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   Introduction


   

  Illinois is a very haunted place. Now that we have that out of the way, we have to address the questions that always follow such a pointed and matter-of-fact statement about the ghostly denizens of the Prairie State—questions like, why is it so seemingly haunted? If forced to choose a single reason, it would likely be the violent, bloody, and often tragic history of the state. Ghosts and hauntings are born from violence, murder, and bloodshed. The tragedies of yesterday often beget the ghost stories of today.




  Illinois was, in many ways, born in blood. From the Indian massacres of the War of 1812 to the feuds and vendettas in the late 1800s, there was a long history of violence and death written in blood during the early days of the state. During the early 1800s, when it was sparsely populated, Illinois was often the scene of open crime. Outlaws, fleeing in desperation from the restraints of civilization where the law was strictly enforced, found the wilderness a region where they could carry on their lawless ways. The settlements in those days were small and widely scattered, with broad spaces of unknown forest and prairie lying in between. The beleaguered upholders of the law were unable to be everywhere at once, if they existed at all. It was easy in those days to operate in secrecy, and the very life of the frontier bred a class of rough and desperate men, capable of committing almost any crime.




  In 1819, a western traveler wrote, “Illinois is the hiding place for villains from every part of the United States and, indeed, from every quarter of the globe. A majority of the settlers have been discharged from penitentiaries and jails or have been the victims of misfortune or imprudence. Many of those will reform, but many, very many, are made fit for robbery and murder.”




  This may have been a bit of an overstatement, but it’s not hard to understand how the often gruesome and macabre tales of thieves and bandits, death and destruction, created ghostly stories that are still being told today. Illinois has often been a violent place, from the days of the French settlers and soldiers who walked the land, to the Native Americans who fought for their territory with bloody massacres, to the outlaws who left death in their wake, and to the gangsters of modern times who inflicted violence throughout the state.




  Illinois is a strange and haunted place, and the history of the state reveals a chilling past that has left more than bloodstains in its wake—it has also left behind more than its share of ghosts.




  







  Southwestern Illinois




 
 







 The Curse of Kaskaskia




  When the first French settlers began to move southward and westward into the Illinois Territory, they began colonizing the fertile plain along the Mississippi River. A new settlement, called Kaskaskia, was started near the western edge of the region in 1703. For more than a century, it was the commercial and cultural capital of Illinois. Although it was once a prosperous and thriving settlement, little of the city remains today. Strangely, many believe that the city was destroyed because of an old curse, leaving behind nothing but a scattering of houses and ghosts.




  Many years ago, Kaskaskia was a part of Illinois’ mainland, a small peninsula that jutted out just north of present-day Chester. There still remains a portion of what was once Kaskaskia that is accessible from Illinois today, but the peninsula is now an island, cut off from the state by a channel change in the Mississippi River that took place decades ago. Much of the area was flooded at that time and is now largely a ghost town, consisting of a few scattered homes and a handful of residents. The remains of the town, while still considered part of Illinois, can now only be reached from Missouri. There is an ancient bridge between St. Genevieve and St. Mary’s that crosses the Mississippi to the island. It is the only physical link this desolate spot has to either state. Only a few scattered buildings remain to indicate that the city ever existed at all.




  The French settlers founded the vanished town, once considered the “metropolis” of the Mississippi Valley and the main rendezvous point for the whole territory. It also served as a springboard for explorations to the West and, in time, became the state and territorial capital of Illinois. The area grew, and Kaskaskia became a land-office town in 1804 and the territorial capital in 1809. The town was made up of stone mansions and homes of typical French architecture that—according to contemporary sources—were inclined to be “shabby.”




  Half of the inhabitants were of French or French-American Indian background; they raised cattle, horses, and hogs, and worked small farms. The city also boasted a post office and a number of general stores, a hat shop, and three tailor shops. There was only one tavern in town, which was constantly overcrowded by state officials, soldiers, adventurers, and land speculators.




  In 1818, the state capital was moved to the new city of Vandalia in the central part of the state. Illinois had just gained its statehood, and legislators began searching for a place that was more centrally located than Kaskaskia. The move was made with some regret, but of course no one knew that the river city would be destroyed in just a few more years.




  About twenty-five years later, the waters of the Mississippi began to shift in their channel, and flooding assailed the edges of Kaskaskia, destroying homes and farms. By 1881, the peninsula was completely cut off by the river and the city nearly ceased to exist.




  But what happened to change the fates of this once marvelous city? Was it simply nature taking its course—or were more dire circumstances the cause of Kaskaskia’s demise?




  According to some, there was a terrible curse placed on the town many years before that predicted the city and the land around it would be destroyed and that the dead would rise from the graveyard in eternal torment. Believe it or not, these events actually came to pass.




  The legend of the curse dates back to 1735, when Kaskaskia was a thriving community of French settlers. A wealthy fur trader lived there who is remembered only by the name of Bernard. He lived in a luxurious stone home in the company of his daughter, Maria, a beautiful young girl who was the pride of his life. Bernard owned a trading post on the edge of the city, and he frequently hired local men, both French and Indian, to work for him. Most of the Indians were hired to do the menial work, as Bernard cared little for them and considered them a “necessary evil” at best. At some point, he hired a young Indian to work for him who had been educated by French missionaries. As the two spent time together, Bernard actually began to become fond of the young man, at least until he realized that his daughter had also become fond of him. In fact, Maria and the Indian had fallen in love.




  When Bernard learned this, he became enraged. He immediately fired the young man and spoke to friends and other merchants, who then refused to put him to work. Eventually, the young man left town. Before he left, he promised Maria that he would return for her.




  Maria was heartbroken by her father’s actions. She pretended that nothing was wrong so as to not arouse her father’s curiosity, but deep down she secretly hoped, waited, and watched for the return of her lover. Several local men attempted to court her, but while she feigned interest in their attentions, she secretly pined away for the young Indian.




  A year passed and one day, a group of unknown Indians visited Kaskaskia from the west. Among them was Maria’s lover, wearing a disguise so that Bernard would not recognize him. Maria and her lover arranged to meet in secret and then quickly fled Kaskaskia to the north.




  When Bernard learned what had happened, he vowed to seek vengeance on the Indian. He gathered several of his friends and began hunting his daughter and the young man. They captured them near Cahokia. Maria begged her father to understand, but he refused to hear her cries. He decided to kill the young man by drowning him. The Indian was silent as the rough trappers tied him to a log and then set him adrift on the Mississippi. Just as they placed him in the water, he swore a terrible curse. He swore that Bernard would be dead within the year, and soon he and Maria would be reunited forever. Kaskaskia was damned and would be destroyed, along with all of the land around it. The altars of the churches would be destroyed and the homes along with them. Even the dead of Kaskaskia would be disturbed from their graves!




  The river then swallowed the Indian beneath the muddy water. He was silenced, but the curse eventually came to pass. Within the year, the prophecy began to come true. Maria became distraught over her lover’s fate and refused to leave the house or eat. She soon died and rejoined her lover on the other side. Bernard became involved in a bad business deal and challenged the man that he believed to have cheated him to a duel. He was killed by the other man.




  The river also began to seek the Indian’s revenge on Kaskaskia. The river channels shifted and flooded the peninsula over and over again until, by 1881, Kaskaskia was completely cut off from the mainland. The homes and farms were abandoned, and people began to slowly leave the island. The church was moved over and over again, but it did no good. The altar was eventually destroyed in the 1973 flood. In that year, Kaskaskia became a desolate ghost town; eerily, the local cemetery washed away and the bodies of those buried there erupted to the surface and vanished beneath the river. The dead of Kaskaskia, as predicted by the curse, had risen from their graves.




  The Phantom Funeral of Fort de Chartres




  Down an old road near the small town of Prairie du Rocher, one of America’s most famous phantom funeral processions is said to walk on a summer night when Independence Day falls on a Friday. The legend of the phantom funeral began in July 1889 when two women witnessed a mourning entourage of more than forty wagons, thirteen groups of soldiers, and a casket rolling along the road outside the village. Eerily, it made no sound. The procession began at the ruins of old Fort de Chartres and disappeared in the direction of the small cemetery located outside of town. Although they did not yet realize it, the women (and one other witness) had glimpsed what has become known as one of the most famous and enduring mysteries of the Mississippi River region.




  Fort de Chartres has a rich, violent, and bloody history in Illinois. The first French settlers in the region established trading posts in places such as Kaskaskia and Cahokia, near the Mississippi River, and not far from the present-day town of Prairie du Rocher, which was the site of Illinois’ earliest military post, Fort de Chartres.




  









 



  Several different forts stood at this site, the first having been built around 1720. The area was beginning to be settled by this time, and the fort became an outfitting location for colonization. In 1751, an Irish soldier of fortune named Richard MacCarty became commander of the French fort. The original fort had fallen into ruin by this time, and it was his responsibility to construct a new one using slave labor and local limestone. The new fort housed more than four hundred soldiers, and it enclosed an area larger than four acres. It boasted a powder magazine, a storehouse, a prison with four dungeons, barracks, and quarters for officers.




  After France’s defeat in the French and Indian War, the Illinois Territory was ceded to Britain in 1763. The Indians, led by Chief Pontiac, were hostile to the new British rulers, however, and two years would pass before the English could take possession of Fort de Chartres. Under British command, the fort declined and fell into ruin and was nearly destroyed by river flooding. The British military garrison was transferred to Kaskaskia, and Fort de Chartres was never occupied again.




  As time wore on, the ruins fell apart and the site was largely forgotten until the middle 1900s, when historic restoration efforts began. Today, the original foundations have been exposed, and a few of the old buildings have been restored, serving as an isolated time capsule of early Illinois history.




  Time has never completely forgotten about Fort de Chartres. The events of the past never died completely, and it is said that at least one of them replays itself over and over again in the form of a phantom funeral procession that has become one of the most famous haunts in Illinois. According to the legend, three people along the road leading from Fort de Chartres to a small cemetery in Prairie du Rocher will be able to witness the funeral procession between the hours of eleven and midnight, but only when July 4 falls on a Friday.




  The modern version of this intriguing story began in July 1889. A woman named Mrs. Chris and her neighbor were sitting on the front porch of the Chris house near Prairie du Rocher one night. It was near midnight, and the two women had escaped the heat of the house by going out into the cooler air of the porch. They talked quietly for a short time, and then one of the women noticed a large group of people coming toward them on the road. She caught the attention of her friend and they both puzzled over why such a procession of people and wagons would be on the road from the old fort at such an hour. As they spoke, the wagons rolled into view, looking strange and eerie in the pale light of the moon. Behind the wagons came carriages and men and women walking along the dusty road. There was no clue as to their purpose on this night until a low wagon holding a casket came into view.




  The two women continued to watch and they counted nearly forty wagons, followed by horsemen and mourners on foot. Then, they noticed something very peculiar about the grim parade. Even though the wagon wheels seemed to pound the earth and the feet of the men and women stirred up clouds of dust, none of them made any sound at all. The entire procession was impossibly silent. The only sounds came from the rustling of the trees in the breeze and the incessant barking of the Chris’s family dog, which also sensed that something was not quite right with the spectral and silent procession. The barking of the dog awakened the neighbor woman’s husband, who also looked out and witnessed the strange entourage on the road. He verified the women’s account early the next morning, but other than those three people, no one else saw the phantom funeral march.




  Eventually, the procession passed by and faded away into the darkness. The two women waited the entire night for the funeral to return, but it never did. What was it that they had seen, and whose funeral was being conducted? The answers would come some years later when they would learn that the procession had apparently been seen in the past. In fact, it was a replaying of an actual event that occurred many years before.




  During the French occupation of Fort de Chartres, a prominent local man had gotten into a violent disagreement with one of the officers of the garrison. The two men exchanged heated words and the local merchant was killed. Unsure of how to handle the affair, the fort’s commander sent a delegation to the government offices in Kaskaskia. According to legend, they advised keeping the incident quiet and ordered the local man be buried at midnight in the small cemetery that is now outside of Prairie du Rocher. It was believed that Mrs. Chris and her neighbors were witness to an eerie reenactment of that funeral more than a century after it occurred. Since 1889, accounts have been sketchy, but there are those who claim that the phantom funeral continues to be seen.




  Intrigued by the tale? You might have the chance to search for the phantom funeral on your own in the future. July 4 will again fall on a Friday in the years 2014 and 2025. If you are feeling brave, take along two friends and stake out the old road that leads to Fort de Chartres. You might just be in the right place at the right time when the dead decide to walk once more.




 Ghosts of the Devil’s Bake Oven




  Legends of death haunt the rivers of Illinois, telling tales of bloodshed, piracy, and murder. Violence often occurred along the Mississippi, and during the first half of the 1800s, pirates and Native Americans attacked boats and travelers that passed along the river.




  Perhaps the most dangerous place along the Mississippi was the area near present-day Grand Tower, where a menacing collection of outcroppings marked a place of death for river travelers. The Native Americans were convinced that evil spirits lurked there, waiting to claim the lives of unwitting victims. The white men who settled the area would later acknowledge these beliefs by giving the towering rocks suitable names. There is one landmark called the Devil’s Backbone, which is a rocky ridge about one-half mile long. A steep gap at the north edge of the Backbone separates it from the Devil’s Bake Oven, a larger rock that stands on the edge of the river and rises to heights of nearly one hundred feet.




  The river ran red with blood in 1786 when a band of immigrants ascending the Mississippi River from the Ohio was attacked by Indians at the south edge of the Devil’s Backbone. The settlers were scalped, mutilated, and killed—all except one. The lone survivor was a young man named John Casper Moredock; he was able to hide in the rocks until the killers had departed. He buried his family and then made his way upstream to Kaskaskia. He related his horrifying story there and managed to assemble a group of men who helped him wreak vengeance on the Indians who took his family’s lives.




  Moredock’s party traveled south to the ambush site but was unsuccessful in finding the guilty parties. However, Moredock was unwilling to give up. Two years after the massacre, he attacked and killed a group of Indians near the massacre site. Whether or not these particular Indians were involved in the bloody ambush is unknown, but by this time, Moredock didn’t care. As far as he was concerned, all Indians were guilty, and he began a relentless campaign to kill as many as he could. He stalked and killed dozens of Indians, many of them unarmed, and later, as head of a volunteer militia, he reportedly shot and killed Native Americans who had surrendered to his troops. Word spread of his obsession, and he became known as the “Indian Slayer.”




  In the years that followed the Moredock Massacre, river navigation came to the Mississippi, and keelboats and flatboats passed the area in great numbers. During this time, the Devil’s Bake Oven served as a landmark for river pilots. It also afforded an excellent lookout point from which boats could be seen coming from miles away. The two outcroppings of rocks also made excellent hiding places for river pirates to lie in wait for their victims to come along. In fact, river-pirate raids became so bad that in 1803, a detachment of federal cavalrymen were dispatched to drive the outlaws from the area. They set up camp at the Devil’s Bake Oven from May to September of that year. While the soldiers waited, the river pirates simply moved their camp to a rock overhang on the Big Muddy River. The place is still known today as Sinner’s Harbor. Once the military left, the outlaws returned to attacking boats on the river. Later, as settlers and a semblance of civilization arrived, the pirates moved on, and the rapids beneath the Devil’s Bake Oven became a much safer place. They also, however, became home to one of the region’s most haunting legends.




  After the departure of the pirates, years passed and Grand Tower began to grow. It became a busy river port where goods were shipped and received daily. On the west side of the Devil’s Backbone, between the rock formation and the river, is the site of two vanished iron furnaces that operated there until around 1870. Iron ore was brought to these furnaces from Missouri, and they were fired with coal from Murphysboro. It is said that Andrew Carnegie once considered making Grand Tower the “Pittsburgh of the West.”




  The population soon expanded and a lime kiln was started in Grand Tower, along with a box factory and a shipyard. A number of river barges and steamers were constructed here. New businesses came to the area, and even an amusement park was opened on Walker’s Hill, just east of town. Time marched on, and the city seemed poised to become a major population center until a cholera epidemic swept through the area and wiped out most of the residents. Within a short time, the coming of the railroads and the decline in river traffic drove away most of the remaining residents. Grand Tower was once a town of more than four thousand souls, but only a fraction of them still remain.




  It was the expansion of the iron industry in Grand Tower that brought about the great legend that still haunts the town today. The Devil’s Bake Oven became the site of Grand Tower’s first ironworks. When the new industry came, several attractive homes were built for the officials of the company, including one for the superintendent. This house was constructed on top of the Devil’s Bake Oven. The foundation of the old house can still be seen on the eastern side of the hill today, which is where a lonely ghost reportedly walks. It has been said that her voice is sometimes heard among the ruins of the old house, a once happy place that became one of tragedy and despair.




  According to the old story, the ghost is that of the superintendent’s young daughter. The girl was said to be very beautiful but also sheltered and naïve about life. Her doting father kept her away from the rough men of the foundry, and although she had a number of suitors seeking her hand in marriage, her father accepted none of them. Finally, one day, the girl fell in love with one of the young men who came to court her. Her father did not approve and therefore forbid his daughter to see the young man. After she slipped away to meet the young man a few times in the night, he confined her to the house. The young man eventually left Grand Tower. After he departed, the young girl wept over him for days and weeks. At last, either because of grief or because of some illness brought on by her despair, the young woman died. But she did not leave the Devil’s Bake Oven.




  The spirit of the young girl is said to have lingered at the site of the house. For many years after her death, visitors to the area reported seeing a strange, mistlike shape that resembled the dead girl, walking along the pathway and vanishing among the rocks near the old house. Her disappearance was often followed by the sounds of moans and wails. It was also believed that when thunderstorms swept across the region, those moans and wails would become blood-curdling screams.




  How long the girl haunted the place, and whether she still does or not, is unknown. Some believe that her spirit, seeking vengeance for her lost life and love, was the cause for the ruin of Grand Tower. It was after her death that the foundries and businesses failed, the epidemic swept through the region, and the residents of the once thriving town vanished. Legend has it that not long after the girl’s death, her guilt-ridden father—unable to cope with what he had done—committed suicide. When the foundry closed down soon after, his once fine home was razed and its timbers were used to build a railway station. Only its stone foundations remain today.




  But does the ghost still haunt the Devil’s Bake Oven? If she does, she probably finds the area unfamiliar to her now. The town of Grand Tower has faded into a scattering of houses, and there is little to remind us of the history that once enriched this small area. And little to remind us of the young girl who once died here of a broken heart and whose spirit refuses to rest in peace.




 The Lingering Spirit of Elijah Lovejoy




  I don’t believe there is any other Illinois town along the Mississippi River that is as haunted as Alton. Mark Twain once called the place a “dismal little river town,” but it has since earned a more distinguished reputation as “one of the most haunted small towns in America.” The history of the place is filled with all of the makings of ghost stories—death, murder, disease, tragedy, the Civil War, the Underground Railroad, and much more.




  One of the most tragic events in the history of Alton occurred on November 7, 1837, with the brutal murder of abolitionist and newspaper publisher Elijah P. Lovejoy. Although largely forgotten today, the events surrounding his death galvanized the abolitionist cause and helped start America on the path toward civil war. They also created a ghost story that haunted Alton for generations.




  Elijah Lovejoy, the man who came to be known as the first martyr to freedom, came to the West from Maine and settled with his family in St. Louis. When he arrived in 1827 to teach school, he was warmly received by the citizens, but his views about the abolitionist movement in America would soon wear out his welcome in the pro-slavery state of Missouri. For a short time, he taught school and began to make a name for himself as a writer. He eventually gave up his teaching career, however, to become a Presbyterian minister. After completing his studies at the seminary, he returned to St. Louis and started a religious newspaper called the St. Louis Observer. Articles with an anti-slavery bent began appearing in the newspaper in 1834 and, despite warnings from a number of prominent citizens, continued to appear into 1835. Threats began to come from angry slave owners who feared that a slave rebellion could start in the city, and in 1836, vandals broke into the offices of the newspaper several times and severely damaged his printing press.




  Lovejoy realized he was finished in St. Louis. The city would no longer tolerate him, and he feared for his family’s safety. He sent his wife and son to her mother’s home in St. Charles and made plans to move his newspaper to Alton, Illinois.




  He arrived in Alton in late July 1836. He sent for his family with the hopes that the free state of Illinois would provide a better environment for his abolitionist work, but that was not to be. On July 23, a steamboat delivered Lovejoy’s new printing press to the Alton docks, and shortly before dawn, a group of vandals wrecked the press and dumped it into the river. A short time later, another press was also destroyed, but it is the story surrounding the arrival of the fourth printing press that inspired the ghostly legend of Elijah Lovejoy.






  







 



  On November 7, 1837, Lovejoy’s final printing press was delivered to the Alton docks and was taken to a warehouse along the river that belonged to the Godfrey, Gilman & Company. Lovejoy and a number of his friends gathered at the warehouse with guns to defend the press, but the day passed without incident. Later that night, however, a mob gathered outside the warehouse. Most of them were intoxicated, and they called loudly for the press to be surrendered to them. Once that demand was refused, they tried a different approach and used rocks to shatter the windows of the warehouse. Several members of the mob waved guns, and Lovejoy—or someone else inside the building—fired a shot through a broken window. One of the men outside crumpled to the ground and the mob was enraged. They stormed the warehouse, intent on revenge.




  Someone placed a ladder against the building and climbed to the roof, a burning torch in his hand. Lovejoy ran outside with a pistol and ordered the man to come down. Before he could fire his own weapon, several men in the crowd opened fire on the editor and he was hit five times. After he fell to the ground and died, the defenders inside the warehouse surrendered. The mob pushed its way inside and broke the printing press into pieces, and then flung the remnants into the Mississippi River.




  Lovejoy’s body was left in the warehouse overnight. The next day, a grave was hastily dug in a local cemetery and the body, without a proper ceremony, was thrown in and haphazardly covered up. Some years later, Lovejoy’s body was exhumed and moved to another location. Today, a fine monument stands in tribute to the fallen abolitionist, and while he is highly regarded in these less troubled times, his death was never avenged.




  The tragedy of the Lovejoy murder spawned what seemed like a curse to many of Alton’s citizens. Property values in the city shrank, and when the tales of the riots spread across America, the press attacked from all directions. The abolitionist newspapers loudly condemned the city, as did the free press, which feared the rights of the First Amendment were in jeopardy.




  The court proceedings surrounding the affair made the city look even more corrupt. At a January 1838 session of the Alton municipal court, the grand jury brought indictments against both Lovejoy’s defenders and some of the rioters. The cases later came to trial and Lovejoy’s friends were acquitted of all charges, but so were the members of the mob. Alton was branded a lawless place, and thanks to this, new settlers avoided the area and many current residents packed up and moved out, believing that Alton had little future. It would be years before the city struggled back to life.




  Legend states that the Godfrey, Gilman & Company warehouse was never used again after the terrible events of 1837. The place was avoided for the simple reason that it was believed to be haunted. Local dock workers and freight wagon drivers, who had occasion to pass by the place at night, spread tales of mysterious lights that were seen shining in the windows and of loud cries, shouts, and gunshots that would echo in the darkness. Others claimed that the terror experienced there left an impression on the area that reverberated for years. Many who visited the location claimed to feel the madness of the crowd, the desperation of Lovejoy and his friends, and the energy pulsing through the entire incident. Most eerie were the tales of a spectral figure that would exit the side door of the building and begin to run along the street. The figure would then stumble, clutch his hands to his chest, and fall to the ground. It was believed that this figure was the ghost of Elijah Lovejoy, reliving his final moments over and over again.




  The spirit is said to have roamed the riverfront in despair for many years, but the ghostly tale came to an end with the destruction of the warehouse—and with the proper burial of Lovejoy’s missing body. Fearing reprisal and desecration of his corpse, Lovejoy’s friends had secretly buried his body in what was then a small cemetery in town. A wooden marker with Lovejoy’s initials on it was first used to mark the grave, but this was quickly removed. After that, only two distinctive trees remained as a rough guide to the grave’s location. After the cemetery came into general use, the trees were cut down, and the grave would have been lost if not for the superintendent, William Burdon. He marked the site with two pieces of limestone and told no one what they were for, or even that anyone was buried at the site. And then he died, leaving no clue as to Lovejoy’s whereabouts.






  







 



  In 1865, Thomas Dimmock, a former resident of Alton, decided to try and track down the abolitionist’s remains. He sought out the last survivor of those who buried Lovejoy, William “Scotch” Johnson, and learned the location of the remains. Lovejoy’s grave was properly recognized at last and his restless ghost was finally laid to rest.




 Ghosts of the Alton Penitentiary




  One of the darkest periods in the history of Alton occurred during the years of the Civil War, when the town became a military post thanks to its location on the Missouri border and its access to the river. It was during this period that Alton’s penitentiary, the first in the state of Illinois, was turned into a prison for Confederate soldiers, leading to death, a terrible epidemic, and a relentless haunting.




  Construction had been completed on the penitentiary in Alton in 1833. Conditions were grim from the beginning, and the prison became known as a horrific place plagued by rats, vermin, and disease. There was always a lack of clean clothing, fresh water, edible food, and medical care, and according to records, many of the men who served time here died within a few months of their release. Their health had simply been broken by the conditions of the prison.




  By the 1850s, things were so bad that Dorothea Dix, a social reformer and leader in the movement to improve conditions for prisoners, the insane, and the mentally ill, led a crusade to stop the Alton prison from being used. Her reports about the place led to a heated controversy that eventually ended in a legislative investigation and the construction of a new prison near Joliet. It was completed in 1859 and prisoners from Alton were soon transferred there. By 1860, the Alton penitentiary was abandoned.




  By 1862, it had become apparent that the war was not going to come to a swift end and more space was needed for the growing numbers of Confederate prisoners of war. Permission was granted to Union commanders to take over the empty Alton Penitentiary for use as a military prison. Within three days of the arrival of the first prisoners, the penitentiary was already overcrowded. The maximum capacity of the institution was estimated at eight hundred but throughout most of the war, it held between one thousand and fifteen hundred prisoners, and often more—sometimes as many as five thousand.




  Most of the prisoners remained in their cells or had limited access to the yard where the drinking water and the latrines could be found. The prison had no water supply. A well was located on the grounds, but soon after the prisoners of war were transferred there, the water was found to be contaminated. The situation was remedied by hauling huge water kegs from the river using a six-mule-team wagon. The drinking water was stored in a trench just a short distance away from a similar container that was used as the latrine. Wood-burning stoves that had been set up in the corridors supplied heat to the prison.




  As the war continued, new prisoners arrived in Alton on a regular basis. Living conditions in the prison were unbearable: most of the men were badly clothed, food was often withheld as a punishment or was not edible when it was given, bathing facilities were not available, and gnats, lice, rats, and other vermin were common. The prevailing diseases at the Alton prison included malaria, pneumonia, dysentery, scurvy, and anemia; these diseases felled more men than gunshots ever could. Then, in 1863, several isolated cases of smallpox broke out among the prisoners. The disease began to spread and quickly turned into an epidemic.




  At the time of the outbreak, the prison population numbered almost two thousand in quarters that were designed for many less. The men slept three in a bed, ate standing up, and used a common latrine. Nothing was clean in the prison, and the men were often unshaved and filthy. Their sleeping mattresses were never changed or washed, and the prison yard was filled with pools of stagnant water and urine.




  Smallpox swept through the penitentiary and soon both prisoners and guards began to die. Before it was over, the disease also spread into the city of Alton itself, killing many residents. In the early days of the epidemic, as the prison death toll first began to climb, Alton’s mayor, Edward T. Drummond, refused to have any of the prisoners treated away from the prison. There were no hospitals in the city of Alton in those days. The patients were quartered in hallways, storage rooms, and stables as the prison hospital was woefully inadequate with only five beds. Before the outbreak, there had been about a half dozen deaths per week in the prison, but soon they were counting more than five a day. Once the disease started to spread, there was no way to stop it. The men were weakened by poor diets and filthy living conditions and were helpless against the disease.




  The sick and dying men were overflowing from the converted hospitals and sick rooms and there became a dire situation over what to do with the bodies of the dead. The prison “dead house” was simply a shed in the yard where bodies were kept until they could be buried, but this was soon overflowing with corpses. The people of Alton began to panic and demanded that the sick and the dead be taken somewhere outside of the city limits. The sick were subsequently taken to a small island in the Mississippi called Sunflower Island. Located on one end of the island was a dilapidated summer cottage, which was commandeered and turned into a hospital pesthouse. Prisoners, guards, and doctors feared going to the island, afraid they would never return. Prisoners and guards also transported wrapped bodies to the island, where they were placed in trenches.




  The smallpox epidemic continued to rage at the prison throughout the winter of 1863 and into the following spring. In the summer of 1864, a group of St. Louis nuns from the Daughters of Charity arrived at the prison. They demanded better medical supplies, an actual hospital building, and permission to conduct burial services for the men. The new hospital was authorized for the grounds and construction was completed by that autumn. By the end of the summer, new cases of smallpox were no longer reported and the pesthouse on Sunflower Island was closed down. Those who were buried there remain unknown today and their graves have vanished due to flooding along the Mississippi River. Some believed that Alton residents shunned the island because of the chance that traces of smallpox might linger there. Others believed that it was avoided for another reason altogether—because the ghosts of the men buried there in unmarked graves still roamed the island.




  The Alton Penitentiary was abandoned after the war. The walls around the prison yard were torn down between 1870 and 1875, and most of the stone was hauled off for road construction projects. The area where the prison yard was located was turned into a public park. Some of the walls of the old prison remained standing for years, but by the 1940s, only scattered ruins remained. The last section was finally moved in 1973 and reconstructed nearby as a monument to the past. The area where the prison was located is now a public parking lot. Today, only this small portion of the wall remains on the site of the penitentiary, where visitors can find historical information and displays about the prison and the Civil War.




  As the years have passed, the old Alton Penitentiary has become the source of a number of ghostly legends around the area. For years, the historic site and the surrounding area has been the scene of ghostly reports. Many of the tales date back even further than recent times.




  In the days after the war, the old prison building remained on the back of the lot, slowly crumbling into ruin. The temptation of the old prison proved too much for most visitors to resist, and many of them explored the empty corridors, abandoned cells, and deserted staircases. These visitors soon learned, however, that the former prison was not as “empty” as they first believed. Tales began to filter out of the prison about ghostly voices, strange sounds, screams, cries, eerie weeping, and moaning that came from places where no living person could be found. The disturbing tales continued for decades, even up until the time that the remainder of the prison was finally demolished.




  In addition to the sounds, people also spoke of seeing the spectral images of former prisoners still wandering about on the property. These figures had the chilling habit of vanishing without a trace when approached or confronted. They would be there one moment and gone the next; turning the old prison yard into a parking lot seemed to have little effect on them.




  Even in recent years, passersby have claimed to see the apparitions of men and soldiers still lingering on these grounds. They are usually described as being very ragged, and they will appear and vanish without warning. Are these strange visions truly the lost souls of soldiers who suffered and died here in the past? Or are they merely a small piece of time that has been left behind on the atmosphere of this place? We may never know, but the ghosts serve as a record of the horror and tragedy that occurred here during some of America’s darkest days.




 The Mansion House




  One of the most legendary haunted sites in the city of Alton is the Mansion House. It was built on State Street in 1834 by a Captain Botkin, who operated the place for many years as a hotel. He offered lodging to travelers and to those who were living in the area on a temporary basis. For a short period in 1836, it was the only hotel in Alton.




  Nuns of the Ursuline Order and the Daughters of Charity later used the building as a Catholic boarding school. In 1864, during the height of the smallpox epidemic at the Alton Penitentiary, the house was turned into a hospital, and in fact was the very first hospital in the city. Three Daughters of Charity nuns from St. Louis responded to a plea from President Abraham Lincoln to come to Alton and try to get the smallpox epidemic under control. They began treating the sick townspeople at the hospital and at the isolation camp on Smallpox Island. Gradually, under their watchful care, the epidemic began to subside. Legend states that many people who came down with the dreaded disease died in the Mansion House. Supposedly, their ghosts still walk there, restless and frightened of the illness that suddenly ended their lives. And if these ghosts walk here, they may not walk alone.




  According to stories, anecdotes, and even historical records, this house was haunted long before the Civil War. In fact, the Mansion House has the rather dubious honor of being one of the first documented haunted houses in the city of Alton.




  The most famous otherworldly resident of the place is the ghost of a man named Tom Boothby. He was a grizzled old Indian fighter who came to live in the hotel in 1836. Boothby had seen more than his share of adventure during the Indian battles of the War of 1812. As a result, he had retired to Alton with only one arm and one eye, an arrow having put out the other one. Boothby took a downstairs room in the back left corner of the house and quickly became known as an eccentric recluse. It is believed that he did not leave his room until his death in 1838, and supposedly he had a boy deliver his meals to him each morning. The following day, Boothby would leave a payment and the empty tray for the young man to exchange for a full one.




  Boothby soon became well-known at the Mansion House. He was obsessed with the idea that the ghosts of the Indians he had killed in the past were coming to murder him, and he would often wake up screaming in the middle of the night. This would also rouse the other tenants in the house, and soon someone would be pounding on Boothby’s door to settle him down. Although he never opened the door, he would normally murmur a few words of apology to the guests in the hallway outside his room and the rest of the night would pass in peace.




  How often this late-night screaming occurred is unknown, but apparently it happened often enough that Boothby gained a reputation among the guests. Only the most recent tenants ever bothered to venture out into the dark corridors when Boothby began crying out in the night. They, too, soon learned to ignore the chilling sounds. And so it went for the next two years. Whispers spread throughout the city that Boothby had been moving from town to town along the Mississippi, always hoping to stay one step ahead of the ghostly attackers who pursued him. He was dismissed as a lunatic, but perhaps Tom Boothby was not as crazy as everyone believed he was.




  One night, Boothby’s screams were different than in the past. This time, instead of crying that the Indians were coming to kill him, he screamed that they had finally found him. Boothby yelled that the savages were strangling him. If his screams roused anyone that night, they did not come to his aid. The other guests had been awakened so many times before that they had trained themselves to simply ignore the ruckus. Perhaps they flinched in their sleep at >the urgency of Boothby’s call, but if they did, they did not come to help him.




  The next day passed like all the others. The young man who came to deliver Boothby’s meals picked up the empty tray and left a full one, just as he always did. It would not be until the following morning that he realized something was wrong. The tray from the day before had been untouched, something which had never happened in the previous two years. Concerned, (probably more for his future salary than for Boothby’s welfare) the young man fetched the owner of the hotel, who opened the door to Boothby’s room. They found the old man inside, sprawled sideways across the bed. His night shirt was ripped and torn, as if he had been involved in a struggle, and his one good eye stared wide with fright.




  The Indians were strangling him, Boothby had screamed—but it was the man’s own remaining hand that was so tightly holding his throat!




  As the years have passed, it has been said that Tom Boothby has never rested. His cries and frantic footsteps have often been heard in the house and still continue to echo there today. During the period when the Mansion House was still used as a hotel, only guests who were unaware of the story of Tom Boothby were given his old room. That way, when they were awakened by the sounds of his spirit screaming in the darkness, they would think that it was coming from some other room.




  The house today is leased as private apartments and is not open to the public; however, this does not stop new stories about Tom Boothby from being told. On certain nights, tenants in the house are still awakened by the sound of a man screaming, echoing in the darkness from another place and time.




 One of the Most Haunted Houses in Illinois




  If you ask anyone who lives in southwestern Illinois to think of a haunted house, one of the first places they’d mention would be the infamous McPike Mansion located on Alby Street in Alton. And these days, even those who live far beyond the borders of the region also think of the McPike Mansion. They have read about it in books, discovered it on Web sites, and seen it on television programs. But could all of those stories be true? Could this old house really be as haunted as the owners and various ghost hunters have claimed? I can answer those questions quite simply with just one word—yes.




  The McPike Mansion was built in 1869 for a man named Henry Guest McPike, a prominent Alton citizen. McPike’s family can be traced back to Scotland. His ancestry includes a number of patriots who fought during the Revolutionary War, including Captain Mose Guest McPike of New Jersey, as well as Captain James McPike; both were at Valley Forge with George Washington. James McPike came west to Kentucky in 1795, bringing with him his sons, John and Richard. Henry McPike was a son of John McPike and came to Alton as a very young man in 1847. McPike soon became active in the business and political community of Alton, and over a period of years, was involved in a number of different companies, working as a real estate agent, box manufacturer, and insurance executive, amongst other things. He also became the president of the oldest horticultural society in Illinois.




  McPike’s political aspirations did not get off to a quick start, however, although he did have an interest in the abolitionist movement. His father had been the editor of a Whig newspaper (the Whig party later became the Republicans in the time of Abraham Lincoln) and was an early advocate of the abolition of slavery. He was also one of the organizers of the Lincoln–Douglas debate in Alton and had a place on the platform during the event. Despite this, McPike never sought political office, although it was offered to him many times. During the Civil War, he was called upon to act as deputy provost marshal of the district, which placed him in a management position in the War Department. After this, he was said to have begun acting as a representative in many conventions and with the city council. This would eventually lead to a stint as the mayor of Alton in 1887–91.




  The McPike Mansion was constructed in an Italianate-Victorian style and stands as one of the more elaborate homes in Alton. It contains sixteen rooms and a vaulted wine cellar and was originally built on a country estate of fifteen acres that McPike called “Mount Lookout.” Thanks to McPike’s interest in all things horticultural, the estate was planted with rare trees and shrubs, orchards, flowers, and extensive vineyards. The owner became the propagator of the McPike grape, which became known across the country. The grape was known for its great winemaking properties and it won gold medals in almost every competition in which it was entered. There is no question that the mansion was one of the most beautiful homes in the area.




  The McPike family lived at the estate for some time after the death of Henry McPike, but records are unclear about some of the dates. It has been stated that they stayed in the house until around 1936, while others records say that the home was owned by Paul A. Laichinger, who purchased the house in 1925 and lived there until his death around 1945. Laichinger either lived in the house or rented it out to tenants, but it’s likely that it became a rooming house after his death. There have been a number of people who have come forward and spoken to the current owners about living in an apartment in the house in years past. One woman even mentioned the strange experiences she and her family had with ghosts in the house—long before the place earned the reputation that it has today for being haunted.




  For years, the house remained silent and empty, but then it was sold to an individual who planned to develop the remaining four acres of property by demolishing the house and turning the site into a shopping center. When the new owner encountered problems with the city in regards to the zoning of the property, the plans for the stores were scrapped and the house was abandoned once again. It was not long after this that the condition of the McPike Mansion started to go rapidly downhill.




  Word got out that anyone who was looking for anything from the house could easily come in and take it, and soon thieves and vandals descended on the place. They stole everything from the house that was not nailed down and many things that were, from the marble fireplace mantels to even the toilets. The staircase banisters soon disappeared, as well as the massive interior doors that had been custom-made for the home’s twelve-foot ceilings. Chandeliers and light fixtures were torn out, radiators were removed, and even plumbing fixtures and copper pipes were taken. Perhaps even worse than the scavengers were the vandals that followed in their wake. Soon, spray-painted graffiti was covering the walls, windows were broken, and plaster walls were broken apart. It was destruction for the sheer thrill of it, which is the worst kind of crime to commit on an old house.




  Time had not been kind to the old house either. In the 1980s, the box gutters failed and water began to seep into the house. The roof started to deteriorate and leak, causing the floors to fall into such ruin that many of them are no longer safe to walk on. With all of the window glass broken out of the house, the damaged interior was left to the elements, and the days of Mount Lookout seemed to be numbered.




  In 1990, a contractor from St. Louis purchased the house. He had come to Alton in search of a modest Victorian home but became entranced with the McPike Mansion instead. Even after viewing all of the destruction that the elements and the vandals had wreaked on the house, he still had hope for the place and almost immediately began renovating it. As a stickler for detail, his plans for the house were extensive, and he estimated that it would take him at least two years to restore the mansion to its former glory. He began remaking the eaves brackets of the house with old lumber (since modern lumber was not the same) and planned to floor the solarium with white marble, along with many other improvements and enhancements. When he finished the work on the interior, he planned to also build a new carriage house for the property and a Victorian gazebo for the lawn.




  Unfortunately, the house was never finished, and in 1994, it was put up for auction and purchased by the current owners, George and Sharyn Luedke. Sharyn, a teacher in the Edwardsville School District, stopped by the house on the day that it was to be auctioned off. She and her husband, an associate professor at Southern Illinois University–Edwardsville, had always dreamed of buying an old house and fixing it up. Almost on a lark, Sharyn put in a bid on the house. She was more than a little surprised to later learn that she had won it. A few months later, when the brick ranch house next door to the mansion came up for sale, the Luedkes sold their home in Godfrey and moved to Alby Street so they could be closer to the mansion.




  The struggle to restore the house has continued to be an uphill battle for them. They hope to eventually renovate it and open it as a bed-and-breakfast, but they were disappointed to learn that—contrary to the assurances that had received on the day of the auction—no grant money was available for the house from any federal, state, or local agencies. The house had been added to the National Register of Historic Places back in 1980, but that was the extent of the attention that it had received from historical groups. The Luedkes soon discovered that they were on their own, but they were not ready to give up on the old place. They have continued the fight, facing myriad problems with the city, and have made a valiant effort to make sure that the McPike Mansion remains a part of the city’s present and future—not just its past.




  But how did the mansion become known as such a haunted house?




  There have been all manner of rumors and false stories started about the house, including that it has been the site of various murders and suicides over the years. Fortunately, such tales have no truth to them. Yes, there have been deaths in the house, as is the case with many old homes, but none have been sufficiently traumatic enough to seemingly cause the mysterious activity that has been reported there. In spite of this, ghost stories abound in this mansion, including many first-hand accounts from reliable people with absolutely no reason to lie. The mansion just seems to be “haunted by yesterday,” as the events of the past have truly left an impression here that is relived in the present as more than one ghostly presence.




  Sharyn Luedke came to believe the house was haunted almost from the beginning of her involvement with it. Her unusual encounters in the house carry much more weight than the claims of trespassers and curiosity-seekers that come to the house simply because it looks haunted. There have been hundreds of stories that have circulated about the mansion, from the chilling to the downright silly, but Sharyn’s claims that the ghost of Paul Laichinger haunts the place seem to be the most credible. He is one of the few spirits alleged to haunt the mansion for which a real historical connection exists.




  As mentioned earlier, Laichinger owned the house during the early part of the last century and died there in 1945. He was also preceded in death by his young son, who also may linger there. In an earlier part of this account, I briefly mentioned that a woman who had lived in the mansion during the time that it was a boarding house had contacted Sharyn. As a punishment for misbehaving, she and her sister often had to sit by themselves on a staircase outside of their apartment. On many occasions, the girls both heard the sound of a child running and playing upstairs—even though there were no other children living in the building.




  As for Laichinger himself, he passed away from an illness that had been caused by years of heavy smoking. It is not uncommon for visitors to the house to smell strong whiffs of cigarette smoke, even though no smoking has been permitted in the structure in decades. Sharyn also told me that on one occasion, a group of people gathered at the house not only smelled the smoke but actually saw a cloud of it appear in the area above their heads.




  Sharyn says that she had her first encounter with Laichinger’s ghost about six weeks after she bought the house. She was on the property watering some plants and saw a man standing in the window, looking out toward where she was standing in the front yard. A chill came over her and she noted that the man, who then vanished, was wearing a striped shirt and a tie. Sharyn later obtained a photograph of Paul Laichinger wearing an identical outfit. She has since come to believe that it was his presence that she witnessed. Many people have told her that Laichinger had loved the house, and in some cases, those who pass on have returned to locations because they simply did not want to leave.




  Another spirit in the house is thought to be a domestic servant that Sharyn dubbed “Sarah.” She was little more than a presence with an assumed name until a man came by the house one day and presented the Luedkes with some books that he had removed from the house nearly two decades before. One of the books had the name “Sarah Wells” written inside it. Since that time, Sharyn has been touched (actually, hugged) by this spirit, and she and her husband have occasionally caught the scent of lilac on the third floor. They believe the odor is directly connected to this ghost and have been unable to come up with any other explanation as to why the smell so mysteriously comes and goes.




  In the summer of 1999, one of the strangest and hardest to explain events occurred at the house. A video that was made at the time of the incident has since appeared on television and has yet to be debunked, even by skeptics and experts in special effects. One weekend that summer, René Kruse, a professor at California University in California, Pennsylvania, came to Alton to visit the McPike Mansion. Sharyn was taking her on a tour of the house and they descended down into the basement. As it happened, René was making a video of the tour and managed to capture what happened next on the tape.




  As she turned a corner in the basement, an eerie white “mist” appeared and moved toward the small group that was with her. The mist, which was unlike anything that she had ever seen before, literally enveloped the group. René later described it to me as having what seemed like an “electrical charge” about it. It swirled all around them, which was seen on camera, and then would inexplicably dissipate and move off. René was able to follow the mist to several different locations in the basement, and as she would get near it, it would move and start to swirl around her. The mist was not being moved by air currents, as there was no outside air coming into the underground area, and instead seemed to move about as though it had intelligence behind it. This occurred several times before it vanished for good.




  The entire incident was witnessed by those present and was also recorded on the videotape. The mist itself remains an absolute mystery, but the tape has been examined by everyone from video-graphers to debunkers and ghost researchers, and so far, no one has been able to provide information to adequately explain what it is or how it was able to behave in the manner that it did. A clip from the video was even shown on a television program and turned out to be one of the only segments that the experts were unable to duplicate and explain away.




  









 



  Another weird incident occurred in the house in 2001. That summer, I had the chance to spend the night in the house, and an incident that occurred during my visit convinced me once and for all that something is haunting the place.




  At one point over the weekend, a small group was gathered in the old McPike wine cellar. This vaulted and bricked room is located just below the level of the basement and has been the site of a number of eerie happenings over the years. This night turned out to be no exception.




  Not long after everyone had gathered in the chamber, a friend’s wife began to complain of being claustrophobic. Not sure of how to get out of the house from the basement, another friend offered to take her upstairs and outside so she could get some fresh air. The two ladies departed, and the group waited for the second woman to return. A few minutes later, sounds were clearly heard as it seemed she was coming back. Footsteps crossed the upstairs hall and traveled through the house, then descended the stairs to the basement. The steps were clearly heard as all of the basement stairs were crossed and then could also be heard as they walked across the basement floor. A few moments later, the metal door to the wine cellar scraped open. The bottom of the door barely cleared the stone floor of the basement, and as the door opened up, it made a squealing sound that could be heard on several recording devices running at the time. Everyone who was present turned to look as the door swung open—but no one came in. Thinking that she was perhaps trying to play a joke on the group, one of the group members walked over and peered out into the gloomy basement. He looked both ways but there was no one to see. “There’s no one here,” he said.




  A few minutes later, the woman actually did come down the stairs, and when she was told about what had happened, she insisted that she had been outside the entire time. The other woman was able to confirm this and stated that no one had entered the house while they were out front. This added just one more mystery to the long line of strange events at the McPike Mansion that to this day remain unexplained.




  It appears that there are more mysteries and questions about the McPike Mansion than there are real solutions. There have been dozens of paranormal investigations carried out there, as well as hundreds of stories told by ordinary people who never expected to find anything out of the ordinary about this crumbling old house. It is an eerie and mysterious place and yet a wonderful one at the same time. It is a part of Alton’s local haunted history that we dare not lose and one that we can hopefully enjoy for many, many years to come.




 Haunts of the Mineral Springs Hotel




  The old Mineral Springs Hotel, located in the heart of Alton’s historic downtown, is just one of the countless buildings in the city rumored to be haunted by ghosts from the past. There are many spirited tales connected to this building, but unfortunately, it is also a place where fiction mixes extensively with fact. That’s not to say that the Mineral Springs is not haunted—far from it, in fact. This old hotel is a place where remnants of the past linger into the present in more ways than one. Even though no guests have stayed the night in the rooms in decades, you can almost expect to see them strolling through the former lobby. Many traces of the hotel still remain, including guest rooms that now house shops and restaurants, the once exquisite tile floors, and more. A visitor really does expect to see guests in period clothing walking up and down the corridors or lingering in the hotel bar.




  And, according to some, they still do.




  The Mineral Springs Hotel, the most spectacular hotel in the region, opened in 1914. Early advertising boasted that the hotel featured the “largest swimming pool in Illinois,” mineral spring “cures,” and the biggest table in the city of Alton, said to seat twenty-six people. It was constructed by August and Herman Luer, successful meat packers who originally intended to open an ice storage plant on the property in 1909. As workmen began drilling a well for an ice-making and cold storage facility, however, they discovered a natural spring under the ground. The water from the spring had a strong smell (it turned out to be high in sulfur content) and legend has it that the Luers declared it to have “medicinal qualities.” The brothers decided to build a health spa on the site instead.




  Construction was started in October 1913 with the building of a water bottling plant about five levels below the street in what became the lowest sub-basement of the building. The hotel was literally built on top of it, layer by layer, opening for business the following June. The finished structure was in an Italian Villa style, covered in beige stucco with a tile roof. The ornate interior contained terrazzo floors, marble staircases, decorated plaster cornices, and art glass throughout. It was elaborate and luxurious and an immediate success, especially after the two mineral pools opened on the lower levels. One of the pools was strictly for men, but the other pool was open to all guests and a number of receptions and parties were held there. This large pool became the biggest draw for the hotel, as the water was said to have caused “remarkable cures” for all sorts of ailments. Water was pumped into the pool from the spring, and it became a popular place for swimming lessons, water polo clubs, and for those seeking the healing powers of the mineral waters.




  Thanks to some savvy advertising, water from the Mineral Springs was soon being shipped to customers as far away as Memphis and New Orleans. In July 1914, the hotel was bottling and selling more than a hundred bottles every day. Consumption of the water increased that year to 350 gallons weekly, and the hotel boasted that its curative power equaled that of water found in Hot Springs, Arkansas. The mineral water was extolled as a cure for headaches, colds, muscle aches, and even for alcoholism.




  People began pouring into Alton to partake of the healing waters, and the hotel held its grand opening in September 1914. It was said that at one point, the swimming pool attracted more than three thousand people in one season. The hotel enjoyed its heyday throughout the late 1910s and the early 1920s. In 1918, Hollywood actress Marie Dressler spoke at the hotel on behalf of the Liberty Loan committee. A number of new rooms were added to the hotel in 1925, the same year that an orchestra was hired to play on Sunday afternoons and for dining in the evening.






  







 



  August Luer sold the hotel in 1926, but it continued to thrive for many years afterward, finally beginning to deteriorate in the 1960s. Tourists and health fanatics stopped coming, and rooms that were once used for overnight guests began to be rented to transients on a weekly and even a monthly basis. In 1971, the Mineral Springs finally closed for good and was condemned because of general deterioration. The roof leaked in many spots and the ceiling had collapsed in others. In 1978, however, the building was developed as an antique mall featuring shops, offices, and restaurants.




  Once the hotel reopened, stories started to be told about the place. Only these tales had nothing to do with “miracle cures” and the golden days of the hotel—they had to do with murder and ghosts. The Mineral Springs Hotel began to be regarded as a very haunted place.




  Legends of the place claim there are several different ghosts that haunt the corridors and rooms of the Mineral Springs. One place in the building filled with more fancy than fact is the old basement swimming pool. At least one story frequently told about it is pure invention. This part of the hotel is haunted—perhaps the most haunted part of the place—but the haunting has nothing to do with the story that has made the rounds about a man who drowned there during the heyday of the Mineral Springs.




  According to this story, the man was at a party with his wife back in the 1920s, and during an argument with her, he was accidentally knocked into the pool and drowned. In the years after, the man was said to be seen standing near the side of the pool or in other lower parts of the building. His ghost has been described as angry and brooding but impeccably dressed in black tie and tails. According to the legend, he is waiting here for the return of his wife’s spirit so he can take his revenge on her for his death.




  It’s a great and scary story, but it’s also not true. There is no record of an event like this ever happening and no real encounters with a man who lurks in the pool area.




  However, that is not to say that ghosts do not linger in this eerie place. Apparitions have been seen around the old pool, disem-bodied footsteps have been heard, and more than once, witnesses have discovered a line of wet footprints that travel from the edge of the pool and vanish a few feet away. Eerily, there has been no water in the pool for decades!




  The most famous ghost of the Mineral Springs is the legendary “Jasmine Lady.” The accounts say that for many years she has haunted a staircase located a short distance from the former lobby. According to the hotel legend, this lady was once a guest at the hotel who had come here to take in the “healing waters” with her husband. While she was here, she became involved romantically with another guest and began an affair with him. One evening, while her husband was away, she took the other man up to her room with disastrous results. Her husband returned unexpectedly and caught the adulterous couple in the act. Needless to say, he was enraged. In the course of the violent encounter, she ran away from him and started down the steps. The stories vary as to whether the woman may have tripped on the stairs or whether her angry spouse pushed her down the staircase. In the end, it didn’t matter, because somehow she fell, broke her neck, and was instantly killed. Her despondent husband then returned to their upstairs room and committed suicide.




  Once again, however, history does not bear out the truth of this story. The only inkling that something resembling this occurred was in 1925, when a female guest did fall to her death on the staircase. It was ruled an accident; there was no evidence of foul play involved, and her husband certainly did not return to their room and take his own life. One might wonder how a story of adultery, possible murder, and suicide could grow out of this incident, but somehow it did.




  Whatever the cause of the haunting, it seems very likely that a ghost does linger on and around the staircase. Over the years, when the hotel was still operating, staff members and guests caught glimpses of a woman’s tragic fall down the stairs as her apparition replayed the terrible event over and over again. Stranger still, they also caught whiffs of a pungent jasmine scent on and near the staircase. Former owners and tenants of the hotel, including those who firmly stated that they did not believe in ghosts, were unable to explain the lingering smell of perfume around this staircase.




  These are only two of the hauntings of the former Mineral Springs Hotel, and it’s likely that these ghosts do not walk the corridors alone. Hotels are notorious for the ghosts that have been left behind. Imagine just how many people pass through a hotel in a single year. Then realize how many guests an old hotel might boast after decades in operation. It’s not hard to imagine that there might be a ghost or two around—or perhaps a regular infestation in some instances.




  The Mineral Springs Hotel seems to be no exception to this rule. It’s a strange and mysterious location where guests from the past may have checked in, but apparently some never checked out.




 The Ghosts of Grafton




  Located almost at the exact point where the waters of the Mississippi and Illinois rivers meet is the town of Grafton. This small village came into existence thanks to one man, James Mason. He was a settler from Grafton, Massachusetts, who lived in Edwardsville and worked as a real estate agent. In 1818, he married the sister of one of the most prominent businessmen in St. Louis, Henry Von Phul, and it would be from this union that the town of Grafton, Illinois, would be born.




  Around the time of Mason’s marriage, he began joining in conferences with the governor of Illinois and a number of St. Louis businessmen. Their concern was the city of Alton, Illinois. At that time, Alton was actually growing faster than its rival city of St. Louis, and these men conspired together on ways to stop Alton from becoming the largest city in the region. Mason offered a solution. He would purchase the lands along the river where Grafton is now located and establish ferries across the Mississippi and the Missouri to St. Louis. He would also establish a road from Grafton to Carrolton, Illinois, that would allow easy access from Illinois to St. Louis, bypassing Alton altogether.




  New businesses and riverboats soon made the small community a thriving one, and in 1832, Mason built four log cabins, and later a frame house, before passing away in St. Louis in 1834. His widow, who eventually remarried, plotted and named the town that was built here, calling it Grafton in honor of her late husband’s birthplace. By 1836, Grafton was still growing. New businesses and stores were coming to town, warehouses were constructed for industry, and even a large wharf was built to accommodate traffic along the river.




  Then in 1844, a terrible flood drove all of the merchants and residents from Grafton’s business district. Many of them never returned, but the flood was actually a blessing in disguise because it ushered in Grafton’s steamboat era. Thanks to the overflow of water from the rivers, the Grafton channel was now able to accommodate larger riverboats. These boats brought not only prosperity and commerce to the city, but excitement and violence, too.




  The steamboat era was the most exciting time in the history of Grafton because it was also the heyday of the railroads in the city. The railroad came to Grafton in the 1880s, and at its peak, there were three rail lines that came into town. The riverboat period came to an end in the mid 1930s, and the last rail line into Grafton shut down in 1948, bringing an end to commerce and turning the place into a ghost town until the late 1960s, when the Great River Road was extended from Alton.




  There are several ghostly legends that linger in the town of Grafton. During the height of the steamboat era, the boat-building and repair business also came to Grafton. The town became a center of operations for the Rippley Hardware Co., which built steel motors and dredge boats for use on the rivers. A number of barges were constructed by the Fleak Ship Co., which was also located in Grafton. The buildings that are now the Loading Dock and the Grafton Boatworks were constructed for the Rippley brothers during the company’s heyday in 1892 when they entered into the boat business. In 1919, during World War I, the company produced one thousand lifeboats for use on Allied ships and employed as many as 125 men. In the 1920s, the Rippley company was purchased by Mid West Boat Co. and later by Everett Fry, who changed the name to the Grafton Boatworks.




  According to some, these buildings are haunted today, although the identity of the spirits said to be present is unknown. They may be the spirits of men who were once employed there years ago, as witnesses claim to have heard the sounds of footsteps hurrying back and forth, along with metallic crashing sounds, as if some sort of boat-building is still going on.




  Among the wooded bluffs above town was a place that those who lived in Grafton avoided. It was called the “Pest House” and was a quarantine area used to house those who suffered from contagious (and deadly) diseases like smallpox or cholera. The house was a one-room log cabin located deep in an area called Baby Hollow. Dozens of men, women, and children were buried in the woods here after dying from the diseases they had contracted. It was said that the only way that you could leave Baby Hollow was to recover and walk out of it under your own power—or to be buried in the surrounding forest. The stories say that very few people walked out of the hollow on their own. The Pest House was eventually razed in the early 1900s, but the legends of the place lingered long after. Stories circulated around Grafton that the ghosts of those who died in Baby Hollow were now haunting the woods near where the old house had been. Accounts told of cries in the night, moaning sounds, weeping, and even the occasional apparition. The stories were still being told within the last decade. Baby Hollow is now private property and trespassing is not allowed.

OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
GHOST STORIES

i

TROY TAYLOR





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
Globe
equot





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





