guarded by Indian ghosts 
who reside in the surrounding woods and cornfields. On nights with a full 
moon, or on any night at midnight (depending on the version), teenagers 
describe a ritual said to be performed at the site: "You walk around the wall 
seven times and spit, and you will die." Other versions vary the ritual: some 
say you must walk the wall thirteen times, some eliminate the spitting, and 
some say that death is not immediate, but comes in the future without 
warning. 

The ritual of circumambulation, though important to the site, does not 
have to be performed in order to make the trip successfully scary. In fact, not 
one informant admitted to completing the trek; most vehemently stated that 
they never even tried. Phil, fifteen, told me that he had heard of "a guy and 
some girl who walked it, and they disappeared; nobody ever found out what 
happened to them." Some of the more adventurous teenagers reported acts of 
vandalism; tombstones were overturned and tossed around. Most of the 
adolescents, however, are content to simply drive to the site, and they report 
strange sights and sounds. 

The wind is held responsible for many scary experiences; on an 
otherwise calm night, the legend trip site is described as being unnaturally 
windy. For instance, one teenager reported that "a gust of wind nearly pushed 
the car off the road." Others claim to have had unexplainable car trouble and 
report that the car stalled repeatedly though "nothing was wrong with the 
engine, 'cause we checked." A group of teenagers referred to "the night we 
saw the gas cans," but when pressed for details, they could not tell me why 
the gas cans frightened them. 

La's account of a legend trip to The Wall describes her first experience 
with legend-tripping: 

I went about two years ago, me, R.J., and Mike. We weren't scared or 
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nothing. You know, we just wanted to go over there and see what was 
goin' on--see if it was scary or whatever. So we went over and as soon as 
we got to the road that it was on this big gush of wind pushed the car 
back--it was scary. We were really scared. We weren't even there yet. 
We didn't know where it was so . . . we seen it and, urn, we just like 
looked at it for a while and this wind was pushin' the car and stuff. "I 
don't know if you want to get out of the car" [they said] and this one guy 
got out of the car--R. J. got out. And he, you know, looked over it and 
stuff, you know, and, you know, he was scared. And they're like, "Walk 
around it seven times." He never did. We just--the car stalled right in 
front of it--it was wild. 

La's trip to The Wall was typical in many ways. Like many teens, she 
describes the unnatural wind and unexplainable car trouble, which, she told 
me later, continued to plague them until they were back in Columbia. None 
of the participants attempted to walk on the wall, although all three were 
aware of the existence of the ritual. The trip was typical, too, in that it 
included both male and female teenagers, though the group of three was 
relatively small. 

Larger trips to The Wall were more common, like the one related to me 
by Paul, seventeen, and his eighteen-year-old friend: 

B: Yeah, we go over there all the time. The last time was great.  It was 
 Paul and Phil and Helen. . . we had a whole carload of people. 
P: Was that the time we thought we saw the gas can people? I was 

driving, yeah. And we pulled in real close to the Wall. And, uh- 
B: Tara was there, too, 'cause she got out.  
P: Oh, we were in the "Big Boat," weren't we? We had about ten 

people in there. Everybody was carrying on and shit. Did I get out 
that time? They paid me money to go 'cause I needed the gas 

 money. It was after a football game. I was driving my dad's car. 
B: The car was slidin'. And you kept puttin' that back thing down. P: 
Yeah, the back window, and I got real close. And the girls were all 

screaming. I picked a tombstone up. We were driving away, and I 
 like, I don't know, but you- 
B: We saw those gas cans- 
P: I don't know why we got scared, but the girls were sure screamin'. 

It was cool. 

Like most of the trips related to me by older teens, Paul and his buddy 
stressed the social aspects of the trip. The gang had piled into his father's 
station wagon after the Friday night football game, and Paul described it for 
me as a celebratory occasion, with "everybody carrying on." Larger trips 
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taken by older teenagers are related in an upbeat, joking tone. The teenagers 
are less serious in tone about the supernatural phenomenon and less emphatic 
about the details of the trip-who was there, what was seen, and how they 
were scared. 

"Haug's Road" is the second trip surveyed, and it has a more complex 
legend cycle, with significant discrepancies among stories collected. The 
winding, partially paved road in York County, Pennsylvania, was for years 
the site of a harassment trip. Haug's Road was home to "an albino hermit who 
lived in a shack"; the site was popular among Columbia teens at least as far 
back as 1971.4   As a teenager, I vividly remember trips to Haug's Road. My 
first legend trip was in the summer of 1977, when I was fifteen years old. 
Four friends and I rode in the back of my brother's pick-up truck. After our 
initiation to the site, we returned many times, and though we never laid eyes 
on the hermit, our greatest fear (and the reason we went) was that he would 
shoot at us. The hermit died soon after I graduated from high school in 1979, 
and I assumed the lure of the site was buried with him. Yet teenagers report a 
variety of uncanny activity on the road: mysterious blue lights; houses that 
move and disappear; half-cat, half-fox animals with glowing eyes that run in 
front of moving cars and disappear over the road's steep sides. They also 
offer differing reasons for the road's haunted nature. Some teens claim that a 
"crazy man" lives on the road; some allude to the hermit, or his ghost; some 
maintain that the road was the site of a murder and attribute the haunted 
happenings to the victim's ghost or to the murderer (usually identified as a 
husband). 

A fifteen-year-old female informant related to me the following account 
of a trip to Haug's Road: 

A friend and a couple of other friends went--Stan, Michelle, Tara, 
Courtney, me, and Mike. Stan drove. They were all there before. It was a 
Friday night last summer. We were just driving around town and Stan 
said, "Let's go over to Haug's Road." I said, "Where's that at?" He said, 
"Just come on. We'll all go there." I said, "all right" and all these people 
were in the car. And we're just on this dirt road. And it's all bumpy and 
we were driving on this bumpy road--real bumpy--and then we came 
upon this house. And there were no lights on and he [Stan] stopped the 
car and turned out his lights. And all of a sudden this light came on in 
this house and we tried to start the car and his car wouldn't start up. And 
we were all screamin' and shakin' the car. And then, urn, and then. . . 
Stan said, "Look, what's that comin' out from the trees, walkin' down?" I 
said, "What is it?" We were all screamin'--we were so scared. And then 
we finally got the car started and we moved on. Then we came upon this 
like, little shack. And then he [Stan] said, "Get out and go see what's in 
there." And we said, "No, 
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we ain't getting out." And I think that they already knew what was 
goin' on but I didn't. He said, "Go ahead, go ahead," and I said, "No, 
someone go with me," 'cause they were all pushin' me to go. I said, "I 
don't want to go." And so I got out of the car and like there was this door 
and I heard this creepin' noise. I run back in the--I tried to get back in the 
car and they had the doors locked. I was sittin' there banging on the 
doors and it was so scary. And then we made a U-turn and we came 
back. And we kept hearin' these noises outside the car and then he [Stan] 
got out. Someone musta been pretendin' like there was a flat tire and he 
got out and there was no flat tire. And he said, "Come on out here and 
look at this. Come on out here and look at this." We went out and he 
took off--left us standin' there for like ten minutes--me, Michelle, 
Courtney, and Tara. And we were by that house. So we start walking 
down the road and, uh, we saw this light flashin', but it was him in the 
car and he kept scaring us and we started runnin' down the road. And, 
uh, he was waiting like at the beginning where we were at. We were 
cursing him out and screamin' at him. On the way home we were talking 
about it and they were laughin' at us. I haven't been back since. 

In this narrative, the informant tells her story in a standard form, with a clear 
beginning, middle, and end. It is a story that she has told before, and one that 
she will repeat. Typical among my female informants, this teenager paid 
particular attention to detail, especially in noting who was there and the 
reactions of all participants. 

The informant makes note of her status as an initiate: "... they already 
knew what was goin' on but I didn't." Because she was new to the trip, she 
was tricked by the group into performing a special task. Similarly, the boys, 
who were much older, "pranked" the girls by stranding them there. 

Once initiated, teenagers take subsequent trips, and though they now 
know what to expect, the fun, and the scare, are in no way diminished. 
Describing what he later told me was "about my twentieth" trip, a sixteen-
year-old boy included an account of what happened once the group returned 
to town: 

Oh yeah, sure, we go over there all the time. We went about a month 
ago-right after school started. It was me and RJ. and Marisa and Julie. I 
drove Marisa's car. It was a Friday night and there was nothing going on 
so he says, somebody says, "Hey, let's go over to Haug's Road." And we 
went and everybody kept saying that whoever was in that trailer shot his 
wife and killed her. And this, this really freaked me out. We drove back 
there, you know, to Haug's Road, and all the 
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windows fogged up. This is a dirt road in the middle of-like it hadn't 
rained for a week. We came out with mud allover the car and the 
windows steamed up. There was no mud on that road 'cause it hadn't 
rained for a week The car was muddy-it was full of mud. Right up the 
road there's a barn and this blue light came on. Well, we got out of there 
quick. So we got back to town and go to the pizza place and saw this, 
uh, this group of people we know. And like we start telling them about 
what happened, you know, with the mud and all. And they could see it. 
So they said that they were gonna go and check it out. 
Despite the divergent tales that sun-ound the sites, teenagers are in 

agreement when describing the performance of the trips. Indeed, legend trips 
to both sites share many of the same features. That the physical trips are 
consistent and exhibit a pattern of behavior is significant, for the trip itself 
appears to have functions independent of the legends and may well be the 
more important aspect in uncovering adolescent motives and behavior. 

The trips are described as either spontaneous or planned. A spontaneous 
legend trip usually occurs on a weekend night when "nothing else is 
happening." A group of teenagers, bored with cruising around town, suddenly 
decide to drive in the countryside, and someone suggests a trip. More 
commonly, however, legend trips are planned. Teenagers who have been to 
the sites will often plan to take an initiate to the site: "They heard I never was 
there," one informant told me, "so they took me." Occasionally a group will 
go to the site without an initiated teen: "We heard about it in school, so we 
went to look for it." 

According to my informants, the mood inside the car as the trip begins is 
often rowdy and excited. The kids laugh and joke and talk about general 
topics: school, families, and members of the opposite sex. Once outside the 
town limits, however, the mood grows more serious. The topic of conversa-
tion switches to the approaching site, what happened there, what they saw the 
last time, what they heard happened to someone else. "If I was taking 
someone who's never been there," Jason explained, "I'd bullshit it up. You 
know, I'd tell them what had happened, but I'd drag it out and shit." By the 
time the car has reached the site, the teenagers are engrossed with the 
situation. They are quiet, tense, apprehensive. 

Both legend trip sites have a central focus. The cemetery itself is the 
obvious place to stop in the first trip, and the old blue trailer on Haug's Road 
is reported as the focus in the second. The event itself may vary, depending 
on the audacity of the driver and the passengers. Some teens report getting 
out of the car, blowing the horn, even performing a Chinese Fire Drill to taunt 
the Fates. Some teens are more timid, and sit passively in the car. 

When asked if he got out of the car at the Wall, a fifteen-year old boy 
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told me, "No way! I wouldn't even look out the window. I was buried deep 
in someone." The central focus of the legend trip, the event at the site, is also 
the basis of most of the teenagers' narratives. They include many details of 
what happened at this central point, and they appear to vividly remember 
events, even if they occurred two to three years ago. 

Leave-taking is usually abrupt and is markedly uncontrolled. Something 
happens, someone sees or hears something, and kids jump into the car, bury 
their faces, scream, and speed away. The frenzy inside the car generally lasts 
until the teenagers are back on the main highway; everyone talks at once, in 
bits and pieces of, "Oh my god" and "Did you see?" As the teenagers calm, 
they begin to reconstruct the trip among themselves. They talk about what 
happened, and who saw what. Sometimes, a teenager will attempt to 
rationalize a scary event, but most of the teenagers remain shaken. On the 
way back from Haug's Road one night, Jason maintains that they were so 
scared that he was, "prayin' the rosary. La had this ‘angel on her shoulder’5 
and she kept sayin, 'I'm prayin' to my angel.' And I said, 'The hell with your 
angel, I'm prayin' to God.' I kept asking for a sign, and we passed this guy on 
a motorcycle and he gave me a thumbs-up sign. After that we all felt better." 

By the time they approach Columbia again, the mood is subdued, and 
the teenagers begin to talk of other topics. If it is earlier in the evening, 
however, the story is repeated several times; by the end of the night, it has 
taken a standard narrative form, to be repeated for the benefit of others and 
among themselves, and especially for the next trip. 

The return to the hometown marks the end of the trip to the teenagers. 
One boy told me, "You know, you get home and go, 'Phew!'--like, 'I made it!' 
It feels good--it's fun." Another teenage boy offered: "At the time it's not fun, 
but when you get out of it, then it's like, you know, 'Ain't that cool?'" 

The teenagers typically go on legend trips in the summertime; autumn, 
especially around Halloween, is also a popular time. During the winter, 
legend trip activity usually subsides. Weather conditions are sometimes a 
factor in deciding to go on a trip; foggy nights are ideal, and "on a night with 
a full moon," Jason tells me, "you almost have to go." Some teenagers had 
been at the sites as early as age thirteen; fifteen was more commonly named 
as the age for the first legend trip. The trips continue throughout 
adolescence, though older adolescents report less frequent visits. The 
seventeen-, eighteen-, and nineteen-year-old male informants interviewed 
offered different reasons for going as well: they were often enlisted as 
drivers for the younger crowd, or accompanied their younger girlfriends. 
Teenagers also report that the group can be as small as three or as large as 
ten; no one ever goes alone or as a couple; the group is usually mixed, male 
and female, though some boys sometimes go with a "gang of guys." No all 
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female groups were ever reported. 
In my interviews with the teenagers, I was continually impressed by the 

similarities in the information on legend trips they were sharing with me. I 
heard account after account that was virtually identical in content, form, and 
tone. The teenagers themselves were aware of this and grew impatient, 
insisting, "We already told you everything that happens." When asked to 
characterize the trips, the teens made sweeping generalizations: "You always 
go at night"; "You never go alone"; "Everyone knows what happens there." 
There appeared to be rules to follow and roles to play, and a list of necessary 
ingredients for a successful trip. Trips were taken at night, usually on the 
weekend; dark, gloomy nights, nights with full moons, and around midnight 
all enhanced the atmosphere. Trips were taken by groups, and "the more 
people you can cram in the car, the better." Boys act cool, girls scream a lot. 
Tricks are played on either newcomers or on the females. A sixteen-year-old 
boy, weary of my interminable questioning, succinctly summed up 
adolescent legend trips in Columbia: 

You know, you all get into the car and go over there. And you do 
something--something happens, like--and everybody gets all scared 
and stuff and you get the hell out of there and come home. That's all. 
It's just fun. Okay? 

The ritual structure of legend trips parallels the model of rites of 
passage suggested by Arthur van Gennep. Viewing traditional rites as 
cultural responses to "life crises" among tribal groups, Van Gennep's The 
Rites of Passage (1908) focused on the transitions in social identity that 
individuals and groups face: the passage from childhood to adulthood or 
from single to married status. Van Gennep distinguishes three phases within 
ceremonial rites of passage: separation, when initiates are figuratively or 
literally removed from the society, representing a break with the past status; 
transition, a liminal state when initiates must meet with tasks or challenges 
that symbolically prepare them for their new life; and incorporation, the 
ritual "welcoming" of the newly initiated into the membership of the 
community 

This three part framework is still valid in modem, industrialized 
societies, as Ray Raphael explicates in The Men from the Bovs: Rites of 
Passage in Male America (1988), because the functions of ritual initiations 
remains the same. Raphael writes, 

The primary role of an initiation is to dramatize. . . change, and thereby 
to facilitate it. A rite of passage places a difficult problem of personal 
growth into a social context; it gives a public dimension to private 
problems; it calls upon the combined forces of a culture and all its 
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traditions to help the individual get through this time of crisis. (12) 

In our modem, individualistic society, rites of passage may not be immedi-
ately recognizable. Ceremonies like Confirmations, Bar Mitzvahs, and high 
school graduations may appear to be rites of passage for adolescents in 
America, but are often rendered impotent. Solon Kimball, in his introduction 
to Van Gennep's The Rites of Passage, states that "perfunctory ritual may be 
pleasant but meaningless" (xvii). Yet there is still a need for transition 
particularly from extended adolescence into adulthood, as Raphael points 
out. This transition, according to Raphael, Bronner, and others, is not met by 
public, uniform ritual in America. It is therefore privatized, differentiated, 
and spontaneous. 

A comparison of trips from various sources with the trips of Columbia 
teens establishes the legend trip tradition as a ritualized activity of modem 
American adolescents. The physical location of documented legend trip sites 
is consistently rural or isolated, thus requiring a passage from home and 
community to a liminal area or state. Legend trip sites, in addition to having 
a rural setting, are usually an extended distance from the teenagers' homes. 
To reach their destination, teenagers must make a twenty to thirty minute 
drive away from the sanctuary of their hometown (Ellis 66; Hall 233). The 
trips that Bill Ellis surveyed were "invariably rural. . . located along sparsely 
populated roads" (61). Gary Hall describes a "winding road 
. . . shrouded invariably in dense fog" (233). Another legend trip site in Abington, 
Indiana, stands "on the edge of a dense woods" (Knox 1). And Stewart 
Blankenhorn's description of a popular legend trip site near suburban 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, is virtually identical to Columbia teenagers' 
accounts of Haug' s Road: "... the paved road stops. . .. At this point, there 
are no more street lights. . .. The roads, which are only a carwidth, are dirt 
roads that seem to wind without any particular destination" (2). 

Another consistent feature of a legend trip is that it is a communal 
activity shared by adolescents. A "typical" trip almost always includes a 
mixed-sex group of adolescents. Stewart Blankenhorn relates, "The typical 
carload is at least three people, not necessarily all of the same sex. However 
a carload of boys is common and a carload consisting of only girls has not 
been recorded. I recall one situation when I went there in a station wagon 
packed with twelve boys" (2). Gary Hall reports that the trips are usually 
practiced by "a carload or two of young people. . . . Usually boys and girls 
ride in the same car, but seldom as couples" (232-33). 

Informants in recorded trips generally mention drugs and alcohol as an 
ingredient of a successful trip. In The Rites of Passage, Van Gennep also 
reports mood-altering substances as a frequent feature of the symbolic, vivid 
nature of rituals. An informant related the circumstances leading to a 
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legend trip to collector Mark Knox: "We had been drinking one night 
during our junior year and he took me to the bridge where he said the Moss 
Man lived" (1). Similarly, Stewart Blankenhorn reported, "People who visit 
Pitcarin usually are drinking or have been drinking" (1). 

Unlike many of the sites collected by Bill Ellis, the Wall and Haug's 
Road were not used by teenagers as party or parking spots. Ellis notes that 
the sites were marked by the great number of beer cans strewn around, and 
many sites were identified as lovers' lanes (64-65). Yet my informants were 
adamant about this point: no one ever went to the legend trip sites to drink 
or to neck. One informant asked, "Are you crazy? We go parking where it's 
safe." He offered the local high school parking lot as a prudent site. Among 
my informants, moreover, the consumption of alcohol on a legend trip was 
seen as unimportant; many teens claimed to have gone on trips "stone cold 
sober." 

The three-part structure that Kenneth Thigpen discusses was found to 
be a valid pattern in my research. The same structure-introduction, ritual 
enactment, and retrospective memorate--parallels the structure of the rites 
of passage and is apparent in other legend trip accounts. Stewart Blanken-
horn relates, "[On] the journey. . . legends about the Pitcarin family and 
area are exchanged adding suspense to the ride" (2). Gary Hall's ''The Big 
Tunnel" contains a transcript of a taped ride to a legend trip site that clearly 
demonstrates the role of legend-telling as an introduction to the site. Further, 
Linda Dégh discusses the cyclical aspect of how each successive performance 
evolves into a narrative which is then added to the extant legends of the site 
(77-78). 

The legend trip functions as a response to the stresses of generated by 
the transitions inherent in adolescence, transitions that must be managed 
without adult guidance. The age segregation of American teens, coupled with 
the lack of socially-approved means of ritual transition, results in adolescents 
finding their own standards of behavior and their own rites of initiation.6 

The legend trip is an initiation into the family of the peer group, a sign of 
acceptance by other members and a sign of acceptance by the initiate of the 
rules and customs that govern that group. It is an initiation into adulthood, a 
ritual "trying on" of adult roles, and a means of internalizing the demands of 
adulthood. Finally, it is an initiation of identity, a rite of passage into a self 
awakening in adolescence. 

The role of ritual in the development of adolescent identity is related to 
the role of the crisis during the adolescent years (Erikson 17). A crisis-a 
conflict or choice-is a necessary impetus to identity definition. The legend 
trip is a self-induced crisis, deliberately sought by teenagers, for it compels 
the peer group to contemplate behavior and to emerge transformed. Invoking 
rituals such as a legend trip, teenagers make the crisis more manageable 
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(Bronner, "Devices" 101-115). It becomes a safe way to experiment with 
various ideologies and feelings, to deal with issues of sexuality, mortality, 
and autonomy, and a viable means of asserting independence and maturity. 

Legend trips serve to strengthen and bind the society of a peer group; 
teens are adamant about "who went which night." Being invited to go on a 
legend trip can be a sign of acceptance into a group; my youngest infor-
mant. Bill, thirteen years old, was proud of his inclusion on several trips 
and, among his younger peers, enjoyed a certain notoriety and elevated 
status by virtue of his acceptance by the older teens. Another teenager who 
was not well-liked asserted her status as a member of the group by the fact 
that she had been included on a certain legend trip. She silenced the cries of 
derision and dismissals of "You weren't there," and ''No, you weren't with us" 
by describing a specific incident from the night in question. As a result, her 
precarious, fringe status was improved, at least for the moment. 

In addition, the trips facilitate the preservation of the group's collective 
identity. As a group, teen boys and girls think of the legend trip sites as 
private domain, belonging exclusively to them. All of my informants were 
surprised to learn that Haug's Road was a popular legend trip site throughout 
the 1970's. By naming and renaming sites, teenagers indicate their sense of 
ownership of a site. Similar to the impulse of pioneers setting out away from 
the "old" community, teenagers, by virtue of naming a spot. claim it as their 
own. Moreover, they exert control over their environment and reserve the site 
for themselves. Grownups may know of the Hans Graft Cemetery, but they 
do not recognize the appellation "The Wall." Even Haug's Road shares a 
subtle element of this. "Haug" is a common name in the area and is 
pronounced "howg"; teenagers go legend-tripping on "Hog's Road." 

When I ask teenagers, "Why do you go?" the younger teens invariably 
answer, "It's the thing to do," or "Evervbodv goes." Again, this indicates the 
need for approval from outside of oneself. Older adolescents are better able to 
internalize their approval, and do not need the peer group's permission to act 
or make choices. Older teenagers commented on the "fun" aspects of the trip 
more, and talked about the trips as big, crazy social gatherings, similar in tone 
to parties. 

Participants in legend trips around Columbia have expectations for 
socially appropriate behavior according to gender. Teenagers insisted that 
girls never, under any circumstances, went on legend trips "alone," in an all-
female group. In addition, I did not encounter a single episode where a girl 
drove a mixed-sex group, though many of the girls I interviewed had access 
to a car. Rather, boys drove the girls to the spots, and at the sites, the girls 
often exhibited different reactions. They screamed more and as one boy 
explained, 'They grab you and stuff. It's kind of neat." 

When boys go on legend trips by themselves, it is a different kind of 
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experience. In all-male groups, the object of the trip is to contain the fear, to 
dismiss the anxiety, and to belittle the frightening aspects of the trip. Paul 
bragged about walking the length of Haug's Road with his buddies, and one 
teenage boy told me, "When just the guys go, it's a macho thing." 

When describing trips in general, the older male adolescents tend to 
describe their exploits in a confident tone. The boys perform more daring 
acts, such as getting out of the car, walking on The Wall, and throwing 
tombstones. One sixteen-year-old boy told me, "Me and Webby got on top of 
the car and rode on the roof' at Haug's Road. Girls of all ages and the younger 
boys focus on the supernatural elements of the trips. The youngest informant 
interviewed told me that just talking about the trips gave him the "creeps," 
and after about twenty minutes he refused to go on. 

As a rite of passage that serves to socialize an individual, the legend 
trip's rigid gender roles suggest that boys and girls must learn different 
lessons in their process of becoming men and women. The girls stressed 
cooperation and interdependence in the performance and narrative of the 
legend trips; they elaborate on the details of the trip-who went along and 
what kind of interaction took place during the trip. While the teenage boys 
brag about their bravado in the face of danger, the girls discuss the trips in 
terms of "we": "we were scared," "we all screamed," and "we all saw it." 
The girls also exhibit a passivity and dependence on the males of the group; 
they never go alone and seem to rely on the boys for both protection and to 
tease them about their fright. 

The boys, on the other hand, display a competitive denial of fear. Many 
times in my interviews, boys would point out that while others were losing 
composure, they themselves remained calm: "You know, they were all 
screaming and shit, I told them to chill out." When describing trips, they 
tended to use words like "neat," "wild," "crazy," and "great" compared to the 
female's "scary" and "awful." Male teenagers use the trips to test and prove 
their masculinity; only the boys talked about attempting daring feats at 
legend trip sites. 

The legend trip also helps to alleviate the sexual anxiety of both the boys 
and the girls. Despite the apparent sexual sophistication of my informants, 
the fear of rejection remains intense. The nature of the trips--mixed-sex 
groups crammed into close quarters--gives teenagers an opportunity to be 
physically close without having to express the desire to touch. In the frenzy 
that takes place inside the car, both boys and girls have a chance to satisfy 
needs for physical contact without excess, commitment, or fear of rejection. 

Newly acquired skills in reasoning enable teenagers to contemplate death 
in a new way. Adolescents can become almost obsessed with death, drawn to 
the morbid and supernatural, or indulge in fantasies about their own deaths. 
Paradoxically, to the outside world, teenagers may appear 
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completely unconcerned with death, and may actually tempt fate with 
reckless, death-defying behavior. "The way I figure it," one informant told me 
in an offhand manner, "is we all have to die sometime." 

This nonchalant attitude belies the sometimes profound fear that 
adolescents have of their own mortality associated with independence. In a 
world like ours, death and destruction are daily fodder for the media. At the 
same time, adult society does not condone open discussion of death and dying. 
This point was especially apparent in the course of my research. A sixteen-
year-old informant with leukemia died in March after a long 
struggle with the disease. The other teenagers were visibly shaken and several 
gathered in my apartment after the viewing. One boy related that in school that 
day there were counselors to assist the students. "I went to talk with one," the 
boy told me. "She told me to go and eat lunch and that was supposed to make 
me feel better." He was openly disgusted with adult guidance. 

In lieu of a support system and an acceptable method of dealing with death 
and dying, teenagers are once again left to their own means. The ritual of the 
legend trip is an aid in helping teenagers confront issues of death and mortality 
in a psychologically safe way. Without risking their lives, teenagers can 
simulate the experience of looking death in the face, 
and this helps them to "exorcise" their fears about dying. 

My informants expressed an ambivalence about their hometown. Well 
aware of Columbia's "black sheep" status among neighboring communities, the 
teenagers are distrustful of outsiders and are easily and often provoked into 
fighting to defend their town's honor. At the same time, among themselves, 
they complain bitterly about Columbia. "This town sucks," one boy casually 
summed it up. Most teens express a desire to "get out" as quickly as possible. 
For many of my informants, the chance will not come. For these teenagers, the 
legend trip may be a symbolic escape out of town. 

Ellis interprets the legend trip as a ritual of rebellion. The trips include 
features of acts against social norms and expectations, demonstrated by the 
under-age drinking and acts of vandalism, but the rebelliousness is more an 
outcome than a purpose of the ritual. Because the rebellion is ritualized, it 
is transformed; through the ritualization of the challenge to adult authority, 
teenagers make their challenge both manageable and comprehensible. The 
activity takes place deliberately away from the locus of adult power and 
control, and is guarded against the possibility of adult interference or even 
knowledge. The legend trip, though superficially incorporating the face of 
anti-social activity, is not a delinquent behavior. It is not an overt challenge 
to society but is rendered a private ritual in which teenagers assert their 
independence from adult control innocuously. 

The search for independence is a primary motivation for legend trips. 
This is reinforced by the physical structure of the trips. Legend trip sites are 
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removed through time and space from the adolescents' hometown. Unlike 
party or parking spots, which are chosen for their convenience as well as 
their seclusion from prying adults, the legend trip site requires a journey of 
considerable distance from the town. Although a number of cemeteries and 
sites could be characterized as "spooky" within the town's limits, teenagers 
deliberately travel away from what they consider to be the locus of parental 
and societal control in order to have a chance to try on adult roles for 
themselves. 

The legend trip provides teenagers with a setting in which to test their 
new found, adult courage. It gives teenagers a opportunity to prove their 
ability to take care of themselves in a crisis. Finally, the legend trip also 
offers teenagers the chance to return to the sanctuary of home when they 
have had enough of the adult world of risk and responsibility. Without a 
chance to test the limits, to question authority, to live and learn, teenagers 
cannot incorporate the values, the lessons, the judgment, and, essentially, the 
integrated identity they will need to cross the threshold to maturity, able and 
willing to meet the stresses and challenges of adulthood in modem American 
society. 

In the absence of meaningful, adult-sanctioned rites of passage, 
teenagers must create their own. The legend trip serves this function in 
modem society, for unlike tribal cultures, which celebrate initiation rites 
rarely in an individual's lifetime, modem American teenagers must repeat the 
ritual over and over again. Because their incorporation into adult society is 
not acknowledged by that society, teenagers must, on an individual basis, 
make a judgment about their own level of maturity. The repetition of the 
legend trip throughout the adolescent years reinforces and validates the 
teenagers' growth as individuals and as young adults. 

The vitality of the teenage tradition of the legend trip is thus strength-
ened, and the continuity of trips is assured. A sixteen-year-old girl shared the 
story of her first legend trip with me and revealed how the trips will continue 
in Columbia. Having never been on a legend trip, she was ambivalent about 
going, but yielded to peer pressure: "They said they couldn't believe that I 
wasn't ever there before. They kept telling me all this weird stuff about it, 
you know, and man, I didn't want to go. But they were all saying, 'Oh, you 
gotta go' and all." Once at the site, she reports that the boys "showed off' by 
getting out of the car, and they teased the girls for their timidity, saying, 
'''C'mon, get out and walk the wall.''' The girls, true to their legend trip role, 
"wouldn't, you know. We were just sitting in the car saying, 'You're crazy.'" 
The event climaxed when "this 
dog, it sounded like a wolf, it started barking and somebody said that it was 
twelve o'clock midnight, and we started screaming and flipping out. So the 
guys get back in the car and we got out of there real fast." But that was not 
the end of the trip for my informant. She now had a story to tell, and, im- 
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portantly, an experience to share: "When we got home I was still shaking, 
but it was cool, you know, because the next day, I told my girlfriend about 
it, and I told her that she had to go. So we're gonna take her, maybe this 
weekend." 

The context she provides for her adolescent folklore helps to uncover 
the base, compelling reasons why teenagers "have to go" on legend trips. 
Ultimately she, like others, speaks of transition from adolescence to 
adulthood, a transition made all the more stressful in a fragmented, indi-
vidualistic society. The legend trip provides teenagers with a culturally 
appropriate and comprehensible response. 
Heritage Center of Lancaster County, Lancaster, PA 

Notes 
1Though published literature on the urban legend trip is scant, brief interviews reveal that 

the tradition is found within the city limits. A thirty-five-year-old Harrisburg man told me that, 
as a teenager, he and his friends wallced to a city graveyard to see "Fidget Widgets," creatures 
that he described as "outer spacemen." Teenagers at the Harrisburg Middle School report going 
to the same cemetery to see the Fidget Widgets, but they claim the scary creatures are video 
game characters. 

2 A thorough, recent history of Columbia, Pennsylvania, remains to be written. One 
available source is History of Lancaster County. by Franklin Ellis and Samuel Evans, published 
in Philadelphia by Everts and Peck in 1883. An invaluable glimpse of Columbia at the height of 
the town's prosperity was provided by James D. Slade's A Complete Business Directory of 
Columbia. Lancaster Countv. Pennsylvania. Together with a Few of the Most Important Events 
of the Borough's Past. and a Correct Pen Picture of Columbia in 1887, published in Columbia 
by the Evening Star Job Office in 1887. I also relied on the information I acquired at Wright's' 
Ferry Mansion, a private museum in Columbia where I worked as a tour guide in 1988. 

3 I have been unsuccessful in my attempt to identify "Hans Graft." 

4My brother, Nick Meley, born in 1955, told me that his first legend trip to 
Haug's Road was as a high school sophomore in 1970 . 

5"Angel on my Shoulder" refers to a tiny angel pin worn on the shoulder for a blessing 
or as a good luck charm. The pins are popular in Columbia among both children and adults. 

6Simon Bronner discusses how children in modern America similarly use 
folklore in lieu of adult guidance in American Children's Folklore. Ray Raphael 
argues similarly for young males in American society in The Men from the Boys. 
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Informants: Oral Sources 
1. Jason, 15, German, Catholic 
2. Paul, 17, German, Protestant 
3. La, 16, Black, African Methodist 
4. Julie, 15, German, Catholic 

  5. Charlie, 16, German, Catholic 
  6. Rob, 16, German, Episcopalian  
  7. Jen, 16, German, Episcopalian 
  8. Hosee, 16, Filipino, Catholic 
 9. Kathy, 15, German, Lutheran 
10. Danielle, 16, Italian, Catholic 
11. Brandi, 16, German, Catholic 
12. Marisa, 16, German, Lutheran 
13. Amita, 17, Indian, Hindu 
14. Angie, 16, German, Catholic 
15. Bill, 17, German, Catholic 
16. Wolfgang, 16, German, Lutheran  
17. Randy, 16, German, Methodist  
18. Faith, 16, Black/German, Baptist  
19. Duane, 19, Black/Hispanic, African 

Methodist 
20. Bill, 13, German, Catholic 
21. Bucket, 17, Black 
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22. Tara, 18, Black 
23. Helen, 14, Irish/Italian/Black 
24. Nestor, 15, Black/Hispanic, Baptist 
25. Amy, 16, Mexican, Pentecostal  
26. Evie, 17, German, Atheist 
27. Chris, 14, German, Protestant 
28. Latrease, 18, Black, Baptist 
29. R.J., 18, German 
30. Phil, 15, German, Lutheran 
31. Michelle, 19, Black/German 
32. Scott, 17, Black/German, African 

Methodist 
33. Heidi, 15, German, Catholic 
34. Bo, 18, Black 
35. Carol, 17, German, Mormon 
36. Tiekey, 17, Black, Baptist 
37. Emily, 14, German, Catholic 
38. Jeff, 15, Black/Hispanic, African 

Methodist 
39. Mike, 18, Black, Baptist 
40. Phil, 17, Black, Baptist 
41. Kurt, 17, Black, Baptist 




