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Introduction

It’s true that each of the fifty states has something unique to offer visitors and residents. That said, there is no other place quite like California with its rich culturally diverse history. It’s an ancient and magical place, the most populous state in the United States. This naturally includes a plethora of ghost tales, legends—and ghosts. You see, for all its natural beauty and enchanting history, California also has a sordid past; it’s one of violent crime, greed, jealousy, and murder. And this all but guarantees hauntings and ghosts.

Ruled at one time by Spain and then by Mexico, Californians revolted and raised the bear flag against Mexico’s rule in 1846. Statehood followed four years later in 1850 with the Golden State becoming the thirty-first state in the Union. California has been a leader ever since that time. The San Joaquin Valley provides the nation with much of its produce. But beware. Ghosts are lurking here in the Central Valley. Actually, ghosts can be found from one end of California to the other. And they bear witness to the state’s darkest secrets. California’s first mission, San Diego de Alcalá, was built years before the US Constitution was written and ratified. Spanish priests continued building through California in their endeavors to build a string of missions and bring religion to the native people who lived in the region. Some of them have chosen to stay on indefinitely.

The ill-fated Donner Party left Illinois for the fertile farmland of California in 1846. The following year several of the party lost their lives high in the snowbound Sierra Nevada, where they were forced to indulge in cannibalism in order to survive. Twenty-first-century visitors tell of the stillness and the eeriness of the site. That’s during daylight hours. After dark, the ghosts of the tragic party become more evident.

Gold was discovered at Sutter’s Mill on January 24, 1848, thus the California gold rush that brought thousands of people westward seeking their fortunes in the icy rivers and streams of Northern California.

These events, in all these places, have given rise to California’s myriad legends and ghosts that roam to this day. Ghost enthusiasts, professional and armchair alike, will find the Golden State a richly rewarding location.





Northern California





Battery Point Lighthouse

In 1845 Theophilus Magruder and James Marshall came west with an emigrant train to the Oregon Territory seeking gold. Both men were destined to play a part in California’s history. James Marshall was a skilled carpenter. Theophilus Magruder’s parents were socially prominent residents of Washington, DC, and he hoped to show them he could make his own wealth. It didn’t happen. With the men’s quest proving futile, James Marshall moved on to California where he started the California gold rush with his discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill in 1848.

Theophilus Magruder stayed in Oregon and served briefly as the state’s territorial secretary in 1849. Seven years later, the lighthouse at Crescent City was completed; it began operating on December 10, 1856, with a kerosene light that could be seen from fourteen miles out. Theophilus Magruder, who had left Oregon for California, was awarded the job as the lighthouse’s first keeper with a salary of one thousand dollars yearly. Three years later he resigned when his pay was cut. Although he was no longer working at the lighthouse, Theophilus remained in Crescent City.

Over the next several years, Battery Point lighthouse keepers would come and go. John Jeffrey came and stayed awhile. He arrived in 1875 with his wife and children and served as lighthouse keeper at Battery Point for the next forty years. The question is, has John Jeffrey decided to maintain a residence at the lighthouse indefinitely? Some ghost investigators believe he is the ghost whose heavy boots are often heard climbing the lighthouse stairs, or walking across the floor. Other investigators claim Theophilus Magruder is the ghostly keeper who climbs the stairs and John Jeffrey is the ghost who is accompanied by a woman and three children.

In March 1964 a 9.2 megathrust earthquake struck off the coast of Anchorage, Alaska. The most powerful earthquake ever recorded in North America, it resulted in 131 deaths. Of those, nine people died in Crescent City when twenty-foot waves came sweeping into neighborhoods. Property damage was catastrophic. And yet, the old lighthouse withstood the onslaught.

Lighthouses, like theaters, seem to be haunted by their very nature. Whoever Battery Point’s ghosts are, they’re known for activity like a rocking chair that will suddenly start to rock without any apparent help, the aroma of a burning cigar, and items that are moved from place to place.

Battery Point was one of California’s first lighthouses. It is registered as a California Historical Landmark and is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. Visitors, with the exception of the ghostly sort, should be aware it is located on an isthmus, and is only accessible at low tide.





Truckee Hotel

Truckee is a small town nestled in the Sierra one hundred miles east of Sacramento and roughly twenty-four miles from Lake Tahoe. It’s a favorite summer and winter weekend getaway for those who live in the San Francisco Bay Area. With 204.3 inches of snow annually, Truckee is the fifth snowiest city in the US. That makes it perfect for skiers who flock to Lake Tahoe for fun on the slopes. Many of them come to visit the historic Truckee Hotel in downtown Truckee for its old-world elegance and ambiance. The hotel offers fine dining and music in Moody’s Bistro Bar and Beats. And that leads us to a bit of hotel history that occurred on a Thursday night in late February 2003.

Former Beatle Sir Paul McCartney and his then wife Heather Mills were enjoying a ski holiday at Lake Tahoe when they came down to Truckee for a bite to eat and an evening of good music. By pre-arrangement with management, the McCartneys were incognito right up to the time Sir Paul decided to jam with the musicians. Ad-libbing, he sang a song he called the “Truckee Blues,” much to the delight of everyone who happened to be in the hotel that evening.

People in Truckee still talk about that night. A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, I wish I’d been there. I also wish I’d been at the hotel when a group of ghost investigators recorded the laughter of a little girl in the fourth-floor hallway.

In 1873 nearly a century before Sir Paul arrived at the Truckee Hotel, the original hotel was built. It was called the American House until a new owner renamed it the Whitney House in 1875. The hotel has thirty-seven rooms, some with their own private bath. Some of them are haunted, especially those on the fourth floor. The little girl ghost is believed to be that of a child who was killed in a fourth-floor room. She is sometimes seen skipping merrily down the hall. But she is not the only specter in residence. A ghostly woman dressed in a deep burgundy red evening gown, with her hair in a Gibson girl updo, is occasionally spotted in the hallways. The moment she realizes that she has been seen, the woman walks into a nearby wall and vanishes. Some say she was an early-day prostitute who was murdered outside the hotel by her lover during a violent argument. And during her final moments she sought refuge in the hotel. We may never know the truth of what leads her to haunt the Truckee Hotel, only that she does so.





Rex the Hero Dog

If people can return why can’t animals? They do. In fact, there is a growing consensus among paranormal researchers that animals can and do return to the places they knew in life. According to local legend, the ghost of Rex the rescue dog continues to explore the Truckee area, especially the old Hilltop Lodge where he was kenneled. The canine ghost usually appears when the snow starts falling in the dead of winter. And in the Truckee/Donner area, snow piles up fast, making travel along the interstate all but impossible. It was even worse before the new Interstate 80 was built to traverse Donner Summit in 1964. So it was on January 13, 1952, at Yuba Pass when the streamliner train City of San Francisco slammed into an avalanche and was stranded atop the summit. And the snow kept falling.

Down in Truckee all that snow warmed the hearts of skiers who couldn’t wait to get out on the slopes. But it was hampering rescue efforts. The train was stuck. It couldn’t move forward or backward. And in the time long before the internet and news 24/7, friends and family of passengers were frantic. A doctor should go and check on their health. But how? Rex and his sled team had already proven successful in rescuing people who were snowbound in a blizzard. The Samoyed dog team was called in whenever there was a mishap. Pulling a small airplane from its crash site to a highway so it could be repaired was no easy feat. But Rex and the team did it. So it was decided that Rex would lead his team, with a doctor on board the sled, to the snowbound train. This proved to be another successful rescue mission for Rex.

The following year, Hollywood came to the Truckee/Donner area when John Wayne, cast, and crew came to film for Island in the Sky. Although Rex did not appear in the film, he acted as Wayne’s guard dog and helped move props around the shooting site. More importantly, he made a favorable impression on John Wayne.

On snowy nights the ghostly purebred Samoyed appears at the old Hilltop Lodge with his handler; they stand a moment as if watching something, then they turn and walk through the wall. Rex has also been seen alone in other locations around Truckee. If you should hear the barking of a dog when there is no dog nearby, look for the glowing white Samoyed. Rex the hero dog may be close by. At this writing the property near the Cottonwood Restaurant is for sale with proposed townhomes and a hotel to be built upon it. When these plans come to fruition it will be interesting to see if Rex the hero dog chooses to stay in residence.





The Ghost of Juanita

Many years have come and gone since that terrible day on Jersey Bridge. Yet some say that on certain wintry nights just as darkness settles across Downieville, and the wind pushes low clouds over the Sierra, the lonely ghost of Juanita walks the Jersey Bridge in search of the justice that eluded her in life.

Juanita’s story begins in 1848 with the discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill. Eager for adventure, the young Mexican woman persuaded her husband, Jose, that they could make a better living in the mining camps of California. So the pair traveled north from Sonora into California where thousands of men, stricken with gold fever, risked everything they held dear to pursue the sparkling yellow dust that winked just below the water’s surface. At day’s end they were lonely and thirsty and more than willing to part with a nugget or two.

In 1849 the quest for gold moved northward into the high Sierra and Downieville was founded. The lure of gold echoed across the canyons. Two years later the town, with over five thousand residents, was the fifth largest city in California. Juanita and Jose arrived in Downieville before winter snow piled high on the mountain trails, and soon discovered that life here was especially hard. At daybreak prospectors lined the Yuba River with their pans and their shovels. Thus occupied, they spent their days hunched over the icy waters and their nights drinking and gambling in the town’s saloons.

A few found what they sought, most discovered only defeat in the raging river that tumbled across boulders and merged into the Downie. Believing that perhaps the chances of striking it rich would be better elsewhere, some men moved on. Juanita and Jose did not concern themselves with the comings and goings of the miners; when one packed up his mule and headed into the Sierra, another would soon come down out of the mountains with the glint of gold shining in his eyes.

Summer came to the mountains and the days grew longer. Patches of wildflowers colored the scraggly mountainside where trees had been felled for winter warmth. Depleted of spring runoff, the Yuba calmed. Anyone who dared to wade into the waters could do so now without fingers and toes turning to ice. It was the Fourth of July 1851 and the nation was celebrating its seventy-fifth birthday.

Those who lived in Downieville considered themselves patriotic; here was cause for celebration. On a platform festooned with red, white, and blue bunting, town leaders began the day with self-congratulatory lectures. Then the festivities moved on to carefree abandon with a parade and picnics, good natured competitions, dances, and alcohol. All in all, a jubilant day; the more jubilance the crowd shared, the thirstier everyone became.

Among the celebrants were Jack Cannan and his friends who drank more than their share of whiskey. As day faded into darkness, they headed toward their cabins. Morning would come soon enough; the gold flakes would beckon. As they strode down the dusty road on unsteady feet, the young men joked and laughed. At Juanita and Jose’s tiny cabin, Cannan stumbled and crashed into the door.

Jose was dealing monte at the Craycroft Saloon; Juanita was alone in the cabin. She glared at Cannan who smiled drunkenly, stood, and brushed himself off.

Early the next day Cannan returned to the cabin. Jose met him at the door.

“I’m sorry for the—”

“Do you intend to repair our door?” Jose asked.

Cannan laughed in his face.

Jose’s temper flared. “I have only asked you to do the honorable thing.”

“Honor? What do you know of honor?” Cannan snarled.

Juanita stepped out from behind her husband and rebuked Cannan angrily. He had admired her beauty from the first moment he saw her. Now she was like a raging angry tigress. Maybe her husband allowed her to talk like this. He would not. Enraged, he cursed her, calling her a string of vile names.

Juanita disappeared into the shadows of the cabin; Cannan continued his tirade at the front door.

“Come into my home and say such things!” she taunted.

Cannan angrily stepped across the threshold. It was a fateful mistake. The tiny Juanita lunged at him. Too late he saw the gleaming knife she held in her hand.

“You have insulted my honor!” she screamed, thrusting her knife deep into his chest. The dying Cannan stumbled out of the cabin and onto the street. “The Mexican woman,” he said to friends as he dropped to the dirt.

“Now you have done it,” Jose admonished her. “Quick! We must go to Craycroft’s.”

While his friends carried the lifeless body of Jack Cannan to his cabin, Jose and Juanita scurried down to the Craycroft Saloon and safety. They had not reckoned on the speed with which Cannan’s friends could incite the town against them.

“She has killed a good man in cold blood.”

“The Mexican woman must hang!”

“Hang her. Hang her at once.”

The few who called for good sense and a fair trial were quickly silenced with threats of reprisal.

Craycroft’s Saloon was surrounded by thousands of angry citizens—men, women, and children—demanding Juanita. Those who had harbored her fled in fear of their own safety; now there was no sanctuary for Jose and Juanita. The angry mob rushed in and dragged them out to the town’s main plaza. The pair trembled in fear. It was Juanita who had killed Cannan. And it was Juanita’s blood the mob wanted.

“Get on your horse and get outta town!” an angry man told Jose.

“Pero mi esposa—”

“Your esposa is a murderess!”

Jose held firmly to Juanita’s hand. “I will not leave you.”

“But you must!” she said pulling her hand away. “I want you to leave at once.”

He kissed her softly on the cheek. “Te amo.”

“Go!” she hissed.

“I will not.”

But the choice was not his to make. Several men hustled him down the street and onto his horse. Juanita was now alone; alone to face the angry mob. Her heart ached. But she would not weep and grovel before these people today. No matter what may come.

Members of the crowd appointed a judge and jury for Juanita.

“She must have a defense,” a young man said, stepping up to the frightened woman. “I will be her attorney.”

The mob jeered him, but reluctantly agreed. It was only right after all.

“You must not hang a woman here today. It is unthinkable,” the young attorney began. “I beg you to think of your own wives, your daughters, and your mothers.”

Theirs were somehow different than this young woman who stood before them. And so the attorney’s words fell on deaf ears. Dr. Aiken stepped forward to add to the woman’s defense.

“To hang this young woman would be reprehensible. She is with child … about three months. If you kill her, you will deprive an innocent child of life. Gentlemen you must not.”

The crowd fell silent. Could it possibly be true? Two other doctors agreed to verify the veracity of Dr. Aiken’s assertion. Juanita was led to a nearby tent where the exam proceeded. Fifteen minutes later, they emerged from the tent and announced that Dr. Aiken was lying; Juanita was not with child. The crowd pounced on the young doctor and just as they had done with Jose, they ordered him of town at once.

“Juanita you are guilty. You have one hour to prepare yourself before your hanging.” With those words, the mob led her to her cabin and retreated. How she spent her final hour on earth, no one will ever know. When the citizens returned to the cabin, Juanita stepped out in her most exquisite party dress.

Her gleaming black hair was held in place with her favorite tortoise comb. Placing a wide straw hat on her head, she regally walked to her doom. She would not weep and beg them for mercy; she would hold her head high until the end. At the bridge, the noose was placed around her neck. Juanita turned and faced the crowd. Nearly all of Downieville’s five thousand patriotic citizens were on hand for the hanging.

“Adios mis amigos.”

And as the last rays of sunlight flickered across the water’s surface, Juanita was dropped from the bridge.

On the long, cold nights of winter, some say, she returns to walk a lonely path across the Jersey Bridge. Drawn by the stories of the ghostly Juanita, my husband, Bill, and I visited Downieville last spring. But spring is often different in Downieville. Snow lay in drifts and ice was on the road. Never mind the cold, there was to be a full moon. So we checked into the inn just steps from the bridge, unpacked, and walked the town—a picturesque little gold rush town with the very ugly history of Juanita’s lynching. This was not the season for tourists; most antiques stores were closed tight and so was the theater. No matter, we walked along the wooden sidewalk, shivering like the city slickers from a somewhat warmer clime that we were.

It’s quiet now. But during the California gold rush millions of dollars’ worth of gold was taken from this region and the world’s largest gold nugget was discovered here.

Approximately 325 people live here. They are the self-sufficient sort. They don’t need traffic lights, rush hour traffic, and big city noises. The availability of long lash black mascara, cat food, or a cherry chip milkshake at 3 a.m. is not important to them. Activity happening 24/7 is something people in big cities live with. It is unnecessary here, nestled in this canyon of mystery, ghosts, and legends.

One legend has Juanita sharing an unmarked grave with her victim Jack Cannan. Before it turned dark, we visited the cemetery where they’re said to rest. It is an interesting old cemetery, and just in case the story is true, we paid silent respects to both Cannan and Juanita. But there is another even more macabre story.

In that tale, Juanita’s skull played a starring role in the initiation ceremonies of numerous organizations. Both stories sound ludicrous. We hoped that neither was true as we made our way back to the inn where we would wait for darkness and the full moon. Then we would take cameras and voice recorders and walk the bridge, hoping for a glimpse of the ghostly Juanita.

On this night, she chose not to make an appearance. Perhaps she will deign to show up another time for us. Ghosts are like that. They have all the time in the world.





Squando, the Ghost Ship


The loud wind never reach’d the ship,

Yet now the ship moved on!

Beneath the lightning and the Moon

The dead men gave a groan.

They groan’d, they stirr’d, they all uprose,

Nor spake, nor moved their eyes;

It had been strange, even in a dream,

To have seen those dead men rise.

The helmsman steer’d, the ship moved on;

Yet never a breeze up-blew;

The mariners all ’gan work the ropes,

Where they were wont to do;

They raised their limbs like lifeless tools

We were a ghastly crew.

—Samuel Taylor Coleridge,

Rime of the Ancient Mariner



Out in the San Francisco Bay just as a thick dense fog rises from the sea, a glimpse of the three-mast ghost ship Squando is occasionally seen from the embarcadero as she sails aimlessly around the bay. All those aboard are long dead. And yet a headless man walks the decks. He is the unfortunate first mate who fell in love with the captain’s wife. If only she hadn’t returned his affection. But she did. And that’s where the trouble began.

It was sometime in the mid-1800s. The Norwegian ship Squando was docked in San Francisco. The captain had broken an old sailing rule by bringing his wife on the Squando’s recent voyage. Sailors held that having a woman aboard a ship was bad luck that angered sea gods and brought disastrous sailing conditions. But the voyage had been uneventful and free of disaster, except for the illicit romance between the captain’s wife and the first mate.

And now the captain seethed with rage. He’d recently discovered that his wife had betrayed him in the most terrible way; she and the first mate, whom he’d once considered a friend, were involved in an affair. On her knees the errant wife begged for his forgiveness, promising to do anything he asked of her. The captain pulled her to her feet. He had an idea. He would murder the other man, with her help. She readily agreed and the plan was made.

They waited until the crew left the ship the next evening. Then she invited her lover to her cabin while her husband was preoccupied with other matters. Only he wasn’t. When the unsuspecting man came to her smiling, the captain leapt from the shadows, raising an axe. His escape blocked by the woman he loved, the cornered first mate futilely raised his hands against the weapon’s blows. Overhead a fortuitous thunderstorm drowned out his bloodcurdling cries as he desperately tried to dodge the axe-wielding madman. His victim decapitated, the captain dropped the bloodied axe and stared at his wife. Together, they lifted the headless man’s body overboard.
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