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Chapter 1: Introduction


It started with a ghost story. It ended with a full
forensic investigation. The following tale illustrates how we
envision coordinating crime-solving tools with paranormal
phenomena. Sometimes a paranormal event, like the one described
below, triggers an investigation, and sometimes an investigation,
such as a missing person case, seeks a paranormal solution. Hence,
the idea of paranormal forensics. We’ll describe a range of ways
these two approaches to crime can be used together. So, back to the
ghost story.

“Duffy’s Cut” is a stretch of railroad track at Mile
59 near Malvern, PA, about thirty miles west of Philadelphia. It
was built in 1832 for the Philadelphia and Columbia Railroad, which
later became part of the Pennsylvania system. Mile 59 was a
particularly difficult stretch. To make the land level for a track,
a hill had to be dug out and the dirt used to fill a neighboring
ravine.

Contractor Philip Duffy hired fifty-seven of his
fellow Irishmen straight off the docks to work on this difficult
task. Setting up in a camp, they had to cut their way through dense
woods, heavy soil, and rocky terrain. Soon, some contracted
cholera, a contagious and deadly disease that had become pandemic
throughout the world. Because they were poor Irish Catholic
immigrants, against whom there was rampant prejudice, they received
little to no medical care. Industry owners viewed them as
expendable.

Three perished quickly and Duffy’s blacksmith buried
them in individual graves. But then more died. By some reports, it
was eight or nine, but a letter from a railroad administrator
indicated that half of Duffy’s crew had been wiped out. Within two
months of starting on this job, they were all dead.

A ditch was dug for the rest of the bodies, not far
from the tracks where they’d been making the fill. No death
certificates were completed or properly filed. No families back in
Ireland were notified. These men were considered anonymous beings
who deserved nothing better. Official records went into the
railroad’s vaults, marked confidential.

In 1909, an investigation inspired the collection of
numerous files, including the records of the 1832 cholera outbreak
that had swept through the camp. Pennsylvania Railroad President
Martin Clermont concluded at this time that, despite a lack of
supporting evidence, all fifty-seven men had perished from the
disease.

When the company went bankrupt, Joseph Tripician,
Clermont’s personal secretary, removed the files from Clermont’s
safe and stored them in his home. After Tripician’s death, his
grandson, Reverend Frank Watson, a religious historian, discovered
them. Their confidential status intrigued him.

With his twin brother, Dr. William “Bill” Watson, a
history professor at Immaculata University, Frank researched the
case. Saddened by the way the men had been buried and forgotten,
the brothers placed a historical marker near the site of the mass
grave. But they remained curious.

They had heard their grandfather tell ghost stories
about the area. The file included a report from a man walking home
along the tracks on a warm September night, who claimed to have
seen blue and green lights dancing on the mass grave.

Many people believe that ghosts are restless souls,
unable to find peace because of something that occurred regarding
their deaths. This story, along with the file’s confidentiality and
the fact that cholera should not have wiped out the entire camp,
inspired the brothers to get more involved. They knew the
approximate location of the camp, so in 2004, despite their lack of
archaeological experience, they started digging. At the same time
they also examined diaries, books, and newspaper accounts. Among
the hundreds of artifacts they dug up were eating utensils,
remnants of a shanty, glass buttons, and a pipe sporting an Irish
logo.

Bill invited a forensic anthropologist, Janet Monge,
and geophysicist, Tim Bechtel, to assist in the Duffy’s Cut
Project. Bechtel performed an x-ray scan of the earth with
ground-penetrating radar and found suggestive anomalies—large
pockets of air perhaps left behind by decomposing bodies. This was
the first indication that they might actually locate the remains of
the long-dead workers. It was near where the original track had
been laid.

It took a while, and a lot of digging, but on March
20, 2009, the team made a startling discovery: a human bone. This
led to unearthing a skull. Soon they found a couple more. One skull
was perforated by what resembled a bullet hole, and lead residue on
the hole’s rim confirmed it. Two other skulls appear to have been
bashed with a blunt object, or slashed with an axe blade.

A newspaper account from October 3, 1832, detailed
the cholera outbreak, and stated that several men tried to leave to
avoid getting sick. However, families who lived nearby refused to
assist and agents for their employer forced them into quarantine.
The Watsons surmised that area residents, panicking over the
possibility of contracting the disease, came into the camp and
killed these men.

As of 2010, they had found the remains of five men
and a woman, but just four skulls. “All of the remains found so
far,” William stated to a reporter, “indicate that the men were
brutally murdered.”

One set of remains was that of an adolescent. His
skull bones were not yet fused, which helped to establish his
approximate age. An x-ray revealed that he had not grown a right
upper molar, a genetic defect that could assist to identify him.
The team found a record of John Ruddy, an 18-year-old who had
sailed from Derry, Ireland, on the only ship in the spring of 1832
going to Philadelphia.

Word of this discovery reached Ireland, and a Ruddy
family from Donegal contacted the Watsons. Some of them had the
same dental defect. Ruddy’s identity was confirmed by comparing the
size of his bones to measurements on the ship’s manifest, so even
before the results of a DNA analysis were complete, his remains
were sent to Ireland for burial among his kin.

The other victims were properly buried on March 9,
2012, under a Celtic cross in West Laurel Hill Cemetery, among
people who once looked down on them. The Watsons believed they have
just begun to find the Duffy’s Cut victims. They suspected there is
a mass grave near their archeological dig, containing at least 50
more bodies. They had hoped to continue the project, but Amtrak
said the grave was too close to active tracks and denied the
exhumation request.

Ghost Science

During the 1840s, as the scientific method became the
dominant means for gathering knowledge, ghost tales and
spiritualism were drawing huge crowds to celebrity mediums who
claimed to have privileged contact with the dead. Scientists,
embracing the physical world, dismissed them out of hand, and teams
of investigators set out to prove the impossibility of a paranormal
force.

However, a select few decided to give it a fair
hearing, hoping to bring the same investigative methods to
“spiritism” that they applied to other subjects. In fact, Italian
anthropologist Cesare Lombroso, who focused on the criminal mind,
was the first person on record to devise a form of paranormal
forensics. You’ll read more about him in a later chapter. During
his era, criminologists believed they had a talent for perceiving
the invisible forces of a personality. Their founding attitude was
curiosity, an open mind, and the desire to gain knowledge with
solid investigative methods. This attitude sets the standard to
which this book, Blood & Ghosts, aspires.

One of us coined the term, “ghosting,” in Ghost:
Investigating the Other Side, to describe the many activities
associated with ghosts. There are people who merely collect the
lore, locally, nationally, or internationally, while others strive
to spot or photograph a ghost. They might also seek to record
ghostly voices, research the story behind a haunting, or ask a
psychic for help. Perhaps they’ll conduct a séance to try to
communicate. Or they might believe that a ghost must be exorcised,
so they’ll do things like burn sage or ask a priest or medium to
cleanse the place. All of these activities come under the idea of
ghosting. But for us, it’s mostly about investigating and
documenting actual events related to what we’ve heard about or
recorded.

The well-equipped ghost hunter relies largely on
digital and other types of technology. There are basically four
types of ghost hunting equipment: Detecting, recording,
communicating, and analyzing.
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Examples of Paranormal Investigation Equipment

First, it must be said that there is no such thing as
a “ghost detector.” The only things we can detect are anomalies—an
electromagnetic spike in the middle of an open field where there
are no man-made electromagnetic sources; a drop in temperature in a
room where there is no air-conditioning or draft. To detect these
anomalies we utilize electromagnetic field (EMF) meters and
quick-read thermometers. We typically carry a digital camera, and a
video recorder with infrared lighting for night (or an infrared
filter for photographs taken during the daytime) to record anything
that is detected. Voice recorders (digital or tape) help with
communicating by collecting electronic voice phenomena (EVP—the
alleged voices of the dead, unheard except on electronic devices).
Sometimes dowsing rods and pendulums are used to communicate as
well. We’re familiar with computer software that enhances
photographs and recordings.

Some paranormal investigators utilize more
sophisticated equipment such as heat sensing video recorders.
Others prefer to present the “human side” forward and ask
sensitives—mediums, or psychics—to participate and relate names
they receive psychically for use in communication, which are then
documented by the scientific equipment.

The five basic types of manifestations on photos are
the following: bright round light anomalies referred to as “orbs”
(usually white but multi-colored as well); a string of those, which
form a vortex; a long, electrical snakelike image (or group of
images); foggy stuff that we call ectoplasm or paranormal mist; and
the rare but exciting apparition. This can take the form of a
single body part, such as a hand, a head or pair of legs, or it can
be the entire image of a person. It might be transparent or solid,
in color or all white. It might even be a dark shadow. Of all these
anomalies, orbs are the most controversial.
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Paranormal Mist & Orbs

Often people will take photos in the snow or rain, or
when the air is filled with dust. If they happen to be at a haunted
site, they are certain the scores of white, transparent, circular
images are spirits when all they’ve caught are extreme close-ups of
suspended particles. And yet there are the videos of orbs rushing
toward the camera and dodging it, or moving to and fro upon
request, or passing through solid objects, something dust has yet
been unable to do. Orbs continue to be a mysterious part of the
paranormal.

Similar to the days of spiritualism, ghost hunting is
plagued by superstition, fraud, and wishful thinking. There are
those who take it seriously, but there are many who seek merely to
exploit it. Although there have been many attempts throughout the
decades to apply the scientific method to ghostly incidents, few
investigators have spotted the value of using forensic science to
test alleged manifestations. Even fewer realize that paranormal
investigations, if done well, might aid the cause of justice.

Inside these pages, we’ll examine tales of ghosts and
murder, police psychics, and scientific experiments. We’ll also
pose a challenge: what if forensic and paranormal investigation
deliberately crossed paths? Can forensics aid ghost hunters, and
might ghost hunters who use these tools one day assist in the cause
of justice?

Paranormalist Mark Nesbitt, author of the popular
Ghosts of Gettysburg series, and Katherine Ramsland, author
of Beating the Devil’s Game: A History of Forensic Science
and Criminal Investigation and The Forensic Science of CSI,
combine these two disciplines. Mark has experience with paranormal
investigations, while Katherine knows about forensic science and
investigation. She has also worked with coroners and profilers.

We met ten years ago when Katherine was
writing Ghost: Investigating the Other Side. Mark was
running ghost tours in Gettysburg and documenting the many
sightings of paranormal phenomena in the area. He had just started
to participate in investigations, and his own office in Gettysburg
(“The Ghost House”) turned out to be haunted. Once a park ranger,
after five years, Mark quit the Park Service to research and write.
In addition to several historical accounts of the Civil War, he
wrote seven volumes of the Ghosts of Gettysburg series based
on stories sent to him, as well as field guides for paranormal
investigators.

Long-time partners in paranormal research,
Katherine and Mark apply different perspectives to exploring the
phenomena. In fact, Katherine has been nicknamed “Bones,” due to
her stubborn insistence on evidence for claims and on
interpretations that make logical sense.

Around the time we met, Katherine was
learning to use infrared and digital technology to capture images
and ethereal voices. We set up several experiments together.
Neither of us expected to get much, but we were willing to try.

At dusk one brisk evening in December, we
trekked out to a site on the Gettysburg battlefield known as the
Triangular Field, near Devil’s Den. Named before the Civil War,
Devil’s Den is a maze of large boulders that proved perfect cover
for sharpshooters. Given its location near Little Round Top, where
the Yankees had gained the high ground, Confederate soldiers used
the rocks to maintain a barrage of fire.
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Triangular Field in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania

Nearby is a creek called Bloody Run, which
was said to have turned red from all the blood that ran from
soldiers being shot during the intense battle that ensued here.
Across the road from Devil’s Den is the Triangular Field. Soldiers
from Georgia and Texas had fought their way across this field, and
many had fallen, lying in agony from the shrapnel and minié balls
that shattered their flesh and bones. At least one theory holds
that an expenditure of intense emotion is what allows supernatural
energy to be trapped in ghostly form, and we had plenty of that in
this very tight space: anger, fear, agony, desperation,
determination, and courage.

Mark had a list of the names of men who had
served in the various regiments in the Triangular Field. He didn’t
know how many from this list had actually died there, but his plan
was to call the roll as if he were an officer. As darkness
gathered, Katherine would be filming it with infrared light. Until
then, she would use a digital camera for still shots. We knew that
many people had experienced disabled camera equipment in this
place, so we were prepared for the worst. We’d brought plenty of
fresh batteries.

Mark turned on a digital recorder and reeled
off a few names, while Katherine snapped shots. She captured an orb
not far from him—a ball of light that many people interpret as a
ghost. When we played the recorder back, we listened to Mark
calling out names. After one, we heard a distinct male response,
“Yessir!” Even “Bones” had to admit that this was a voice beyond
the physical world. So, this was the start of the partnership that
led to this book.
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Katherine & Mark Investigating Andersonville
Prison

We’ll begin with our historical mentors who
thought that the scientific investigation of criminals and crime
could be applied to the investigation of paranormal events. Then
we’ll show how such investigations are done today.

It seems that certain violent incidents have
left an aura—fleeting telltale odors, cold spots, nudges, noises,
or wispy apparitions, sometimes lingering for decades, even
centuries. While not all haunted sites are about murder, that’s
what we’re most concerned with. Murders or ambiguous deaths launch
forensic investigations, so we then have a basis into which to
insert paranormal methods and ideas. We’re interested in where
forensics and paranormal approaches come together to mutually
assist each other.

Paranormal theories emerge from data patterns
where apparent hauntings occur: for example, some theories hold
that ghosts are spawned in the wake of an untimely or sudden death,
or from an urgent need to finish unfulfilled earthly duties. Ghost
hunters today believe that with the latest cutting-edge technology
they can access the Other Side to shed light on both active and
unsolved cold cases, and many believe that murder victims linger to
see justice done. Ghost hunters have devised many techniques for
capturing this data, but few have looked into the cache of current
and future forensic tools for ideas.

Forensics is an applied science and many of
its sub-disciplines have a kinship with ghost hunting: its tools
and technology were devised to record and analyze evidence or
behavior. Given this shared approach to solving mysteries, it makes
sense to see how we can bring these disciplines together. From
missing persons to mass and serial murder, it’s time to use all of
our best resources.

Katherine co-wrote a book with Gregg McCrary,
a former F.B.I. Supervisory Special Agent and a member of the famed
Behavioral Science Unit (BSU, but now known as the BAU), about his
cases. Called The Unknown Darkness, it described the
psychological nature of criminal investigation. We asked Gregg to
comment on some of the investigative aspects of paranormal
forensics, and he agreed. In fact, one of the cases involved him,
which we detail in a later chapter.
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Because we’ve worked together and apart, our
approach for this book is this: when just one of us is involved,
we’ll alert you to who will be taking you into this realm. When
it’s both, we’ll speak as a team. As we offer tips from (and for)
both sides, we will detail the factual background and paranormal
events involved in some of the most chilling ghost—and
murder—stories ever told.
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Chapter 2: Scientists and
Séances


George Pellew (to whom researchers gave the
pseudonym “Pelham”), 32, was a promising philosopher. During the
1890s, he befriended Richard Hodgson, a member of the American
Society for Psychical Research. At the time, Hodgson was
investigating a quirky but talented medium named Leonora Piper, and
Pelham sometimes went with him.

Pelham listened to Hodgson’s ideas about the
continuation of the soul after death, but remained skeptical. He
found the concept of a spirit existence absurd, but he jokingly
promised that if he died first and if Hodgson and his colleagues
were correct, he would return to affirm it. In fact, he vowed, he
would make such an obvious appearance no one could deny it. If the
spirit world is real, he said, he would prove it. However, he did
not expect to get this opportunity so quickly.

While riding through Central Park during the
winter of 1892, Pelham was killed when his horse slipped on a patch
of ice. Hodgson mourned the loss of his friend, but wondered if
Pelham’s ghost might now make an appearance. He continued to
monitor Mrs. Piper, and now he had a keenly personal interest.
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Leonora Piper

At first, there was no evidence that the
young philosopher was going to show. But a month after Pelham’s
death, Mrs. Piper channeled an entity who introduced himself via
her regular spirit guide as Pelham, or G. P.

Hodgson was astonished, but not ready to call
this proof of the afterlife. He put the claim to every scientific
test he could think of. To discount the possibility of telepathy,
Hodgson invited Pelham’s former friends and relatives to come
anonymously and ask questions they believed the medium could never
guess. He also brought people there who did not know Pelham at
all.

To the strangers (the controls), G. P. had
nothing to say. To friends and relatives, he offered detailed and
accurate answers that satisfied them. In fact, G. P. spoke to them
all in the manner he would have used had he been alive, albeit
through automatic writing. One man kept a message, which was
several pages long, to himself, but assured Hodgson that he was
satisfied that the spirit G. P. was Pelham.

This untimely death in Central Park, Hodgson
believed, offered one of the few compelling demonstrations of the
possibility of life after death. It is also one of the earliest
attempts to test spirit activity with science. Piper was never
exposed as a fraud, and quite a few people reportedly carried on
conversations with Pelham after death. We discussed the case with
Gregg McCrary, who had done forensic analysis of handwriting
samples.

“I think they should have done handwriting
analysis,” Katherine said.

“But that wouldn’t discount him if it doesn’t
match,” Mark pointed out.

Gregg agreed. Mark and Gregg both thought the
syntax should be consistent, and should show the idiosyncrasies.
Gregg recalled working a case that had required the analysis of a
ransom note for a kidnapped CEO, Sidney Reso. The tone of the
letter had had a terroristic edge. The authors had signed it
“Rainbow Warriors,” but the team thought this was a deflection. As
the communications continued, they’d seen a revealing tone and
psychological pattern. They’d concluded that the letter was from a
Yuppie couple in Morristown. This came from the tone and
surrounding items that revealed their identities. Based on dog
hairs found in the letter, it was also determined that the couple
owned a Golden Retriever.

“You’d be looking for the use of language
that was characteristic of the author,” Gregg said. “People can’t
help who they are. It leaks out. The linguistics should be from the
culture, the era, and something about him.”

We agreed that Hodgson seemed to have done a
lot of good investigating of other aspects, and that an analysis of
the linguistic characteristics of the communication would have just
added a layer.

Yet, scientists had tried and failed to
expose the Fox sisters, who’d created a worldwide movement,
spiritualism, in response to a murder case. Their confessions years
after they became celebrities revealed their devious tricks.

Today, the debate continues. Despite Pelham’s
seemingly remarkable appearance, there are few other such
documented incidents. In fact, despite pushing through from the
Other Side and also being a philosopher, he doesn’t seem to have
resolved any of the big questions about the spirit world. His
various appearances were mostly limited to mundane chit-chats,
which hardly seems “proof” from a man intent on showing Hodgson
something worth documenting. He did describe the difficulties of
spirit communication and said that entering the discarnate world
was jarring and confusing at first. However, few ghost hunters
today even know about him. He hardly made a splash.

Although many groups claim to be verifying
their findings with the scientific method, fraud is still rife and
quite a few participants have the wrong idea about what scientific
testing requires.

The Scientific Method

Scientific knowledge is acquired from relying
on systematic, objective observation to make deductions and create
formulas from physical laws, as well as testing those deductions
through articulated hypotheses and controlled experiments that
afford replicable results. You might then continue to observe the
patterns under more controlled conditions and perhaps note that
your initial observations were in error. The point is to try to
disprove a hypothesis, not to prove it. When you try the
latter, you become vulnerable to confirmation bias: seeing what you
want to see. Anyone can prove a hypothesis by bending the facts to
fit. It’s not nearly as easy to disprove a hypothesis. If it can’t
be done, then you have a solid hypothesis upon which to start
building a theory.

Once you have some patterns established (and
also lack patterns that contradict it), you can proceed with a more
controlled approach. If your experiment can't be brought into the
lab to control for all possible variables, you must try out your
ideas in different circumstances and settings, with other variables
(different weather conditions, inside or outdoors, different
temperatures, different lighting effects, etc.). It may also serve
your purposes to have other people—ignorant of your results—make
observations to get objective agreement. Thus, we might approach
our subject, the paranormal, in order to accomplish any of several
things:

• Determine causes of certain actions.

• Eliminate all possible explanations but one.

• Conceptualize a core essence.

• Define specific situations in which the activity
occurs.

• Predict future occurrences.

So, now that we have a sense of science, what
about forensic science?

The Science of Crime

Crime scene analysis is a combination of
criminalistics and criminology. Criminalistics is the application
of science to physical items, such as bloodstains, soil, saliva,
and bullet trajectories. Criminology is the psychological angle,
which involves studying crime scenes for motives, traits, and
behavior, which will help to interpret the evidence.

For example, when tread from the tire on a
woman’s car matches the tread pattern left at the scene of a
hit-and-run, criminalistics can link her to the incident. However,
when her denial rings false, ideas about reading deception in
behavior come from criminology, and the investigator then takes the
case further to see what the woman is hiding. Some psychology is
always at play in the recreation of a criminal event.

Forensics is an applied science and many of
its sub-disciplines have a kinship with ghost hunting: its tools
and technology record, crystallize, and analyze evidence. As well,
in the past decade, experienced ghost hunters have become more
rigorous in their investigative methodology, and some have used
innovative instruments to detect, capture, and analyze events that
occur at a haunted site. Given this shared approach to solving
mysteries, it makes sense to see what each discipline offers the
other.

The Nature of Evidence

Death investigations rely on all types of
evidence, the more the better. There are two basic kinds of
evidence: testimonial and physical. Testimonial comes from anyone
who was near a scene and saw something. Detectives can use the
information to help obtain search warrants or develop leads.

Physical evidence is grouped into one of five
categories:

1. Temporary (may change or be lost)

2. Conditional (associated with specific conditions
at the crime scene)

3. Associative (links a suspect or victim to a
scene)

4. Pattern (blood, impressions, tire treads, residue
or evidence of the modus operandi)

5. Trace/transfer (produced by physical contact with
some surface).

Similarly, ghost hunting utilizes witness
reports and physical evidence collected by various devices to help
understand a paranormal incident. Some also add “psychic evidence.”
Many paranormalists could benefit from specific instruments or
skills developed in the forensic arena.

First Forensic Paranormalists

The 19th century saw the emergence of the
scientific method as the dominant means for acquiring knowledge
about the world. The scientific establishment denounced “ignorant”
spiritualists who claimed that there existed paranormal forces all
around us. However, a few scientists decided that an open mind was
the basis for all science, so they opted to attend spiritualist
sessions.

Among them were American psychologist William
James, British philosopher Henry Sidgwick, and Italian
criminologist Cesare Lombroso. In fact, Lombroso was instrumental
in founding early theories of criminology, so let’s first look at
his contribution. It formed the basis for his approach to
spirits.
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Cesare Lombroso

In 1876, Cesare Lombroso published a slim
volume about his work in criminal anthropology, which grew through
successive editions into the classic multi-volume study L'uomo
delinquent (The Criminal Man). He’d made systematic
measurements of the body parts of numerous offenders to develop his
notion that criminality was inherited, and its propensity was
apparent in the body’s physical appearance. Unlike normal people,
the “born criminal” was genetically defective.

Although Lombroso’s ideas have long been
discredited, he was instrumental in shifting the study of criminal
behavior into the realm of science. He founded the Italian School
of Positivist Criminology, worked on a rudimentary lie detector,
and advocated for a cautious approach to the death penalty.

Not particularly tidy, his workspace
resembled a junkyard, yet out of this chaos he established one of
the earliest professional museums dedicated to crime. He watched
for other consistent clues of character as he collected skulls,
skeletons, brains, and objects associated with lunatics and
criminals. When he became a professor of psychiatry at the
University of Pavia, his publications attracted professionals
across Europe who were interested in anthropology. To support and
assist him, many sent him crime-related items from their
institutions.

“Our theories,” Lombroso wrote, “are based on
a mass of facts that are there for all to see; it has proved that
despite the opposition from distinguished men, our school has
attracted and convinced the best scientists in Europe who did not
disdain to send us…the most valuable documents in their
collection.”

In 1908, the New York World asked
Lombroso to comment on a singularly shocking case of an American
serial killer—a woman. Her tale is also part of ghost lore today,
so we should take a brief detour before we return to Lombroso’s
ideas on ghosts.

The Mystery of Belle Gunness

A fire on April 28 gutted the La Porte,
Indiana, farmhouse of Belle Gunness, a Norwegian-American widow.
Reportedly, she was inside with her daughter and two sons, and once
the fire was extinguished, four corpses were found in the charred
ruins. At first no one doubted that the adult corpse was Belle,
although the figure was smaller than the six-foot pig farmer…and
missing its head. The fire had been intentionally set and the prime
suspect, former hired hand Ray Lamphere, was arrested.

As the embers cooled, investigators searched
the property for the remains of a man named Andrew Helgelein (or
Helgelien, on the gravestone), who’d been missing for the past
three months. Belle had written letters imploring him to sell
everything he had and come to her, and afterward no one heard from
him. His brother had insisted on a full investigation. Not long
afterward, Belle’s house burned down.

From a freshly filled hole on the pig farm,
the authorities turned up a stinking gunnysack. Inside were the
dismembered parts of the missing man. His legs had been sawed off
above the knees, his arms disarticulated, and his head removed.

Then diggers found another soft spot in the
ground nearby. This one yielded the skeletal remains of a girl, and
more digging turned up the decayed remains of a man and two
children.
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Remains of One of the Victims

The area became a massive crime scene, and
before it was over, the authorities had pulled out an estimated
twelve to thirteen sets of remains, mostly male. They wondered if
Belle, a woman, could possibly have been such a vicious killer.
Lamphere vehemently denied any involvement. He also stated that
Belle was alive and had fled the place before the fire.

It turned out that there were a startling
number of deaths in Belle’s background. In 1900, her husband Mads
Sorensen had died from “convulsions” after Belle had insured him
for $8,500. Two of her adopted children (also insured) had died
from conditions consistent with poisoning, and several of her
insured establishments had burned down. Belle’s second husband,
Peter Gunness, hadn’t lasted a year and she reported that a meat
grinder and a jar of scalding water had somehow fallen on his
head.

In short order, Belle had placed matrimonial
ads in newspapers to lure men with money—many of whom had been at
the farm for a brief stay before they disappeared, like Andrew
Helgelein. Some had left their personal effects behind. In fact,
Helgelein was identified as the first body pulled from the
ground.

Neighbors recalled that Belle had recently
brought in a derelict woman whose physical dimensions resembled the
headless corpse, so a debate ensued over whether Belle had pulled a
fast one, deciding to fake her death after Helgelein’s brother
warned her he was coming. Her nearly empty bank account supported
this possibility, as a calculation of the funds she’d taken from
her many “visitors” totaled over $50,000.

Back in Italy, Lombroso reviewed the case and
offered his statement. He asserted that among deviant types,
females were worse than males. “It is not enough for a woman to
murder an enemy,” he said, “she wants to make him suffer, and she
enjoys his death.” A true female degenerate like Belle Gunness
would lack a maternal instinct, Lombroso added, and would find
pleasure in torturing others, even her children. “Knowing [that]
the feminine criminals always mix eroticism with crime,” he said,
“Mrs. Gunness must have used to obtain her accomplices besides the
attraction of gain the attraction of sexuality.”

A jury decided that Lamphere was guilty of
arson, but that evidence of murder was lacking. Gunness was
allegedly sighted numerous times around the country, and the best
candidate was a woman named Esther Carlson, arrested in 1931, in
Los Angeles, for fraud and murder. Before her trial commenced, she
died, so nothing was ever proven.

Around 1930, another house was built on the
burned-out foundation, and several excavations turned up bones, but
they were not confirmed as human. Ghost hunters who have explored
the grounds offer some intriguing findings. A group known as the
Indiana Ghost Trackers reports that over the past century there
have been suicides on this property and that the ghost of Belle,
herself, has shown up in several La Porte shops.

Given how many people were murdered here, one
might expect much more activity, but stories are few.

Back to Lombroso’s Ghosts

The Gunness analysis was the last sensational
case to which Lombroso applied his theory. Just short of his
sixty-fourth birthday in 1909, he died from angina. The year
before, he had published a startling book, After Death,
What? In the midst of his focus on science, Lombroso had
developed a passionate interest in the paranormal.

“If ever there was an individual in the world
opposed to spiritism by virtue of scientific education…. I was that
person,” he wrote. Having steadfastly believed that everything was
reducible to physical matter, including the soul, in 1891 he set
out to observe a séance.

After witnessing objects inexplicably moving
on their own through the air, Lombroso resolved to look into
teleportation. He learned about a talented medium, Eusapia
Palladino, and with other professionals he attended seventeen of
her gatherings.

They took precautions, such as searching her,
changing her garments, holding her hands and feet, and taking
charge of the light on the table. Even under these conditions,
things happened.

She would write on a tablet, and while no
writing appeared on the surface, it would be found deeper inside
the tablet. Or she would make a hand appear that grasped things and
touched people. It once made imprints in soft clay. She could also
create death masks of known people who had died by placing clay
wrapped in linen inside a box and calling on the person’s spirit to
appear.
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Séance with Eusapia Palladino

During one séance, Lombroso was shocked by a
short ghostly figure that resembled his deceased mother. It spoke
to him, removed a veil, and kissed him. He reportedly saw this
figure over a dozen times afterward and felt ashamed at having so
firmly opposed the possibility of psychic phenomena. Against the
recommendations of his colleagues, he published his book about
spirit mediums, but because he died that year he suffered little
professional backlash. Like a true scientist, he believed in an
open mind.

Lombroso’s writings on the subject are
intriguing. He recounts the various types of paranormalists as
typtological mediums who communicated by table tapping, motor
mediums who caused furniture to move, painter mediums, speaking
mediums, rhabdomancists who located metals in the earth,
pneumatographers who could manifest writing without a writing
implement, dematerializers who attracted objects to come through
from some other place, and photfors who “bring out gleams of
light.” The list goes on, always with the same idea: people who
could perform seemingly impossible feats with the assistance of
spirits.

Lombroso relates this tale from Boccaccio,
who penned The Life of Dante. It seems that after Dante
Alighieri died, his sons found some of his unfinished works. They
decided to complete the task, and one, Jacopo, had a vision of his
father in white garments, surrounded by light. In the vision,
Jacopo asked his father the location of the missing part of his
work. The figure took him by the hand into his former sleeping
chambers and touched a spot on the wall.

Jacopo woke up, sought out a friend of his
father’s to serve as a witness, and went into his father’s former
bedroom. They discovered a small window behind a blind, and when
they opened it they discovered several moldy manuscripts. On these
fragile pages, Dante had penned thirteen cantos that completed the
work with which his sons had been concerned.

Among the tales verified for a period of
three years by a number of “the most eminent English experimenters”
was the case of Katie King. Florence Cook took up the life of a
psychic after viewing levitation at a séance, taking possession of
the spirit form of a blond woman who called herself Katie King. (By
other accounts, she was Annie Owen Morgan, daughter of a pirate.
She had murdered her own children.) Supposedly, it was possible to
photograph her and even measure her heartbeat (five beats per
minute less than Florence’s heart).

Lombroso’s concluded that there was
sufficient evidence from his observations and those of his
colleagues to state that “there exists an immense series of
psychical phenomena that completely elude the laws of
psychophysiology.” However, he thought that people who had the most
access to them were subject to neurological states that
de-activated the thinking brain, including hysteria, being in a
trance, and dreaming.

Paranormal activity worked best, he thought,
through “the actions of the unconscious.” In fact, Lombroso
hypothesized that the entities were relying on the brainpower of
the living, so that their own intelligence would be fragmentary,
even confused. One discarnate form said that communication was like
a phone call from a long distance. (Keep in mind they did not have
“smart” phones.) The “heavy atmosphere” buffered it.

Lombroso was prescient. Scientists have
established that the brain operates within several
different-frequencied “waves” and have identified and named them:
theta, beta, delta and alpha. Percipients to the paranormal will
often speak of being in a relaxed, day-dreamy-like state just
before the event. This coincides with the alpha state in the brain.
During sleep, it is the state just barely below consciousness in
which dreams are formed. (And since paranormal events cannot be
predicted, it is difficult to set up an experiment to test
percipients’ brain activity or body chemistry.)

Bearing the alpha state in mind, G. P.’s next
communication is interesting.

“In order to speak with you,” G. P. wrote via
Piper, “It is necessary for me to re-enter the body and there
dream. Hence, you must pardon my errors.” Becoming disincarnate was
a severe, disorienting shock. Communicating, he said, was like
trying to climb up inside the trunk of a hollow tree. Mediums were
“lighthouses,” while those without such powers were hardly
visible.

At times, Lombroso’s acceptance of spirit
manifestations seems remarkably naïve for a man of science, but
science back then was limited to controlled situations, statistical
analysis, and replicable experiences—especially for such elusive
phenomenon. Still, Lombroso models the attitude to which we aspire:
go look for yourself, dismiss nothing outright, and accept nothing
outright.

With this inspiration, we’ll move on.

 


 


***************

 


 




Chapter 3: Early Electronic
Evidence


Katherine went to Savannah, Georgia, with a
crew from Court TV to the former home of Conrad Aiken, an
award-winning American novelist and poet. She tells this tale.

My first task was to learn more about him and
the crime committed in his home. He’d lived in a beautiful 4,200
square foot row house at 228 East Oglethorpe Street, across from
the Old Colonial Cemetery, in the oldest part of Savannah. Conrad
knew by the age of nine he wanted to be a poet and he often scared
himself by reading the poems and tales of Edgar Allan Poe.
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