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Introduction

So, vacation time has rolled around again. The kids are out of school, and it’s the perfect time to plan a road trip. Where will you take the family?

How about someplace haunted?

Oh, I’m not talking about a drafty old house where a sourceless breeze stirs tattered curtains through broken windows. I’m not talking about a derelict prison, its abandoned hallways still echoing with the groans and cries of prisoners forgotten by the world. I’m not talking about cemeteries, or battlefields, or Southern mansions, the trees in their front yards festooned with the gray-green drapery of Spanish moss. (Although admittedly, any one of these places would be a fantastic setting for a haunting.)

No, I’m picturing somewhere much cheerier, brighter, friendlier … but even bright, cheery, friendly places can be home to restless spirits.

In the first volume of Gone On Vacation, we visited haunted zoos, museums, and amusement parks, and we had an absolute blast. In this second book, we’re going to explore even more haunted places. We’re going to hunt up more museums and amusement parks. We’ll stroll the streets of historic villages, streets that still echo with the daily business of the folks who lived there many decades before. We’ll even stretch our vacation into the spooky season, and visit haunted house attractions that are actually haunted.

So pack your bags—leave plenty of room for spooky souvenirs—and let’s hit the road in search of history and hauntings. An endless summer awaits!


Beyond the Velvet Rope: Haunted Museums

The halls and galleries of museums thrum with the excited babble of visitors. Exhibits sit in quiet repose behind glass, silent relics of earlier times. And when the museum patrons leave, when the chattering schoolchildren have been ushered out, when the sensible shoes of the overnight security guards squeak down the marble hallways … the artifacts sit dreaming.

And some do not dream quietly.

The Little Red Man (The Louvre, Paris, France)

The Louvre. One of the heavyweights of the art museum world. Home to classics of art through the ages: the Venus de Milo, Renaissance paintings galore, the graceful Greek Winged Victory, the Coronation of Napoleon, colorful Egyptian antiquities, and of course, the Mona Lisa. A stroll through the halls of this former palace is like being inside an art history book—one of the really big coffee table books with full color photographs and slick pages, that weigh a ton.

The Louvre is by far the biggest and most-visited museum in the world. Nearly 10 million people wander through its 16 acres of galleries every year, which works out to just about 28,000 visitors a day. On busy days in the last few years, 45,000 people have come through the doors every single day, prompting museum officials to quietly pump the brakes. Since June 2022, daily attendance has been capped at 30,000. If you are one of these lucky thousands, you’ll be treated to the sight of some of the greatest hits of the art world. If you glanced at every single one of the museum’s artworks—there are half a million of them in the collection, of which 38,000 are on display—taking just thirty seconds to drool over each one, it would take you 100 days to work your way through the entire building. And that’s not including stopping to eat expensive croissants, sleep a bit, or take any bathroom breaks. At all. So, you know, maybe pace yourself, huh?

And as you walk, do keep an eye out for the ghosts.

The Louvre Palace began life as a fortress. In the late 12th century, England still held the territory of Normandy, so King Philip Auguste had the fort built in 1190 to protect Paris from attack from the west. He basically built a fortified wall around the city, and the fort itself was a defensive tower. Over the next several centuries, the palace went through several renovations. In the 14th century, King Charles V turned the fortress into a royal residence. In 1546, King Francis I decided to redecorate, remodeling the palace in the French Renaissance style. Louis XIV moved the royal headquarters to Versailles in May 1682.

With the move to the countryside, the Louvre was turned into a residence for artists. The Sun King was an enthusiastic supporter of the arts; he himself excelled at both dance and music (he played the guitar). The Louvre became a haven for artists to create under the patronage of the king. After the Revolution, in May 1791, the National Constituent Assembly decided to use the Louvre to showcase the nation’s masterpieces. Louis XVI had been intrigued by the idea of turning the palace into a royal museum, but that plan was sidelined when he was imprisoned on August 10, 1792. The museum, under the auspices of the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture, opened on August 10, 1793, the first anniversary of the fall of the monarchy. That first display consisted of 721 works of art. The very next year, France’s revolutionary armies started bringing more artwork back from their exploits in northern Europe. The Vatican contributed artwork too, through the Treaty of Tolentino in 1797.

During World War II, the Nazis set their sights on the Louvre. They’d already been looting art from private homes all over France, and the museum was pressed into service as a storeroom where the Nazis kept all their stolen goods. But, you say, what happened to all the art that was in the Louvre before the Germans showed up?

I’m so glad you asked. The director of the Louvre, one Jacques Jaujard, saw the systemic looting of homes and businesses in Germany as the Nazis searched for plunder. He realized it was only a matter of time before the Nazis turned their greedy gaze towards Paris, and the crown jewel of Europe’s museums. Jaujard had his staff pack everything up and move it to safety. Two hundred trucks were loaded up with nearly 2,000 boxes of art, which was squirreled away to more secure locations. By the time Hitler’s soldiers reached the museum, they were greeted by empty frames. Despite having to move the works of art several times, staying a step or two ahead of the Nazis and keeping the artwork out of the grasp of enemy hands, none of the priceless treasures of the Louvre were damaged or went missing.

So, whose ghost is it that wanders these world-famous halls?

Well, some visitors have reported seeing the ghostly apparitions of a few of the artists whose work resides at the museum, such as Leonardo da Vinci and Eugene Delacroix. But the most famous ghost of the Louvre is a creepy phantom named Jean L’Ecorcheur, or Jack the Skinner. To tell his story, we have to travel back several centuries, to 1564.

In the 1560s, Queen Catherine de Medici, wife of Henry II, decided to have a palace built for herself. Her architects chose a spot near the Louvre, a site that was occupied by several tile factories. In remembrance of this, the new palace was referred to as the Tuileries.

But there were people working in those factories, and living in the area, who had to be displaced so the palace could be built. The project necessarily involved the eviction of several area residents, including Jean L’Ecorcheur. Jean worked as a butcher, which is how he got his grisly nickname. He landed on his feet, though, and for a time, he served Queen Catherine as one of her most efficient assassins.

Soon, however, Jack the Skinner got too big for his culottes. He realized that he knew quite a few juicy secrets about the royal family, and he started to get a bit cocky. Catherine asked the chevalier Neuville, one of her trusted men-at-arms, to take care of the problem by silencing the rebel by any means necessary. Neuville decided to make that silence permanent. Jean L’Ecorcheur was himself assassinated.

Just before he died, Jean threatened, “I’ll be back.” With his last breaths, he predicted that the queen would die “near Saint-Germain.” Catherine subsequently avoided going to places with this name for the rest of her life … but she couldn’t escape the butcher’s premonition. As she lay on her deathbed many years later in 1589, she asked for a priest to be brought to her, so she could confess her sins.

The name of her confessor was Julien de Saint-Germain.

Since the 16th century, a creepy spook has been seen skulking around the Tuileries gardens, which are all that remain of the palace complex. He’s known as the Little Red Man of the Tuileries. The spirit, dressed in red, is seen both in the gardens and in the Louvre. The ominous ghost has visited some of the most important figures of French history … right before the biggest tragedies of their lives. He allegedly appeared to Marie Antoinette before the fall of the monarchy. Napoleon claimed to have seen the Little Red Man in 1815, before the battle of Waterloo. King Louis XVIII supposedly saw the spirit a few days before his death.

The last time the ghost was actually seen was when the Tuileries Palace burned, in May 1871. It’s said, though, that the Little Red Man of the Tuileries still wanders the underground passages of the Louvre. Is he in search of redemption? Absolution?

Or vengeance?

More Than Just Mummies (The British Museum, London, England)

At the height of British colonial power, in the 19th and early 20th centuries, the Crown controlled vast areas of the globe. A beautifully descriptive phrase arose from that era of history: “The sun never sets on the British Empire.” The British military spread out from the small island, and extended the reach of the Empire throughout the known world. Scientists and explorers followed, both in search of knowledge about the cultures the military had encountered.

And where there are travellers and explorers, there are folks in search of souvenirs.

The vast collection of the British Museum began with Sir Hans Sloane. Sloane was a well-read and well-educated man, a doctor, who was able to indulge a passion for collecting. He was helped in this pursuit by British imperial expansion. Unfortunately, he financed these purchases with income partly derived from enslaved labor on Jamaican sugar plantations. (Sloane held investments in both the Royal African Company and the South Sea Company, which traded in enslaved people. He also married Elizabeth Langley Rose, a wealthy widow and heiress of sugar plantations in Jamaica. So … yeah. We’d definitely consider that dirty money today.)

Setting aside the unpleasant reality of where Sloane got his fortune, later generations certainly reaped the benefit of his travels and his curiosity. And interestingly, I’m not just referring to Sloane’s extensive artifact collecting (more than 80,000 “natural and artificial rarities”) or his impressive library (over 40,000 books and manuscripts). I’m also talking about another fun fact. Sir Hans Sloane is often credited with inventing chocolate milk.

In 1687, Sloane went to Jamaica as the personal physician to the new governor of the island, Christopher Monck. (Monck ended up dying the next year, but I’m sure it wasn’t Sloane’s fault.) While there, Sloane was able to indulge his passion for learning. He wrote a book in 1707 called A Voyage to the Islands Madera, Barbados, Nieves, St. Christophers, and Jamaica, and followed it with a second volume in 1725. He encountered the locals enjoying a drink made from cocoa beans brewed up with water, which he thought was pretty gross. There were recipes already concocted for mixing cocoa with sugar, milk, eggs, and spices, and the Jamaicans were making hot chocolate with milk and cinnamon as far back as 1494. But Sloane was influential enough that his recipe got noticed. By the 1750s, a grocer named Nicholas Sanderson was marketing “Sir Hans Sloane’s Milk Chocolate” as a medicinal elixir, and the Cadbury brothers referenced Sloane’s recipe when they sold tins of drinking chocolate in the 19th century.

But chocolate milk wasn’t Sloane’s only contribution to the finer aspects of life for future generations. He had a generous charitable streak; he helped to establish London’s Foundling Hospital, the first institution in England to care for abandoned children. Every child in the hospital’s care was vaccinated, as Sloane was an early adopter of inoculation. He also worked at Christ’s Hospital, a private school in West Sussex, from 1694 to 1730, and donated his salary back. He ran a free surgery every morning, doing physical examinations and consulting pro bono for the Royal College of Physicians, and supported their dispensary of easily affordable medications.

But his most lasting legacy—aside from chocolate milk (yum!) -- was his extensive collection of stuff. In addition to his own assemblage of plant specimens, coins, medals, and drawings, he also acquired the holdings of several other collectors. He died in January 1753, and gave instructions that all of his curiosities should be gifted to the public. He stated in his will that he would bequeath his entire collection to the nation on the condition that Parliament pay his heirs 20,000 pounds. This was quite a bargain; some sources say the collection was valued at 80,000 pounds (the equivalent of 15,387,173 pounds today).

Sloane’s will also expressly stated that he wanted his collection to be made available to anyone who wanted to see it. The curators were uncomfortable with this stipulation. They thought that only scholars and members of the upper class should have the privilege of seeing the artifacts. But Sloane’s will made it clear: anyone, even ordinary members of the public, would have the opportunity to visit the museum and learn from the collection. Sloane’s last wishes were honored, and his collection provided the foundation for the British Museum’s vast displays. Even today, admission to the British Museum is free to the public.

The museum’s holdings were expanded over the centuries, with explorers, connoisseurs, aficionados, and other enthusiasts making their contributions. But all of this came at a cost.

The British Museum’s collection of anthropological artifacts is massive. More than six million people wander through the museum annually; that’s an average of 17,000 visitors every day. The collections include around 8 million objects that cover 2 million years of human history. Some of the most iconic artifacts in the world are housed here, like the Rosetta Stone, the Elgin Marbles, the winged lion sculptures from Assyria, and the Sutton Hoo burial treasure. Here’s the thing, though … most of them came from places other than England. Most of these artifacts are very far from home.

And the spirits attached to them are not at all happy about it.

The Elgin Marbles were brought from Athens starting in 1801 by Thomas Bruce, the seventh earl of Elgin (hence the name). These beautiful ancient Greek sculptures once graced the Parthenon and other buildings on the Acropolis. Crafted between 447 and 42 BCE, they were placed on the temple dedicated to the goddess Athena. The sculptures represent the Greeks’ careful study and rendering of the human form, the foundation of classical art.

Lord Elgin was a great lover of ancient art and antiquities. At the time he was visiting Greece, the country was occupied by the Ottoman Turks. Elgin was the British ambassador to the Ottoman Empire. He feared that the lovely, irreplaceable sculptures, two thousand years old, would not survive the Turkish occupation. He asked permission to have artists sketch and copy the most important pieces of architectural detail for posterity. The government granted the request, and eventually gave Elgin permission to take the lot.

Elgin was thrilled, and started packing up the Parthenon Marbles for shipment to England. By 1812, the last of the sculptures had been taken, and all of the artwork was in its new home. (In 1804, HMS Mentor made it as far as the Greek island of Cythera, then sank in a storm. The entire cargo was recovered, though.) There were quite a few people, including Englishmen, who accused Elgin of being dishonest and flat-out greedy. These detractors pointed out that taking the sculptures from their home in the Parthenon was nothing short of vandalism. The whole situation was even debated in Parliament. Admittedly, 1802 was not the most culturally enlightened time. But even back then, people realize that Lord Elgin had no authority to take the artwork from its rightful home in Greece. Elgin, you may be happy to know, didn’t profit from this venture. In 1816, the British crown bought the collection for 35,000 pounds—about half of what it cost him to bring the sculptures to England.

The government of Greece periodically demands that the Parthenon Marbles be returned. With just as much regularity, the British Museum refuses to return them. Museum officials point out that having them on display has saved the sculptures from deterioration and the ravages of time. There is, actually, a museum in Athens next to the Acropolis. It opened in 2009, with a large section of the museum devoted to the Parthenon. The artwork and details that Elgin removed over 200 years ago are represented—in the Acropolis Museum—by plaster replicas.

But there are still original sculptures in the Acropolis Museum. And if stone can be said to feel—if the lifelike statues of the Greeks can convey emotion—then I have a sad story for you.

The graceful female figures that served as supports for the Erechtheion, one of the temples on the Acropolis, are called caryatids. The temple was dedicated to the gods Athena and Poseidon, and was considered the most sacred part of the complex. The six caryatids who supported the southern roof of the temple were carved from fine marble over several years, from 421 BCE to 406 BCE.

The caryatids still stand at the entrance to the temple. Each one is dressed in a flowing peplum, the simple, elegant tunic worn by Greek women. They stand easily hipshot, relaxed, effortlessly bearing the weight of the building on their heads.

But these six statues are just copies. Five of the originals now stand in the Acropolis Museum, right there in Athens. A space is left open for the sixth one, in the hopes that someday she will return from England and rejoin her sisters. But the sixth one is still in exile. Legend has it that as she was packed up to make the long, cold journey to the North, people heard the other five statues weeping for their sister as she was taken away.

The British Museum is full of artifacts that seem to have some sort of attachment. Some of them are rather benign; just as at the Field Museum in Chicago, people leave offerings at the statues of Sekhmet, the lion-headed Egyptian goddess of love and romance. Where the Field has only one statue of Sekhmet, who graciously receives offerings of fruit, flowers, even a dish of honey now and then, the British Museum has thirty statues of the goddess, mostly from the temple complex at Karnak.

The statues of Sekhmet are just a tiny part of the museum’s Egyptian holdings. If some people think that the statues are imbued with some sort of other-worldly power, that belief pales in comparison to the mystique of the Egyptian mummies.

In Gone On Vacation, I wrote about the coffin lid of the priestess of Amun, an artifact that had a decades-long reputation for being cursed. Ever since the “Unlucky Mummy” was donated to the museum in July 1889, it has been blamed for causing all kinds of disasters, injury, and death. (Spoiler alert: most of that tale was made up out of whole cloth. The mummy did not go down with the Titanic. In fact, the “Unlucky Mummy” wasn’t even a body. It was just the lid of a coffin. The artifact was not responsible for most of the supernatural shenanigans attributed to it.)

But there are plenty of other mummies at the museum, and they do give people the clownies. At one time, a rumor made the rounds of the museum’s janitorial staff—they swore that as they cleaned and dusted the glass cases, they could see the mummies moving. Museum officials soon came up with an explanation.

Long-time Collections Manager Jim Peters says, “The fact that the cleaners said they’d seen their wrappings rippling … the museum said, ‘Oh that was just the cleaners over-cleaning the cases! They’d caused a build up of static ‘cause the cases hadn’t been opened for a while, so it built up the static charge in the air, and it meant things seemed to be moving, but they weren’t really.’ Everyone just went, ‘Ahh thanks for explaining that, we can go back to work now …’ But you know, you’d have to be quite close, and they’d have to be quite light fabrics … I never really bought that, but that was the resolution.” (I have to agree. Mummy wrappings are usually linen strips, bound tightly around the body, and hardened with oils and unguents that have had centuries to set. Rippling from static electricity? No way. Just no way. I’m not buying that for a second.)

Another museum employee, Phil Heary, worked there for 29 years, and reported something strange in the Ancient Egypt gallery. At the time, 19 mummies were on display there. He reported that he once felt the temperature fall dramatically in the hall for no reason at all.

“It was like walking into a freezer,” he said. “My stomach turned over. The feel of the gallery was—you wanted to get out.”

It’s not only the Egyptian artifacts that seem to be the source of paranormal energy. There are a pair of massive human-headed winged bulls flanking the entrance to the Assyrian gallery. Wandering cold spots have been reported here, too.

In the Queen Elizabeth II Great Court, a couple of weird things happened at 3 am one night. The overnight security team heard a fire alarm blaring from the handicapped restroom. They went to check it out, but didn’t find anything out of place. But as they were walking on a staircase in the Great Court, security guards watching their camera feeds radioed to the team, telling them they could see large balls of white light glowing around them. The guards on the staircase saw nothing. A theory was proposed about this particular incident. An exhibit that ran from October 2014 to January 2015 included a white wrought-iron gate from Buchenwald concentration camp. Could the presence of the eerie glowing orbs be connected to that grim relic?

One of the most alarming reports of paranormal activity at the British Museum comes from the Sutton Hoo gallery. The Sutton Hoo treasures came from an Anglo-Saxon ship burial that was discovered in Suffolk in 1939. This discovery formed the bedrock of modern knowledge of that period in English history, and turned out to be the most spectacular treasure hoard ever unearthed in the United Kingdom. And even the discovery of the burial mound had a ghostly element to it.

The Suffolk estate of Edith Pretty was the site of eighteen Anglo-Saxon burial mounds. The existence of these mounds was hardly a secret; in fact, they’d been dug up and looted so much over the centuries that by the 1930s, everyone just assumed that any treasure that had been buried there had to be long gone. But Edith wasn’t dissuaded. She came by her interest in archaeology honestly. She’d been to Egypt and had watched excavations in the Nile Valley. And her father, Robert Dempster, an archaeologist himself, had unearthed a Cistercian abbey on the grounds of Edith’s childhood home.

Edith was convinced that there was still treasure to be found under the green English grass. Why? Well, it depends on which story you believe. Because there are several.

The first is that a friend of Edith’s, Dorothy Cox, would see the ghosts of Anglo-Saxon warriors marching around one of the burial mounds. She saw the soldiers every time she came to visit, and she was certain that the mound held treasure, which the ghosts were still guarding. Another story involves a different friend of Edith’s, a medium by the name of William Parish. This tale says that Parish held a séance in which a phantom warrior, dressed in black and riding a black horse, appeared holding a drawn sword and told Edith to dig at the mounds.

The third story—and keep in mind that we really don’t know which if any of these are the truth—says that Edith herself had a dream about a rider on a large white horse. In this dream, she watched the helmeted rider being buried, and saw the flash of gold as the treasure was laid to rest with him. The dream made such an impression on her that she shared it with a local historian, Vincent Redstone. Redstone introduced her to Basil Brown, a fellow archaeologist.

Edith invited Basil to excavate three of the mounds, and he began work on the site in June 1938. One of the mounds revealed a ship burial over the course of one excavating season. The next spring, the workers dug into the largest of the mounds, and found iron rivets from the hull of a ship that was 27 meters long. Basil realized he needed more help, and called in expert archaeologist Peggy Piggott. She cut her vacation short to pitch in, and soon arrived at the dig with her husband, Stuart. It was Peggy who was the first to discover treasure at the dig site—a tiny gold trinket inlaid with red garnets that glinted up at her from the soil.

The mound soon gave up its secrets. The archaeologists found 263 artifacts, including weapons, coins, gold buckles, and silver cutlery. The prize of the entire hoard was a distinctive full-face helmet, with the features of the face picked out in gold and silver, the only one of its kind ever found in England. It’s believed that the treasure is the burial of Raedwald, a ruler of the East Angles who died in 624. The first night after it was unearthed, Edith slept with it under her bed, to keep it secure. She later donated the entire collection to the British Museum. The Sutton Hoo treasure was so significant that during World War II, there was talk of hiding it in the London Underground to keep it safe from German bombing raids.

The ghosts who led Edith Pretty to excavate the burial mounds are not the only spirits connected to the treasure. Security guards assigned to the gallery often encounter unexplained noises or see flashes of movement out of the corner of the eye. Sometimes it’s not even that much, just a creepy feeling in the pit of the stomach.

The heavy doors that lead to the gallery often open on their own. Some people try to blame it on a passing gust of wind … inside a museum? But one museum docent had a pretty serious run-in with whatever likes to play with those doors.

The doors between Galleries 41 and 42 were notoriously old and warped, and really hard to shut anyway. The two docents doing their rounds were able to get one door shut, but the second door wouldn’t quite meet the other. One of the docents slammed the door, and kept on slamming it, trying to get it to seat properly. All of a sudden, the door that had been closed was flung back open. Then things got physical. He felt something push against his chest, and then he got knocked right off his feet. He tumbled backwards and landed on his backside. Then the doors slammed shut with a loud crash.

Interestingly, Patsy Sorenti, a historian of the Anglo-Saxon period who also happens to be a medium, has a fascinating theory as to why these disturbances center on Gallery 42, where the Sutton Hoo treasure is displayed. The Medieval Christian Relics collection, right next door, was recently converted into the Islamic gallery. And that caused some serious upset in the supernatural realm.

“Whoever was linked to those objects, maybe more than one person, [is terribly upset] because you swapped Christianity for Islam, and in the Medieval world, in those times, that was the devil … That’s why [he] was thrown. That’s what it is—you’ve replaced Christianity, you have replaced it with something that’s a devil to us. You displaced us for that.”

This tracks with the research done by Noah Angell, author of Ghosts of the British Museum: A True Story of Colonial Loot and Restless Objects. He started researching hauntings at the museum in 2016, and has collected hundreds of stories, mostly from security guards who walk the museum’s halls after it closes to visitors. In an article about his book in The Economist, Angell said, “Most of the people that I’ve gathered these stories from … don’t self-identify as believing in ghosts. For the most part, these visitor-services and security people are working-class blokes and they don’t make a fuss unless something really serious is going on.”

All of Angell’s witnesses though, do seem to agree that objects hold energy. This is a “sort of folk belief of the museum worker,” he says. He is the first to admit the possibility that the objects themselves may be uneasy in their current settings, especially when artifacts that were once used in ritual and ceremonial settings are no longer used, and simply sit idle and forgotten on museum shelves, with no purpose any more except to look pretty.

That would certainly help to explain the disturbances in the former Medieval Christian Relics gallery. To artifacts imbued with the all-consuming sense of the sacred of the average medieval Christian, being shunted aside in favor of Islamic culture has got to be a shock to the system, as well as a horrific insult. And the poor Egyptian mummies; instead of resting comfortably in their tombs, with funerary priests burning incense and making offerings in their memory, they are out on display in glass cases for everyone to stare at.

Maybe these artifacts do hold some sort of sense memory. Maybe the objects, steeped in history, have held on to the thoughts and emotions of the people who once used them.

Or maybe, the spirits of those people still linger, drawn to the halls of the British Museum by the relics of their lives long past.

A Palace Fit For An Emperor (The Forbidden City, Beijing, China)

Every culture has its own unique way of relating to the supernatural. American culture is fascinated with the concept of ghosts, and every region of the United States has its own flavor of spooks. Europeans have an easy familiarity with the paranormal—after all, so many castles in the United Kingdom and in continental Europe are home to spirits.

The Chinese take their ghosts very seriously. I mean, real seriously. According to Chinese tradition, ghosts are to be avoided at all costs. Confucius, that master of Oriental wisdom, said, “Respect the ghosts and gods, but keep away from them.” Wise advice for a people steeped in thousands of years of history and superstition.

On many a doorstep in China, you’ll find two statues flanking the doorway. These are the famous guardian lions, originating in Chinese Buddhism. They’ll always be depicted as a pair, the visual representation of yin and yang. The male lion has his right paw on a ball, representing the energy of the material world, while the female lion rests her left paw gently on a tiny cub, denoting the world of nature. The symbolism is powerful: the male lion guards the building and the material objects inside it, while the female protects the living beings inside the home.

The guardians were there not only for protection, but also to prevent any evil spirits from entering the home. Traditionally, the guardian statues were cast from bronze or iron, or carved out of decorative stone such as marble or granite. In other words, they were expensive, both in the cost of the material used to make them, and the skilled labor that went into producing these works of art. As such, guardian lions were, for centuries, reserved for the wealthy and the elite. So of course, the doorsteps of buildings in the Forbidden City in Beijing are guarded by these exquisite sculptures.

The architects of the Forbidden City also had another trick up their sleeves. All of the doorways of the buildings have high thresholds—visitors must pick up their feet to step over them. This seems like kind of a pain, until a tour guide explains … ghosts can’t jump. So a human can easily exit a room, but a ghost would be trapped inside.

The Forbidden City is one of the most popular tourist sites in the world. Between 16 and 19 million people visit each year. Entry is limited to 40,000 visitors per day. (So, I guess, if you’re visitor number 40,001, it really is the Forbidden City. Sorry, I couldn’t resist.)

There’s a good reason for the place’s popularity. It’s a World Heritage site, home to the largest and best-preserved collection of ancient wooden structures in the world, over 900 of them. The Palace Museum holds over one million priceless Chinese artifacts and works of art.

But there is a much darker side to this famous city within a city. Built between 1406 and 1420 by the Ming dynasty Emperor Yongle, the Forbidden City was home to twenty-four emperors, whose rule stretched over two dynasties. For nearly six centuries, the royal families lived in these buildings, attended by a city’s worth of servants, guards, administrators, eunuchs, and concubines. The Qing dynasty was overthrown in 1911, and the last emperor, Puyi, was booted out of the Inner Court of the palace complex in 1924. The palace was opened to the public the very next year.

It was Emperor Yongle, who ordered this magnificent palace to be built, who is responsible for the paranormal activity here, activity so extreme that visitors are not allowed to stay in the city after nightfall. In 1421, Yongle succumbed to a fit of paranoia, and ordered his soldiers to kill thousands of palace residents because he thought they could reveal his secrets. Most of the victims were his concubines.

Yongle wasn’t the only cruel, capricious emperor to abuse his power. One of the eeriest spots in the Forbidden City is the Hall of Supreme Harmony. In direct opposition to its peaceful name, this is where numerous executions were carried out. The palace was a hotbed of intrigue and betrayal, and many courtiers got caught up in the complex politics of the imperial court. Again, by virtue of their proximity to the emperor—and his secrets—many of these victims were concubines. Visitors to the Hall of Supreme Harmony report sudden drops in temperature, seeing shadowy figures dart through the massive hall, and have even witnessed apparitions of what appear to be silken scarves drifting in midair. Many of the young female victims were dispatched by being strangled with scarves of white silk. (Classy, I know.) Other unfortunate victims were beheaded, and their headless ghosts still drift, desolate, in the Hall of Supreme Harmony.

Most of the reports of paranormal activity here are vague—a feeling of being watched, doors that open and close by themselves, shadowy figures seen out of the corner of the eye. But a museum guard was part of a spectral encounter in 1995. He was watching TV in the security office one night when two other guards burst into the room. The two had been patrolling the grounds when they’d seen a woman, dressed all in black, walking away from them. They called out to her, but she simply ignored them. Then she started to run. The guards easily caught up to her, cornering her at a locked door, thinking they’d soon apprehend the trespasser. As they skidded to a stop behind her, yelling for her to turn around, she turned—and the guards were horrified to see that she had no face.

The men dropped their flashlights and pounded back to the security office. All three of the men grabbed firearms and returned to the scene. They found the flashlights on the floor, still on. But the woman was gone.

Chinese ghosts hold a unique place in supernatural folklore. Many of them, just like European ghosts, are earthbound because they are seeking revenge or absolution, or are tied to this plane due to unfinished business. But Chinese ghosts also have a special purpose: they are believed to have a connection to the imperial family. They’re seen as acting as guardians or protectors of the dynasty.

If that is indeed the case, the spirits that haunt the Forbidden City are about a century too late.

“Ghost Hill” (Penang War Museum, Bukit Batu Maung, Malaysia)

Here’s a question for you to ponder. If you’re running a war museum attraction, and National Geographic does a documentary on it, and calls it one of the most haunted places in Asia, do you lean into it?

Even if it might not be true?

The Penang War Museum was featured on the National Geographic show I Wouldn’t Go In There. (And just as an aside, how cool a name is that for a TV show?) It has gained the reputation of being one of Asia’s most haunted locations. Curious explorers, fans of dark tourism, adventurers of all stripes, and of course paranormal investigators, all make the trek to Buki Hantu … or in English, Ghost Hill.

Remember how we talked a couple chapters ago about the sun never setting on the British Empire? Thousands of miles away from England, on the other side of the world, in fact, lay “British Malaysia”, an area on the Malay Peninsula controlled by the Crown. This region included some of the most important and profitable territories in the Empire. The British only held the area from 1909 to 1946, but that was a crucial time in Malaysian history.

In the 1930s, the British built a fort on Bukit Batu Maung (or “Batu Maung Hill”.) The fort was intended to protect British shipping routes around the Malay Peninsula, and to provide a defense for the Royal Air Force base at Butterworth, just across the Penang Channel. However, the British only held the fort for five years.

The Japanese began their invasion of Malaya on December 8, 1941. The British made a valiant effort to hold the crucial fort, but they had a huge strike against them.

The fort had been designed to repel attacks from the sea. After all, that was one of its intended functions, to protect the shipping interests of the Empire. Two six-inch batteries faced out towards the channel … but the fort’s anti-aircraft defenses weren’t yet finished. When the Imperial Japanese Army launched an airborne attack on Penang Island, targeting the fort, the British were caught unprepared. By December 15, just a week after the invasion had begun, most of the British and Commonwealth troops that made up the garrison were evacuated. The fort was left to the Japanese.

The Japanese occupation of Penang Island lasted from December 17, 1941, to September 1945, when they finally surrendered. Some historians believe that the Japanese moved into the fort and used it to defend their own shipping routes, just as the previous tenants had done. The British had destroyed the two six-inch guns before their retreat, so the Japanese couldn’t use them, but other than that, it seemed to be business as usual at the fort, with a change in administration, of course.

But there are others who speak of a much darker past.

There are some who say that when the Japanese took over Penang Fort, they turned it into a POW camp. Cruelty reigned here, with ceremonial beheadings a daily occurrence. The camp was ruled with an iron fist by a sadistic executioner, Tadashi Suzuki. Prisoners lived in fear of this tyrant, who oversaw the torture with appalling glee. According to the whispered stories, Suzuki carried out the beheadings using a samurai sword. After each execution, they said, he would wash his sword in a bottle of whiskey. It was even rumored that he drank the whiskey afterwards.

After the Japanese emperor surrendered in 1945, Penang Fort was abandoned. The jungle soon encroached on the compound, nature reclaiming what humans had built. Thick green vines curled over the concrete, and the humid air began to erode the rusting anti-aircraft gun batteries. The locals kept well away from the decaying ruins, and the tales of horror grew with each passing year. Soon, Bukit Batu Maung became Bukit Hantu—“Ghost Hill.”

In 2002, the Penang War Museum opened to the public. Knowing full well the grisly reputation of the place, the museum has really embraced the fear factor. Bat-filled tunnels await those daring enough to explore underground. Nature abounds in the jungle surrounding the fort. Signs warn “Beware of Wild Animal (snakes, centipedes, scorpions, bats, wildcats, eagle, etc.).” (The “etc.” is particularly unsettling.) Skeletons dance in wall paintings, and a sign that simply says “Guillotine” hangs from a tree, spattered with faded red drops that look an awful lot like blood. And eerie sculptures fashioned from wood, wire, and dirty rags haunt the jungle around the fort. These are, a sign explains, “Giant Effigies.” The sign goes on to say that the figures represent apparitions witnessed by the workers who helped restore the fort, turning it into the war museum.

Whether or not these figures, and the menacing ghost of Tadashi Suzuki, were actually seen is a matter of pure conjecture. After all, the museum is well-known as a dark tourism destination, and they do play up the macabre at the expense of real history. (I mean, a sign at the entrance points visitors towards the War Museum Paintball Park, so how serious can it actually be?) But museum guards and paranormal investigators alike have had plenty of experiences there. A security guard on the overnight shift once saw a full-bodied apparition of a soldier who held a rifle with a bayonet in one hand—and in the other hand it brandished a samurai sword, the fearsome Suzuki’s weapon of choice. And a ghost hunter who visited the museum claims he had a short conversation with a spirit. The investigator asked if the ghost wanted him to do anything.
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