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INTRODUCTION

I worked in the ghost tour biz for a decade, and I never saw anything that I’d swear in front of a panel of scientists was really a dead person up and floating around. But I kept going on ghost hunts, because a ghost is the least of what you can find when you go poking around an old Chicago building; in old theaters, hotels, and skyscrapers across the city, I found hidden staircases, secret passages, nooks and crannies, and occasionally even tunnels. At one theater we moved a sign on the wall and found four lip-prints behind it, signed and dated on December 15, 1939. A scan of the newspaper archives from the date indicated that the prints were probably left by a vaudeville troupe called The Dancing Sweethearts.
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The lip-prints in the Oriental Theater.

This was the kind of research that really hooked me. Books on Chicago history can be a good starting place, but if you really want to investigate, they’re just a start. There’s a near-endless supply of fantastic stories that occupied a lot of space in newspapers in their time, but somehow never made it into our collective history.

In searching for material for my books, blogs, and tour stories, I’ve spent many happy days poring over microfilm reels of defunct newspapers, reading through crumbling paperwork in the legal archives, and tracking down surviving witnesses. I could probably spend the rest of my life just finding all of the primary data on H. H. Holmes, perhaps the most fasincating of our antique murderers (and about whom almost nothing accurate has ever been written). But there’s always a new story to look into, and every new story comes with new mysteries to solve.

Chicago history is full of questions that no one expects will ever be answered. Among the more famous: What really started the Great Chicago Fire? What was the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre really all about, and who were the shooters? Was Marshall Field, Jr., really shot at the Everleigh Club, not in his living room? Who killed the Grimes Sisters? Beyond those are several lesser-known mysteries. Was there really a near-successful attempt to revive Nick “The Choir Singer” Viana after he was hanged? And what was the deal with the submarine wreck that was found in the Chicago River in 1915?

Looking for the answers to these questions can be a real treasure hunt. When I’m working on new stories to tell on my tours, I realize that I don’t need every piece of data; plenty of tour guides get by on reading a few pulp retellings of a story, then making up the rest, and customers are none the wiser. But Indiana Jones—an authority on these things—once said, “Archaeology is the search for facts, not truth. We cannot afford to take mythology at face value.” That’s my motto about history, too.

Also, people can fact-check me on their phones nowadays; I’m too paranoid to lie. So I roll up my sleeves and try to find out everything I can about every story I tell.

Though I’ve tried to focus on lesser-known stories that have never really been retold for this volume, I’ve also naturally included several of the more famous stories. In those cases, I’ve at least tried to research them enough that I feel like I’m including data that you won’t find in countless other books that have told the same story.

Many of the stories in this book I’ve researched in depth. Others I don’t know quite as well, particularly the ones that happened too recently for me to be flippant about them on tours. In a lot of cases, I’ve probably missed a clue or two. The solution to some of these mysteries could still be out there someplace, maybe not even that deeply buried.

I’ll race you to it!

Adam Selzer

Mysterious Chicago Tours

mysteriouschicago.com
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The author in the basement of the Sixty-Third Street post office, in the small portion that overlaps with the site of the H.H. Holmes “Murder Castle,” 2016.


Does the Historical Society Have the Bones of an Early Settler?

If you want to see a dead body, cemeteries aren’t going to help you. They’re in the business of keeping the dead hidden beneath the sod and behind marble slabs. But plenty of corpses can be seen in Chicago’s museums. The Field Museum has its mummies. The Museum of Science and Industry recently hosted Body Worlds, an exibit with over 200 preserved human specimens. The Museum of Surgical Sciences has all kinds of wonderful stuff. The Chicago History Museum isn’t quite as morbid as some of them, but it does have the bed on which Abraham Lincoln died on display.

And, someplace in storage, they have a box containing the skeleton of one of Chicago’s pioneers.

Or, anyway, they think it’s him.

In 1896, the Chicago Historical Society opened their first museum in a new space on Dearborn Street, a hulking gothic mansion (now a nightclub) featuring displays of weapons from the Haymarket Affair, items that belonged to George Washington, and a fireplace that had survived the Great Chicago Fire in 1871, among other curios. In the corner of the south room on the second floor were the bones of Jean LaLime, one of the city’s earliest non-native settlers, and possibly the city’s first murder victim.1

Back when the eighteenth century was drawing to a close, the land that would one day be Chicago sat right about on the edge of the frontier; you could hunt big game where Chicago Avenue is now, and wolves were common in the woods where Halsted Street now sits. Further west was the sort of wilderness we can barely imagine today. Though a Potowatomie tribe lived nearby, the first non-native settler to live in what is now downtown Chicago is generally agreed to have been Jean Baptiste Point du Sable, who arrived in the late 1700s and set up an impressive house for himself.

Little about du Sable or his background is really known; some say he was a Haitian native who had studied in France and returned to America to sell coffee, and a fictionalized biography in 1953 theorized that he was the son of a pirate and a freed slave. There’s not really enough data to establish either of those as true. The commonly seen portrait of him was drawn decades after his death, and may be strictly the result of the artist’s imagination. Du Sable is as big a mystery as any in the city. To call him the “founder” of the city, as we sometimes do, is a bit of a misnomer; he was the first non-native to live here, but didn’t set out a plan of roads or anything, and abruptly left town around 1800. A couple of nineteenth-century biographies suggest that he left the area because he was angry that the Potowatamie wouldn’t make him chief of the tribe, though these stories weren’t based on any real data, either.

What we do know comes largely from Augustin Grigoon, a Wisconsin man who heard from his brother that du Sable was “[a] negro … my brother visited Chicago about 1794 and told me that Point deSaible [sic] was a large man; … he was a trader, pretty wealthy, and drank freely.”2

For decades, school children were taught that the founder of the city was John Kinzie, who moved into du Sable’s old house around the time that Fort Dearborn was built across the river from it. Kinzie, too, was not exactly a founder, per se; his social-climbing daughter-in-law, Juliette, just promoted him as such, and no one got around to checking her story for years. Modern historians have generally said that she exaggerated.

Jean LaLime, another early settler, moved to town about 1804, and became something of a rival to Kinzie. Both worked with the soldiers at Fort Dearborn and as traders with the occasional travelers who came through. Since practically no one did come through town looking to trade in those days, the rivalry between the two men may have been fierce. It came to a head in June 1812, when Kinzie stabbed LaLime to death.

One pioneer, Gurdon Hubbard, wrote about what he knew about the killing in an 1881 letter to former mayor Long John Wentworth:

“Mr. Kinzie,” he said, “never, in my hearing, alluded to or spoke of it. He deeply regretted the act. Mrs. Kinzie said that her husband and Lalime [sic] had for several years been on unfriendly terms, and had had frequent altercations; that at the time of the encounter Mr. Kinzie had crossed the river alone, in a canoe, going to the fort, and that Lalime [sic] met him outside the garrison and shot him, the ball cutting the side of his neck … Mr. Kinzie, closing with Lalime [sic], stabbed him and returned to the house covered with blood.”3

Mrs. Victoire Porthier, who claimed to have witnessed the act, wrote her account in 1883, when she was about ten years old:

“It was sunset when they used to shut the gates of the fort. Kinzie and LaLime came out together and soon we heard Lt. Helm call out for Mr. Kinzie to look out for LaLime, as he had a pistol. Quick we saw the men come together; we heard the pistol go off, and saw the smoke. Then they fell down together. I don’t know as Lalime [sic] got up at all but Kinzie got home pretty quick. Blood was running from his shoulder where Lalime [sic] had shot him … You see Kinzie wasn’t to blame at all. He didn’t have any pistol nor knife—nothing. After Lalime [sic] shot him and Kinzie got his arms around him, [LaLime] pulled out his dirk and as they fell he was stabbed with his own knife. That is what they all said … I don’t know what the quarrel was about. It was an old one—business, I guess.”4

Kinzie hid out in the woods for several days after the brawl, afraid that he’d be arrested for murder and hanged. The officers at Fort Dearborn, who seemed to like LaLime, decided to bury the body right near Kinzie’s house, supposedly so that his front porch would always offer a haunting view of the grave. As much as they liked LaLime, though, they eventually ruled that the killing was in self-defense, though whispers suggest that this was only to stop Kinzie himself from telling the authorities some sort of dirt he had on the officers. In any case, Kinzie returned home and kept LaLime’s grave in order.

The bones were eventually said to have been exhumed and moved to St. James’s churchyard in the 1830s, near the present-day corner of Illinois and Wabash streets; the church burned down in the Great Fire of 1871, and people of the post-fire city seem to have forgotten there was ever a grave there.
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St. James Episocopal Church, LaLime’s second burial site.

In April 1891, workers were digging out the foundation for a new building at Illinois and Rush (where the Jazz Record Mart would stand in the early twenty-first century). One turn of the shovel accidentally uncovered a human skull, which flew out of the ground with the rest of the rubbish and rolled into the gutter, where nearby kids promptly began to use it as a football. Several other bones were found in a rotten coffin that crumbled as soon as someone touched it.5

A man named Robert Fergus heard of the discovery, had an idea that they might be LaLime’s bones, and ran off to collect them. The workers were inclined to disregard his request and throw them out, but Fergus brought in the cops. The officers thought the whole thing was hilarious, but took the skull away and put it in a box with the other bones in the cellar in the Chicago Avenue police station. In the days that followed, a few people came forward and agreed with Fergus: the new foundation workers were digging right about where the yard of St. James Church had been, and no one except LaLime was ever buried there, so the bones were presumably his.

A month later, the bones were turned over to the Chicago Historical Society, which conducted their own investigation. Judge Blodgett testified that he remembered that in 1831 and 1832, when playing with other boys on the North Side, he used to run past the old Agency House, which they called “Cobweb Castle.”6 Behind Cobweb Castle was a maze of brushes, and the boys told him that in the middle of them was the grave of a man that “Old Man Kinzie” had killed back in the old days. The brush behind Cobweb Castle was right about where St. James Church was built a few years later.

None of the old-time members of St. James Church remembered the yard ever having been used for burials, but a man named John C. Haines had a “dim recollection” of LaLime’s grave being on the grounds. Another man remembered a grave on the space, but had no idea whose it was.7

The best forensic analysis 1891 could offer determined little more than that the remains were probably about old enough to be LaLime’s, but that was enough for the historical society. Without any better idea of who the bones could belong to, they agreed to identify them as LaLime and added what was left of the skeleton to their collection of historical memorabilia. Five years later, when the museum opened, they were a prominent exhibit.

Years passed, the museum moved, and the building on Dearborn became a series of nightclubs, perhaps most famously the Excalibur Club. In a stage show there in the early twenty-first century, it was said that the building was now haunted by LaLime’s ghost, though in their version of the story, the bones had been in a previous building on the spot that was destroyed in the Great Chicago Fire, skeleton and all. In reality, the remains weren’t even dug up until nearly twenty years after the fire.

In fact, not only did the bones not burn in the fire, the Historical Society still has them. They’ll admit it when asked, but they seem a bit sheepish about it; the identification was not entirely scientific, and if they’re not LaLime’s bones, they might be subject to reburial under the Native American Grave Repatriation Act.

But the evidence given by the Historical Society in 1891 is fairly persuasive; the full testimonies they collected from early settlers and scientists were published in 1893 as Appendix F in Joseph Kirkland’s The Chicago Massacre of 1812.
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The bones on display in the original museum.


Did George Green Steal the Gallows?

And Is His Wife Still Buried Near the University of Illinois at Chicago Campus?

Just after Lucretia Thompson’s dead body was found being swarmed by pigs in 1840, a man named John Stone was caught burning his pants nearby. He said in court that he was burning them because they were dirty, but when asked why he didn’t burn his shirt, too, he slipped up and said, “There was no blood on it.” That slip of the tongue led Stone to be the first man hanged in Chicago.

A custom-built gallows was set up on the South Side dunes; a noose was prepared by George White, the town crier and local jack-of-all-trades; and Stone was hanged before a small crowd.8 After a vote on what to do with Stone’s remains, his body was turned over to Dr. Dyer, a local physician, for dissection.9

Days later, according to later reports, the gallows themselves were stolen by a man named George Green, who used them to make furniture that he then sold to unsuspecting people. For years, many Chicagoans could have been using gallows wood in their homes without even knowing it. It might not have bothered them much; bits of hanging ropes were sought-after relics in those days. But keeping a bit of rope in your drawer was one thing; eating your dinner off of an old gibbet was something else.

The story of Green stealing the wood comes from Life of the Chicago Banker Geo. W. Green, alias Oliver Gavit, Who Was Found Guilty of Poisoning His Wife, which is likely Chicago’s first “true crime” book. Published in 1855, after Green himself had cheated becoming the next local man to be hanged by committing suicide in prison, the book portrays Green as a sort of Dickensian villain who poisons his neighbors, tortures animals, and murders babies, laughing all the while.

In looking over Green’s now-forgotten case, several outstanding mysteries come up:
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George Green, one of Chicago’s first villains.

1.   Did he really steal the city’s first gallows, as the biography claimed?

2.   Could his wife’s body still be buried right near the University of Illinois at Chicago campus?

3.   Is the photograph of his dead body hanging in his prison cell still extant?

George Green was an early settler who made his home near 12th and Loomis (which would be Roosevelt and Loomis today). Surviving drawings of the house make it clear that this land was still mostly prairie in the 1830s, with lots of space for farming and livestock; being a mile or so away from the future site of the Loop, now the main downtown area and then pretty much the whole of the city, was as good as being out in the country in those days.

It would have been a fairly short walk from Green’s house down to the dunes around 26th Street, where John Stone was hanged in 1840, and it’s to be assumed that Green was in the crowd that day. The authors of the book on Green said that they were hesitant to tell the tale of him stealing the gallows, but “since we are fully able to corroborate it on the testimony of some of our most respectable citizens,” they put it right alongside all of the many, many stories they collected of him torturing animals.

“The gallows had been erected by Mr. Isaac R. Gavin, the Sheriff, and remained upon the ground for some time subsequent to the execution,” they wrote. “Mr. Daniell B. Heartt, commonly known as Popcorn Heartt, purchased the gallows of the sheriff, and proceeded to the spot where it stood with his team in order to draw it off. He found, however, that somebody had been beforehand … and subsequently learned that Green had actually stolen it, and that by that time, it had probably been worked up into articles of furniture for the use of our citizens generally!”10

Green, according to the authors of the book, spent the next several years on a veritable crime spree that cost him no more trouble than making him unpopular with his neighbors and in-laws. But fourteen years after the hanging, he finally took things too far by murdering his wife.

Green and his wife had, by all accounts, a stormy relationship. He would send her off on financial errands knowing that she wasn’t familiar enough with currency to know that she was cheating people; when she found out and objected, he whipped her.

In September 1854, Mrs. Green was four months pregnant. Green had one grown son with whom he didn’t particularly get along, and anecdotal evidence strongly held that the early deaths of some of his other children had been largely due to his neglect, or even that he actively had a hand in their deaths. It was generally agreed that he wasn’t thrilled to have another baby coming.

One Saturday morning, some friends of Mrs. Green came to visit her and George casually informed them that she had just died of cholera. He had already dug a grave in the garden in which he planned to bury her, in fact.

Cholera was a common enough killer at the time for it to be a plausible story, and it killed people fast, so the fact that she’d been fine the day before didn’t necessarily indicate any foul play. But her friends were suspicious all the same; Green said that she’d been dead for only a few hours, but from what they could smell from the porch, she’d had time to decompose. Soon, a casual investigation found that Green’s young son had been showing off a bottle of “medicine” that his father had given his mother and had demonstrated how far he could throw it. The broken bottle was rounded up, and appeared to have contained strychnine.11

Green’s brother-in-law, S. J. Noble, had heard Green say many times that he wished to God his wife was dead, and that then he would get rid of her whole damned family. When word got around that his sister was now being buried in the garden, Noble charged into the house.

“Green,” he said, “I knew you would kill my sister some time; you have done it, and now I hope you are satisfied.” Green walked away, muttering that she’d died of cholera, then chatted with neighbors about the price of lots and horses, seemingly unconcerned that his wife was dead.

The next day, Noble came back with the sheriff. Green met them at the door with a loaded gun, threatening to shoot, but the sheriff persuaded him to drop the weapon and be taken in peacefully.

After all of his testimony was taken, it was decided that a post-mortem examination would be performed. Mrs. Green’s body was exhumed from the garden, and three corked jars were used to preserve the stomach, a bit of the intestines, and the undigested food that was found inside of them.

The resulting trial became something of a landmark case in the history of forensic chemistry. Dr. James Blaney (who would one day be among the founders of Rosehill Cemetery) made a careful analysis of the remains and presented his findings to the jury in great detail. The testimony was transcribed in medical journals worldwide; a portion went:

The etherial residue was dissolved in alcohol, in which it dissolved without residue, and the alcoholic solution set aside to evaporate spontaneously. The residue left by evaporation of the alcohol exhibited a great number of exceedingly minute crystals, contaminated with a delinquent animal matter…. On inclining slightly the small glass capsule with contained the crystals, the aqueous solution drained to the lower side, leaving the most of the crystals in a tolerable state of purity. The aqueous solution drained from the crystals had an intensely bitter taste.12

One can only hope that he didn’t actually taste them, but how else would he know about the intensely bitter taste?

From there, Blaney went on at length describing tests made on the crystals to show the presence of strychnine. It’s nearly impossible to imagine that jurors would have understood the tiniest bit of what he was talking about, but the testimony persuaded them: Green was found guilty.

No source I’ve seen mentions what was done with the body of Mrs. Green after it was exhumed; it may have been taken to the City Cemetery that was then in operation on the North Side (where Lincoln Park is now), but it may have also simply been taken back to the grave Green had dug for her. If so, it’s entirely possible that it’s still under the ground someplace along Roosevelt and Loomis. Despite being famous enough to be the subject of a book in his own day, Green was forgotten quickly enough that if a skeleton had been dug up near Loomis Street just twenty years later, it’s possible that no one would have even remembered that Green used to live there.

Back in his prison cell, Green took the quilt from his bed, tied one end to the bars of the window, and hanged himself by the neck, saving the city the trouble of executing him.

Not much seems to be known about the final disposition of his remains, either; they may have ended up in another grave beside those of his wife, though it’s more likely that upon his own death his remains would have been given over to the doctors for dissection (Dr. Dyer was still in town), if they weren’t taken straight to City Cemetery. But we do know a great deal about what happened to the body in the first hours after it was found.

After cutting the remains down and lying them on a slab, the sheriff allowed a number of spectators in to have a look, including the authors of the book on Green that was published shortly thereafter. “The appearance of the corpse,” they wrote, “showed the terrible determination of the man when living. The lower jaw projected, and there was a look upon the face which almost said, ‘I am defeated but not entirely conquered.’”13

Even before he was cut down, the sheriff let photographer E. M. Strong into the cell to take a photograph of him hanging from the bars. It was the only photograph ever known to have been taken of Green, and the Tribune informed the public that Strong would be selling dageuerrotype copies at “[t]he portable daguerrean saloon, corner of Randolph and La Salle Streets.”14

The drawing reproduced here, taken from the biography, may be all that survives of the photo.

No one’s found a copy of the daguerrotype, but with Green’s story all but forgotten for over a century, it’s likely that no one’s been looking for one, either. For all anyone knows, a genuine copy could still be sitting in an archive, a ghastly relic of early Chicago waiting to be rediscovered.
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A drawing based on the daguerrotype of Green’s suicide. Is a copy of the original still out there someplace?


Who’s Buried in Ira Couch’s Tomb?

Though most early settlers were buried in family plots, a few official burial grounds were set up in the city early on. There was a section of graves of soldiers who died of cholera at Fort Dearborn somewhere around the grounds where Wabash Street meets the south banks of the Chicago River, and in the 1830s, two proper cemeteries were founded on the north and south edges of the city, at what is now Cermak and Michigan on the south, and near the site Chicago Avenue on the north, near the spot where the Water Tower would be built a few decades later.

At the time, it was thought that these two spaces were far enough from the city that no one would have to live near a burial ground, which in those days were prone to overcrowding, noxious odors, and bodies that declined to stay buried. People who died in urban areas in previous centuries had generally been buried in churchyards, where bodies tended to be stacked one on top of the other, with the top layer of coffins only inches below ground. If you want a really entertaining afternoon, and don’t mind spoiling your appetite, look up Gatherings from Graveyards, a sanitary commission’s report on the conditions of London churchyards in the 1840s, on archive.org. The commission found open pits of rotting effluvia, bones sticking out of the ground, and smells beyond description at one churchyard after another.

As these north- and south-side graveyards became too close to the expanding city, a one-hundred-acre site further north was set aside to become City Cemetery, which was in business for about twenty years, holding the remains of everyone from the city’s elite to the thousands of Confederate prisoners of war who died at Camp Douglas. It was an early attempt to create a “garden cemetery,” a then-novel concept in which cemeteries would be pleasant places with lovely monuments, green grass, and no fumes capable of killing anyone who inhaled them. But the area around Clark Street and North Avenue wasn’t the outskirts for long, either, and burying bodies so near the waterworks, in moist ground, wasn’t the most forward-thinking idea the city ever had. The cemetery was barely a decade old when Rosehill, Graceland, and Oak Woods cemeteries were founded further from downtown.

City Cemetery quickly became fertile ground for grave robbers. Medical schools were always in need of bodies, and when Martin Quinlan, the city sexton, was caught helping “resurrection men” from a local school load bodies from recent interments onto a cart in 1856, it was found that nine of the last ten graves dug there had been disturbed. The Chicago Tribune and Chicago Times spent a few weeks sniping at each other over a mystery that’s never exactly been cleared up: whether Martin Quinlan was a Republican, like the Tribune editors, or a Democrat, like the people at the Times. Each paper tried hard to pin him to the other side.

One of the bodies he’d been caught robbing was that of a man who’d died after having his leg amputated, and in the midst of the subsequent arguments in the press, the medical schools made a pretty good point: if the doctor performing the operation had had more bodies to practice on, the man might not have died in the first place. Schools needed bodies.

Dr. A. J. Baxter reminisced about those days in 1890, in a way that gives us some idea of what the City Cemetery was like in the 1860s: “Cadavers were frightfully scarce,” he said. “The hospitals were very small and awfully unaccomadating, and, anyway, people were not dying just then with any praiseworthy rapidity; probably they were too busy or the doctors were not thick enough…. Science could not be allowed to suffer, [so] I was perforce compelled to become a bold and burking resurrectionist. I made weekly or even more frequent visits to the cemeteries. My favorite hunting field was the [City] Cemetery then at the lake shore and Schiller Street; right out in the country, for Chicago Avenue was the city limits at that time. It was a dismal, neglected place, and the burial ground was usual[ly] ankle deep with sand.”15

With rising worries that the dead bodies in the moist ground were being mixed into the drinking water, and with better-planned cemeteries like Graceland and Rosehill now in existence, the decision was made to close down City Cemetery, move the bodies, and convert the place into Lincoln Park.

No one ever believed they moved everyone, and that many bodies were left behind was clear to anyone who came to check out the new park in its early days. Louid de Koven Bowen, an early settler who grew up with the city, remembered being horrified when her father took her to see the brand-new park. “As we drove through,” she wrote, “we saw countless open graves with a piece here nad there of a decayed coffin, and every now and then on a pile of dirt a bone … the whole place looked exactly as if Judgement Day had come, the trumpets had sounded and everyone had arisen from their graves, dropping now and then a little piece of their anatomy…. I remember coming away from the park thinking that never would I be tempted to seek it for pleasure purposes…. Years later, when the house in which I now live (on the south end of the grounds) was built I can remember bones cropping up from the ground when the foundation was being dug … the first maids who came to me in that house said they were very doubtful about coming lest the people who had been buried in the basement would rise and haunt them.”16

News stories of bodies being found in Lincoln Park even now are not particularly uncommon, and anecdotes from employees at the Lincoln Park Zoo indicate that news reports only cover a small portion of the incidents when coffins and bones are found in the grounds. In 1998, excavations for a parking lot on the south end of the park uncovered all or part of eighty-one bodies.
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The Couch Tomb in Lincoln Park.

And standing right on the south end of the grounds is the Couch Family mausoleum, a little stone tomb which people pass by every day and never notice. At a casual glance, without knowing the history of the grounds, one would think it was simply a stone tool shed or something.

But, in fact, it was a tomb that the Tribune announced as a “splendid vault” that was being built for the late Ira Couch, who had died in Cuba in 1857. “It required eight horses for its movement,” they marveled. “The vault is to be of sufficient size to contain eleven bodies, which will be placed in niches in the wall, ranged in a semi-circle opening into the center, which will be closed with a marble slab, on which may be engraved the proper inscriptions. It will cost, when completed, $7,000, and is a generous testimonial of the esteem of the living for the departed.”17 Ira had been the owner of the Tremont House, one of the fanciest local hotels of the day and site of the city’s first pool table. His brother, James, would continue to run it for years; a month before the tomb was built, Abraham Lincoln gave a version of his “House Divided” speech from the balcony. Later, John Wilkes Booth would stay there for a few weeks while performing at McVicker’s Theater, and Senator Douglas, Lincoln’s debate rival, would die there. Post-fire versions of the hotel lasted through the end of the nineteenth century.

When the old cemetery was being moved, the Couch Vault was allowed to remain. Exactly why is up to debate; some say that the Couch family sued, and the court ruled that “the graves belong to the dead, not the living.” Other sources indicate that one monument was allowed to be left behind as a reminder that the grounds had once been a cemetery. Though no legal paperwork has been found in recent searches, the auctioneer who sold the first lots further north when the City Cemetery became overcrowded in 1855, said in 1892 that he distinctly remembered that the Couch family had made a deal with the park (though he also said that Ira had already built the tomb by 1855, which is incorrect).18

The most direct evidence of the reasons for leaving it, though, comes from an 1877 article in the Tribune, from the time when the grounds were being landscaped into a park. “Masons have examined the structure,” the reporter said, “and say it will cost nearly $3,000 to remove it to Rosehill, and the Commissioners have determined to let it remain and plant trees thickly around it.”19 The first burial in the new Couch family plot in Rosehill took place the next year.

It was likely a combination of more than one factor. With some people pushing to leave at least one monument, James Couch threatening to make a stink, and rising costs of moving the old tomb, the city probably just decided that the easiest thing would be to simply let the damn thing stay. And so the tomb remained in place, and today a mystery remains: How many bodies are in there, and whose are they?

The question first came into the news in 1892, when Ira’s brother, James Couch, tried to jump on a street car, fell into the road, and was hit by a truck. He was taken to the Tremont House, where he died of his injuries at the age of ninety-two (though you’ve got to give a man his age credit for even trying to jump onto a moving street car). Rumors went around that the family wanted to put the remains in the old family vault, and this, according to the Chicago Evening Journal, “created considerable disturbance at the health department.” Burial of human remains in city grounds that weren’t specifically designated for the purpose was illegal by then, and whether that included the old tomb or not was the subject of a great deal of argument. The city’s chief sanitary officer, Mr. Hayte, told the press that, “I don’t see how the family could be prevented … I think that if an undertaker should come here with a death certificate, properly signed, and demand a permit to put the body in the vault at Lincoln Park I should grant it, unless restrained by a court order.” He noted that, after all, the city was still putting aside $500 a year “for the maintenance of the city cemetery.”20

William H. Wood, an old friend of the family, was asked at the time how many bodies were in there, and said, “Let me see. There is Ira Couch and his father and mother and his wife, and two children, I think. They were placed there long before the cemetery was converted into a park.”21 Another man in the same article, though, said that he’d peeked inside the tomb once and seen only one coffin, that of Ira himself. And Ira’s wife, Caroline, wasn’t even dead when the article came out, let alone interred anywhere.

But for one reason or another, James Couch was eventually buried in the new family plot in Rosehill, and Ira’s wife was buried there a few years later. The monument on the Couch family plot there now lists Ira’s name among the dead, as well as Ira’s parents, James and Mahitable Couch, whose names are on the back. But records showing that they were ever truly moved there remain elusive.

In fact, the lot card on file at Rosehill doesn’t list them at all. The earliest burial on the lot card is that of an unnamed child in 1878, followed by Abigail Wells (James’s sister-in-law) in 1885 and Caroline Couch, Ira’s daughter, the same year. The next name on the card is James in 1892; nothing indicates that Ira or his parents were ever moved. Still, this doesn’t mean they weren’t.

Stories about the monument continued to pop up in the news from time to time after James’s death, perhaps most notably in 1911, when a locksmith received a prank order to open the tomb. The order made the press, and the park had to control the crowds who came to see it opened.

At the time, Ira Johnson Couch, the original Ira’s grandson, said, “My grandfather, his father and mother, and two of my brothers are buried in the tomb. I have heard, also, that four other people are buried there. The bodies have never been removed. We hold the title to the vault and can open it if we want to, but we do not want to.”22

This data was a little puzzling for modern researchers when it was first discovered in newspaper archives; so far as anyone knew, Ira Johnson Couch didn’t have any brothers. But a proof of heirship testimony in his grandmother’s probate file indicates that he had a couple who were stillborn and buried without names.

In response to the 1911 rumors, A. S. Lewis, secretary of the Lincoln Park Commissioners, said that the bodies were removed in 1880, the last time the tomb was opened.23 But John Lindroth, a civil engineer who worked for the Lincoln Park board, said he’d been in there himself in 1901. He told the Daily News that the tomb was empty. “Ten years ago I was in the tomb,” he said. “We were laying out a road and it was necessary to open it. At that time there were no bodies there. They were probably moved with other bodies in what was then a cemetery.”24

“It is absurd for any one to say that the bodies were removed,” Couch countered. “No one had the right to do any such thing.”25

The statement of Lindroth is the closest thing to a firsthand account that the tomb is now empty, but it could simply be taken as the city’s attempt to hush the crowds—after all, in a previous article, Lindroth had admitted that he’d removed a few surviving tombstones to obscure the locations of bodies from people who might want to dig them up to sell the metal coffins. Few people have ever felt that the word of a Chicago city official was something that should be trusted without question, after all. The talk of the Couch family in 1892 strongly indicated that none of them believed that the bodies had been moved at the time.

As of 2016, the tomb has still not been reopened, even when it was re-tuckpointed and spruced up in the 1990s. The door on the front of it today is not a door, exactly. There is no keyhole, no locking mechanism, and no hinges; it’s simply a metal slab with a handle that’s strictly ornamental, added at some point to replace an iron grate that was there before.

But there is a crack beneath the door. And by sliding small cameras under the crack, one can see that behind the door is … another door. Behind the current metal slab is a larger, somewhat more elaborate door, possibly the “marble slab” alluded to in early articles. But if names were ever inscribed on the inner door, none currently remain.

[image: images]

The interior door, as photographed by The Tomb Snooper 500 (an iPhone taped to a wire hanger and slid beneath the crack under the outer door).

Most coffins that were ever interred in the vault would probably have rotted away to nothing by now, but there’s a very good chance that Ira might have been interred in a Fisk metallic burial case, a very ornate type of metal casket with a viewing window over the face. They were all the rage when Ira died, and were among the only caskets on the market that would have been good enough to ship his body from Cuba, where he died, and keep it preserved long enough for him to be interred in the tomb the next year, when it was finally built. City Cemetery expert Pamela Bannos told me there was no doubt in her mind that he would have been interred in one of them. Fisk cases, which have a bit of a cult following today, are dug up from time to time; in fact, one of the eighty-one bodies found in the parking lot in 1998 was in one of them. The bodies inside them seem to be in good shape roughly half the time, so there’s not only a chance that Ira is still in the tomb, but even a slim chance that he might be recognizable inside of it.

The tomb has been a regular stop on many of my tours for years; it comes up on my Lincoln Park ghost tour (it was rumored to be haunted in the 1880s), on my Grave Robbing 101 tour, and even many of my bus tours. One time, very recently, I noticed a bit of charcoal around the base, almost as though it was spilling out from inside. I got excited for a second; sometimes when they open up old tombs they find that the coffins have all rotted away, but there’s still a pile of charcoal in the nooks that was apparently put over the coffins to absorb the odors. But I could find no place from which the charcoal could have leaked out. It must have just been litterbugs.

I once recorded a podcast in which I interviewed Ira’s third great-granddaughter, Rachel Williams, who had a whole stack of old articles and ephemera related to the Tremont House.

“You know,” I told her, “sometimes I wonder if it will just take all the fun out of it if they ever open it up.”

“Yeah,” she said. “It will.”

So I’m of two minds as to whether I want the city to finally open the door and have a look. On the one hand, it will take a lot of the fun out of it.

But on the other, I’m dying to know what’s in there.

[image: images]

Caroline Couch, Ira’s widow, outlived him by four decades. A few years before her death, the family considered interring Ira’s brother, James, in the old tomb, but decided to put him in the new family plot in Rosehill; Caroline was interred there, too. These are the undertakers’ expenses from her probate file.


Is There a Revolutionary War Soldier at Rosehill Cemetery?

Near the front entrance of Graceland Cemetery sits the modest grave of Elizabeth Ely Gridley-Butler, who died in 1921 at the age of ninety-five. A Daughters of the American Revolution plaque on the headstone identifies her as a “Real Daughter,” meaning that her father fought in the Revolution.

Seeing that someone who only died in 1921 had a father who fought in a war nearly 150 years before sparked my curiosity; for a veteran of the war still to be having children in 1825, when Elizabeth was born, would have been unusual, though by no means unheard of. After some checking, I found that her father, Theodore Gridley, joined the army as young man in 1777. He married Amy Ely when he was about sixty and she was forty-one, and fathered Elizabeth at the age of sixty-eight. He died a few months before she was born.

Looking up his wife, Amy Ely-Gridley, turned up a fascinating story. Born the same year her future husband joined the revolution, Amy gave birth to her only child at the age of fifty, and first came to Chicago to visit Elizabeth in the 1850s, eventually coming to stay for good after losing most of her own fortune in the panic of 1857. In 1871, she was perhaps the only person who saw the Great Chicago Fire and remembered colonial America. In 1875, she was still said to be lively and a good conversationalist at ninety-eight, though the Tribune noted that “her only occupation for the past year has been rumpling handkerchiefs, from which she seems to derive considerable amusement.” Though she was now thought to be the oldest person in town, they also noted that “[u]nlike the conventional old lady, she does not smoke a pipe.”26 When she passed away ten months later, just short of her one hundredth birthday, her obituary said, “She had lived long and been useful, and she gladly stretched out her hands when the cloudy arms came to bear her to the invisible country far away.”27

Perhaps she was waiting in the faraway country when her great-great-grandson, President Gerald Ford, left this plane for the next.

Records on her at Graceland Cemetery aren’t particularly detailed, but they indicate that she’s buried right next to her daughter, Elizabeth, in an unmarked plot. This is just the sort of story that makes digging through historical archives so interesting and rewarding: That a Revolutionary War widow is buried in an unmarked grave in the city is a story worth finding. After all, I don’t know any other Revolutionary widows in town, and it may be that there are no Revolutionary War soldiers buried in town at all.

Chicago is a fairly young town. The oldest house in town (by most metrics) is the old Clarke House, an 1836 cottage currently standing on South Prairie Avenue; when I point it out as the oldest house in town to tourists from the U.K., where they might well have wallpaper older than that, they think it’s hilarious. But it’s as old as we get. We have none of the eighteenth-century graveyards that one sees in New England towns, and in our cemeteries, birth dates from the 1700s aren’t common. People buried in the vicinity who are even old enough to have fought in the American Revolution are few and far between. Even War of 1812 veterans are fairly rare.

There are two supposed graves of Revolutionary soldiers in the city, though.

In the 1840s, an elderly Chicagoan named David Kennison claimed that he was now the last surviving veteran of the Boston Tea Party, as well as any number of battles in both the Revolutionary War and the War of 1812, and became a bit of a local celebrity.

Kennison was not above using his stories to make money. When he became manager of Mooney’s Museum on Lake Street in 1848, he took out an ad saying that if he lived to his 112th birthday, he would have a “donation party” there. “I have fought in several battles for my country,” he wrote. “All I ask from the generous public is to call at the museum on the seventeenth of November, which is my birthday, and donate to me what they think I deserve.”28

Kennison was really about forty years younger than he said, and I’ve always imagined that the Chicagoans of the 1840s must have known that he wasn’t quite telling the truth, but no one questioned his claims; perhaps they simply liked having a hero in their midst. And his Revolutionary pedigree gave his occasional anti-slavery speeches a bit more weight. When he died in 1852, he was buried with full military honors in City Cemetery.

A couple of decades later, when City Cemetery became Lincoln Park, his was among the bodies that never got moved. That there were hundreds—perhaps thousands—of dead bodies in the new park doesn’t seem to have bothered most people much, but an April 4, 1880, letter to the editor of the Tribune lamented the fact that Kennison was never moved. “Now, here is one of the members of the famous ‘Boston Tea Party’ who is interred in the old cemetery,” he wrote, “and the question is, can anyone who is now living identify the spot where he is buried? Or are there any records or maps of the old cemetery still in existence, so that the grave can be found? It is certainly wrong for a people as patriotic as the citizens of Chicago certainly are to neglect to mark the spot where he is buried in some suitable manner.”29
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