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Introduction

Ghosts are all around us, or so it would seem. Recent surveys indicate that about half of Americans either claim to have had a direct experience with the supernatural or have relatives or friends who sincerely believe they’ve had encounters with ghosts, witches, vampires, or monsters. Add in the scores of millions who’ve witnessed UFOs and you have a clear majority of believers, or at least open-minded skeptics.

Contemporary Americans are not alone in their fascination with the supernatural. People always have expressed interest, if not total belief, in ghosts and goblins. Consider what has happened to Halloween in America over the years. What was once pretty much a children’s holiday, an excuse for the kids to dress up in costumes and gorge on candy for one evening, has become an occasion for ever more elaborate decorations on houses and lawns. Fake tombstones with witty epitaphs sprout from suburban lawns. Imitation cobwebs festoon trees, and orange twinkle lights join jack-o’-lanterns in windows. Stores even sell a variety of greeting cards for the occasion, right down to “Happy Halloween from my dog to your dog.” It is no coincidence that ghosts, witches, vampires, and monsters of all types are enduringly favorite Halloween costumes for both children and adults.

Interest in the supernatural seems to be universal. Every human society that we know of has had traditions of ghosts, witches, and monsters. As fans of Dracula movies know, tales from Eastern Europe feature vampires transforming from humans into wolves or bats, known as shape-shifting. More than seven thousand miles away, in the southwestern deserts of America, the Navajo believe that witches can metamorphose from human form into wolves or owls. Is it pure coincidence that people of such different cultures, religions, languages, and races just happen to have almost identical legends?

In the ancient African kingdom of Ethiopia, it was customary for people to carry a fetish bag filled with small natural or handmade objects believed to have magical powers to protect them against evil spirits. Many Native American tribes also had the habit of carrying pouches filled with small quantities of magical herbs, plant pollen, and oddly shaped or colored pebbles to ward off witches and bad luck.

Belief in witches was so strong in Europe four and five centuries ago that scores of thousands of people were convicted of witchcraft and either hanged or burned alive. In England alone, thirty thousand people were killed because their neighbors thought they were witches. House cats were thought to be familiars, feline “henchmen” of human witches and in league with Satan. In an orgy of senseless violence, hundreds of thousands of cats were killed throughout Europe. Ironically, this led to a huge increase in rat populations, which helped spread the dreaded black death—bubonic plague. On the other side of the world, Japanese folklore contains stories of ghostly vampire cats—a truly fearsome combination of supernatural threats.

Legends about monsters, both in the sea and on land, abound in every culture. Are they just legends, or could there be truth at the roots of these stories? For many centuries, sailors told about fantastic sea monsters whose many flailing arms were lined with suction cups, creatures equipped with huge, sharp beaks capable of tearing men apart. Were these just tall tales growing out of ignorance and isolation and fueled by rum? Such stories were once dismissed as impossible by scientists. How could there exist such animals, capable of attacking whales? But now we have abundant evidence that, yes, giant deep-sea squid more than thirty feet long are real.

Could Bigfoot actually exist? Native American legends say yes, as do the scores of people living in the Pacific Northwest who claim to have seen the creature. About 150 years ago, in the rainforests of central Africa, the locals told stories about the “men of the forest”—great, hairy, manlike animals that were more powerful than humans. They were at the same time shy and curious about people and were pretty smart. Scientists classified these tales as mere folklore—until they finally came face-to-face with gorillas. Could an apelike animal live in places like Northern California? Why not? We now know that the great apes are not strictly vegetarians, as once assumed. They’ve been seen hunting and eating monkeys, as well as termites and other insects. They, like people, can consume a wide variety of food, both plant and animal. If they did live in the forests of the great Northwest, they would be able to find enough food. It has been observed that although most animal species may have originated in the tropics, many have successfully migrated to cooler climates. These animals even get larger in size the farther from the equator, as greater body bulk becomes a survival advantage. Siberian tigers and Alaskan Kodiak bears, for example, are larger than their cousins to the south.

So just because we don’t see a Bigfoot in a museum or zoo yet doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. There are still mysteries out there.

For believers and skeptics alike, any encounter with ghosts is not to be taken lightly. Even those who very seriously doubt the existence of ghosts express fear of them. Our fascination with ghosts, strongly evident in all forms of the media, is likely related to our deep-seated fears that the dead might return in spirit to harass us or do us harm. Consider the pyramids of ancient Egypt—the largest stone structures on earth. They were built to protect and preserve the bodies of dead kings so that they could succeed in traveling to the world of the spirits. The living went to great lengths to help the dead move on and not stay to haunt the living. Fear of ghosts built the pyramids.

Nine thousand miles west of Egypt, some Indian tribes living in the Colorado River Valley customarily destroyed or discarded all the personal possessions of the deceased, such as clothing, jewelry, and tools. This was done out of the belief that the spirits of the dead would remain to haunt the living who dared take over the dead person’s possessions.

Ghost stories are both common and popular because they are a way of exploring the nature of life and death—a very serious, even disturbing question that we are uneasy confronting. Does some form of existence continue after the death of a body? Are we, in some way, immortal? Can the spirits of the dead somehow cross the barrier between the living and the dead?

Perhaps the gentle mocking of death at Halloween is a safety valve to diminish our fears about the end of life. We can joke about serious and complex concerns that we have by dressing up as ghosts and thus reducing their mystery.

Where do you stand on the subject of ghosts and other supernatural phenomena? Are you a true believer, a confirmed skeptic, or part of that large crowd of people who are just not sure? One way or another, you can enjoy a good story even if you don’t quite accept the supernatural aspect of the tale as probable truth.

You are about to embark on a voyage of discovery, a survey of Northern California’s dark side, its hidden world of ghosts, monsters, witches, and devils. The stories are organized geographically into five regions: San Francisco and the Pacific Coast southward to Carmel; the East Bay portion of the San Francisco metropolitan area, including the Santa Clara Valley; the Sacramento Valley, including the state capital; the coast northward from the Golden Gate to the Oregon border; and the Northern Sierra and the desert country along the Nevada border. Enjoy your tour of the spooky and supernatural side of this part of the Golden State.





San Francisco and the Central Coast

In addition to San Francisco, one of the greatest cities in the world, this relatively small region includes the Pacific Coast southward to Monterey and Carmel, some of the loveliest real estate on Earth. The fabled city by the bay hosts a variety of ghosts that are both interesting and cosmopolitan: the spirit of a very protective first lady, an elegant phantom, the specter of one of America’s most frightening baby killers, a ghost who wants to play cards, and a phantom who will lovingly tuck you into bed. There’s also a haunted golf course, and Alcatraz Island is believed to still imprison several spirits. Farther down the coast, you might encounter the ghost of a Spanish padre, a phantom willing to peacefully coexist with the living, and the spirits of some revolutionary Mexicans.

The Ghost in the Machine

People who use copy machines regularly as part of their jobs have wondered on occasion if the copier was possessed by a malignant spirit or demon. Some offices post comic “notices” near the copier advising: “This machine is equipped with a special sensor that picks up any urgency on your part. It will malfunction in direct proportion to how big a rush you might be in.” This note becomes progressively less funny if, indeed, some electronic gremlin causes a breakdown during an important job at 4:30 P.M. on a Friday.

If many people have considered, however briefly, the likelihood that copy machines can be possessed by an evil spirit, how about one really controlled by a ghost? A group of office workers in a downtown San Francisco skyscraper are convinced that a copy machine there contains the spirit of a recently deceased coworker.

For more than three decades, Miss Mayer was a fixture in the office. Only special close friends called her by her first name, Sophie, or even knew her first name, as she was a very private person. Miss Mayer had never married nor, as far as anyone knew, ever had any romantic attachments. She was “married to her job,” as her friends put it. Her public image was that of a prim and proper spinster, but she sometimes revealed an impish sense of humor.

Miss Mayer was in charge of the copying room. She ruled her little domain like a medieval monarch, seldom brooking any breaks in her routine. Heaven help anyone who thought that he or she could use the copier. Miss Mayer would point out, correctly, that the frequency of machine malfunctions and breakdowns increased in proportion to the number of different users. Then, too, it seemed that the copier ran jobs smoothly and error-free when its mistress was at the controls, almost as though it sensed her calm, steady hand and responded like a well-trained dog.

Mayer’s contentment came to a sad and sudden end when a new vice president of the company showed up, determined to juice up his résumé by cutting costs. He ended the custom of Christmas bonuses and replaced the formerly excellent health insurance with a third-rate HMO.

This abrupt decline in the quality of medical care had tragic consequences for Miss Mayer. The penny-pinching new policy decreed that at her age, mammograms no longer were necessary and would not be reimbursed, nor would annual pelvic exams. Miss Mayer’s breast cancer was not detected until it had advanced to a fatal stage. An inept surgeon in an unsanitary old hospital sealed Miss Mayer’s fate. She was overwhelmed by a staph infection that she had contracted in the hospital.

Two coworkers and close friends determined to carry out Miss Mayer’s most unorthodox and, indeed, bizarre last request, communicated from her deathbed. They secretly scattered a small quantity of her cremated ashes in the copier room, right behind the copy machine. Given that the notorious vice president had cut the maintenance and janitorial staff in half, it was a good bet that the ashes would be there for a long while. The balance of Miss Mayer’s ashes were scattered equally illegally in her favorite place, Muir Woods National Monument.

Then the copier meltdown occurred. With multiple users now, and in the absence of Miss Mayer’s stern supervision, the rate of machine malfunctions escalated. It didn’t help that in yet another cost-cutting move, the vice president unwisely had canceled the copier’s maintenance and repair contract. Mysteriously, the machine refused to function at all for a week following Miss Mayer’s death. The day that the ashes were surreptitiously deposited behind the copier, it ran off a thousand copies of Miss Mayer’s memo concerning submitting all copying requests to her with twenty-four hours’ notice. No one had programmed it to do that. Then, in a typical last-minute rush, the machine had been given the task of copying and stapling a lengthy report from the vice president on increasing office efficiency. The machine made the copies all right, but then stapled them on all four sides of the pages.

One morning, the first user of the machine found that it had made multiple copies of a memo from the vice president to all employees, announcing a day off with pay to those wishing to attend or participate in a run through Golden Gate Park to benefit a breast cancer charity. Most office staff had already left before the irate vice president could deny authorizing any such thing.

The most outrageous and, it turned out, final copying job for the machine was a memo, which everyone denied writing or putting in the copier, concerning the untimely death of the vice president. The memo advised all employees that they would be paid for the day when the office closed to commemorate his passing. When this was brought to the attention of the very much alive vice president, he flew into a rage and marched into the copying room. Reaching behind the machine to unplug it, he was electrocuted by a loose high-voltage connection.

Everyone enjoyed the paid day off promised by that last memo. Incidentally, the memo was signed by Miss Mayer.

The Shivering Spirit

A beautiful old mansion now converted into a restaurant in San Francisco was haunted for a time by a shivering spirit. The present owners have asked that the property not be identified, for reasons that will become obvious.

The house was built a few years after the great earthquake of 1906. After five decades as a family home, it was reincarnated as an elegant, intimate restaurant, as famous for its ambience as for its food. Things were going well when a young man whom we’ll call Jack entered the picture. Some say that Jack was picked up in a bar by the then-owner, who had a passion for attractive young men as well as exotic European sports cars and gourmet food.

Jack soon displayed a flair for cooking in addition to his personal charms. He learned quickly and was by now a permanent resident, happily helping out in the kitchen and generally making himself useful. He seems to have had no fixed address before meeting the restaurant proprietor; the presumption was that he was a runaway, a drifter. Despite his yearlong stay in the old house, no one even knew his last name.

Eventually the relationship soured. It was rumored among the restaurant staff that Jack was pushing for part ownership of the profitable establishment. The owner, whom we’ll call George, adamantly refused. Jack moved out of the master bedroom into a third-floor guest room. George and Jack began bickering in front of staff and guests. Violent flare-ups became a regular feature of closing time, when it was George’s habit to have a few stiff drinks while supervising Jack’s cleanup efforts.

Suddenly one day, Jack was gone. There was no comment at all from George.

Within a week of his mysterious disappearance, however, Jack was back—sort of. When employees showed up one morning to begin the day’s food preparation, they found the lights on and sauces bubbling away on the stove. Pots and pans left to soak the night before had been scoured and put away. Freshly chopped vegetables were found bagged in the refrigerator. These chores had all been Jack’s responsibilities. There was one other odd thing—there were puddles of salt water on the floor.

After a few weeks of the unseen kitchen helper’s efforts, Jack appeared in person, sitting wearily on a chair. He was a bluish-white, misty figure, nude and shivering with cold. He was soaking wet, with bits of seaweed tangled in his hair. “I’m cold, very cold,” he said. “Can you get me warm clothes?” A very apprehensive worker went up to the bedrooms and gathered up some of George’s clothes, cautiously handing them over to the trembling image. Once warmed up, Jack’s spirit seemed to just evaporate. The suspicion grew that George, who was known for his violent temper, had killed Jackie in an alcoholic rage and dumped the body in the bay. The shivering ghost is alleged to have made several more visits to the kitchen while George was present, causing the owner to run ashen-faced out of the room. After a few months of encounters with the nude, trembling, cold lad, George committed suicide. No one again saw Jack’s ghost, although on occasion, dirty pots and pans left in the sink somehow ended up clean and bright the next morning.

The Shade of the Emperor

If you are out on the streets of downtown San Francisco on a cool and foggy evening, you’ve had more than a few drinks, and you are very lucky, you just might get to meet an emperor, or at least his ghost. This engaging phantom will be wearing an elaborate uniform, dripping with gold braid. Rows of ornate medals decorate the coat. An elaborately engraved sword hangs at his side. You have caught a fleeting glimpse of Norton the First, emperor of the United States and protector of Mexico.

You didn’t know that the United States had an emperor? Well, San Franciscans back in the 1860s and 1870s not only acknowledged the Emperor Norton, but they saluted him and paid “taxes” to him as well. Norton surely was the most beloved emperor the United States never had.

Emperor Norton was quite insane, but his insanity was no threat to anyone. His madness was of a benevolent sort, and San Franciscans were entertained by his antics. Joshua A. Norton was born in England in 1819 and came to San Francisco in 1849 at the age of thirty. A shrewd speculator, he arrived with $40,000 in cash, which he soon increased to $250,000. He bought and sold real estate, ships, and mining claims, pyramiding his wealth. But when he and some associates tried to corner the rice market, his gamble failed. Norton lost it all—his real estate, his ships, his mining claims, his cash, and sadly, his mind.
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Mentally, he couldn’t cope with going from great wealth to poverty, and he became deluded that he had been elected emperor. He charmed a tailor into making him a fantastic uniform and paraded around the streets accompanied by two mongrel dogs, Bummer and Lazarus. He issued a series of imperial decrees and proclamations, some of them quite funny and some truly visionary. For example, he ordered the building of a bridge across the Golden Gate, a truly remarkable plan and something that didn’t happen until 1937. One of his most popular decrees dissolved both the Democratic and Republican parties “in the interests of peace and harmony among all men.” Restaurants provided him with free meals, as his presence attracted paying customers. He sold hand-printed “imperial bonds” for 50 cents, which his “subjects” cheerfully bought. Saloons across the city paid him “taxes” in the form of free drinks. He wrote checks for 50 cents, which all banks honored. As emperors go, Norton the First was a benevolent and beloved figure. When he died on the street in 1880, San Francisco gave him a great send-off. Should you happen to see the emperor’s ghost, remember to bow slightly to receive his smiling salute in return. We never had a kinder, more harmless ruler.

A Most Elegant Ghost

The shimmering, almost transparent figure walks slowly down the staircase of a beautiful mansion. A phosphorescent glow outlines the form of a late-middle-aged, very handsome man. Dressed in an elegant tuxedo, complete with a silk embroidered waistcoat, the ghost appears to be wearing diamond cufflinks and an impressive diamond ring. Oddly, the tuxedo is dripping salt water, and long strands of seaweed cling to the phantom’s hair and coat. His face is frozen in a rather haughty welcoming smile. Just as the observer is about to speak, the ghost disappears in a swirl of mist. This is a most elegant ghost, which is fitting, as it is the spirit of a man who much enjoyed being described as “a most elegant man.”

This ghost, which makes regular appearances in what is now the main building of Notre Dame de Namur University in San Mateo, is alleged to be that of William Chapman Ralston. The college, located on Ralston Avenue in San Mateo, was once the home of Ralston, who led a flamboyant life and died a mysterious death.

Ralston called his mansion Belmont, derived from the French phrase for “beautiful mountain.” He had purchased a charming villa from one Count Cipriani and immediately set about enlarging it. The mansion was expanded from rooms for 30 guests to accommodations for 120. The floors were redone in parquetry and the walls paneled in mirrors in the style of Versailles. Carpets, drapes, chandeliers, and furniture were imported from France, Italy, and China. Outbuildings contained greenhouses, a bowling alley, and a gymnasium. A separate house was built for the Chinese domestic staff. The stables for Ralston’s thoroughbred horses were paneled in mahogany. Ralston built his own gasworks on the estate to provide brilliant lights for his home. To irrigate his extensive formal garden, a dam and reservoir were built in the nearby hills.

Ralston liked nothing better than to throw fabulous parties, inviting hundreds of guests to meet rich and famous personages such as Mark Twain. William Chapman Ralston regarded himself as American royalty and was determined to live in an appropriately grand style. He had made a vast fortune with his interests in the fabulous Comstock Mine, which produced silver by the ton. Ralston founded the Bank of California, one of the largest in the state. Unfortunately, he recklessly speculated with the bank’s funds. The bank, and Ralston, lost so much money that it closed its doors on August 26, 1875. The bank’s collapse caused a financial panic throughout the state. The following day, Ralston’s body was found floating in the bay. It was never determined whether it was a suicide or murder. Certainly, many depositors and employees had good reason to kill the man whose lack of judgment and greed had ruined them. Ralston’s fabulous mansion became a private insane asylum for a while before being taken over by the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur, who opened their college in 1926.

The most elegant ghost of a most elegant man still descends the great staircase to welcome his guests, just as he liked to do in life. You need have no fear of his ghost—it disappears in an instant after sensing a living being in its house.

Don’t Disturb the President

San Francisco’s Palace Hotel is a well-known landmark just east of Union Square at Market and New Montgomery streets. This grand hotel has an interesting history. The original structure was destroyed by fire in the 1906 earthquake. According to legend, the present building was completed in 1909 using the salvaged steel frame of the original. The beautifully restored Palace offers all the amenities a contemporary guest could wish for, and its more than five hundred units are renowned for their peaceful luxury. Not only is the sound insulation quite effective, but staff and guests alike have been admonished to be quiet by a very determined ghost.

The experience of a recent guest is typical. She was walking down the corridor on the eighth floor with her admittedly rambunctious youngster in tow. Suddenly a very stern-looking woman in her sixties appeared. She was wearing a dress draped in beads of the style popular in the 1920s. Her hair was styled in tight waves. Steel-rimmed glasses framed her fiercely glaring eyes. A thrusting jaw and beaklike nose completed her aggressive persona. “Quiet!” she demanded. “The president is resting!” “The president of what?” asked the impudent little boy. “The president of the United States!” was the rejoinder. Duly impressed, mother and child tiptoed quietly to the elevator. When the guest asked a bellboy when the president had arrived at the Palace, she was met with a blank stare. “What president?” he asked. “We don’t have the president here now.” The guest later was informed by a friendly chambermaid that her encounter was not all that unusual. “Oh, that’s just Mrs. Harding’s ghost—we see her whenever there’s noise in the halls.”

Florence Kling DeWolfe Harding was, like her ghost, strong-willed and outspoken. In the contemporary age of intense and intrusive press scrutiny of political candidates and their families, Florence’s lurid past, if revealed, could have kept her husband out of the White House. Florence had an illegitimate child with another man before she wed future president Warren G. Harding. Her son’s father never married her, and the son died at age thirty-five from alcoholism and tuberculosis, alone and in poverty, far from the glamour of the White House.

Mrs. Harding was a very assertive first lady who was fiercely protective of her husband, as well as aggressively ambitious for him. President Warren Harding died suddenly, and some say mysteriously, at the Palace Hotel on August 2, 1923. The exact cause of death is not known, as Mrs. Harding forbade an autopsy, and no one, including new president Calvin Coolidge, had the nerve to override her decision. At the time, there were suspicions that Mrs. Harding had poisoned her husband. Her supposed motive was to spare him the disgrace and possible impeachment that could have followed when the many scandals of his corrupt and inept administration came to light.

Was the iron-willed first lady a murderer? We’ll never know. Florence Harding died on August 4, 1924, exactly a year and two days after her husband.

But her spirit, it is claimed, still appears to protect his peaceful privacy. “Quiet!” orders the phantom. “Don’t disturb the president.” And you’d better listen.

The Ghost of a True Gentleman

Few today know the reason for the twin granite shafts positioned at the southern tip of Lake Merced in the southwestern part of San Francisco. One stone bears the name “Terry” in bronze letters; the other is labeled “Broderick.” On foggy mornings, particularly in the fall, a ghostly figure has been seen at the first site, firing an old-fashioned pistol into the ground, then clutching his own breast in a spasm of agony, followed by his collapse. Too bad this phantom never speaks, for his is an interesting story.

This ghost is said to be that of U.S. Senator David C. Broderick, who was fatally wounded on this spot in a duel with California’s Supreme Court Chief Justice David S. Terry. Their duel was the product of a long, bitter struggle within the state’s Democratic party over the leading issue of the day—slavery.

Chief Justice Terry was a leading supporter of the southern viewpoint that human slavery was necessary and justifiable. He was a Kentucky-born aristocrat whose family had prospered on the sweat of their slaves. He considered himself a cultured, educated gentleman; he probably never worked up a sweat in his life. Broderick, in contrast, was the son of an Irish stonemason. Broderick lacked the fine clothes and fancy manners of Terry. David Broderick learned politics in the rough-and-tumble world of New York City’s Tammany Hall. He was a friend of the eminent orator and activist African American leader Frederick Douglass and was ardently antislavery in his views.

Justice Terry attacked David Broderick for socializing with African Americans and for advocating freeing all slaves, by force if necessary. Broderick stood up for himself and his cause, using the plain language of the streets and questioning Terry’s judgment, ethics, and ancestry.

Terry challenged Broderick to a duel. Broderick knew he’d be mocked as a coward if he refused, so he accepted, though duels were illegal. At dawn on September 13, 1859, the two men stood thirty paces apart. Broderick fired first. He deliberately fired his bullet into the ground, which was often done in duels to avoid hitting one’s opponent while at the same time proving one was not a coward. Terry, in contrast, then aimed for Broderick’s heart and fatally wounded him, although he easily could have followed the other man’s honorable example.

It was reported that thirty thousand people crowded into Portsmouth Square to hear the funeral oration. Who was the real gentleman: the senator who deliberately wasted his only bullet or the judge who callously shot a defenseless man? Within eighteen months, the nation would be in a Civil War to decide the issue of slavery.

Some say that Broderick is still standing up for racial equality. His ghost reportedly joins civil rights demonstrations, marching to demonstrate his continued commitment to this noble cause.

The Shades of Alcatraz

The local Maidu Indians believed that the island was cursed, inhabited by evil spirits that would attack, even kill, any mortals foolish enough to set foot there. Certainly, most of the men confined there cursed the day they first came to Alcatraz.

Spanish explorers discovered the island in 1545 and named it Alcatraz, meaning “pelican.” The 22-acre island is quite rugged, with most of its area lying between 62 and 136 feet above the sea. Large waves and strong currents make landing on the island a dicey proposition, and cold fogs make it an unpleasant, inhospitable site.

Other than name it, the Spanish did little with the island. After the American takeover of California, the new governor gave Alcatraz to a buddy, who then sold it to the federal government, which wanted it as the site of a fortress to defend San Francisco from any enemy fleet. The feds built a lighthouse and spent $2 million on fortifications. It was in use as a military prison by 1868 and housed rebellious Indian leaders as well. Alcatraz seemed made for its longtime role as a prison. It was isolated by surrounding brutally cold, swirling, unpredictable ocean currents. The island was not remote, only a twenty-minute boat ride from San Francisco. After the 1906 earthquake demolished the walls of San Francisco’s city prison, its inmates were transferred to Alcatraz. When America was terrorized by a crime wave of bank robberies and general mayhem in the early 1930s, the federal government took over Alcatraz as a new escape-proof prison. Notorious gangsters such as Al Capone, Alvin Karpis, “Machine Gun” Kelly, and Robert “Birdman” Stroud did hard time on “The Rock.” From 1934 to its closure in 1963, Alcatraz housed more than fifteen hundred of America’s most infamous and dangerous prisoners.

Many prisoners left the island in coffins. Those who left alive carried a heavy load of bitterness, resentment, and hatred. It is said that Alcatraz today contains many ghosts, that many spirits haunt this National Park Service historic site.

Warden Johnston, the onetime federal prison’s most famous—or maybe infamous—chief, is said to remain in his office, at least in spirit. There are those who claim that mixed into the sounds of waves crashing on the rocks, the wind howling around the prison’s empty halls, and the raucous cries of seagulls can be heard the warden over the loudspeaker system: “Stay in line! Stay two feet away from anyone else! Do not speak! Eyes forward, hands at your side!” The barked orders echo faintly over the decades and seem to blend with the moaning wind.

The sounds of a woman sobbing have been heard in the visitors’ room. During one Christmas party for the National Park Service staff, a figure dressed as a prison guard made a brief but memorable appearance. Apparently very unhappy at hearing the sounds of merriment in the old prison, the grim-faced phantom guard marched into the party and calmly poured what appeared to be a bucket of blood into the punch bowl. Needless to say, the party came to an abrupt end, as he doubtless intended. Cries and moans frequently come from the notorious Cell Block D—the “treatment unit,” which prisoners used to call “Hellcatraz.”

On especially foggy nights, the long-defunct lighthouse again shines its beam out to sea, despite a lack of electricity. The eeriest and most common phantom is simply called “the Thing” by old-timers on the staff. The Thing is a disembodied set of red glowing eyes that stare hypnotically from darkened cells or corridors, then blink and disappear. No one is sure just who or what the Thing might be, but no one is about to approach it to investigate.

Enjoy your visit to Alcatraz, and don’t miss the last boat.

She Can’t Wash It Away

The phantom of a rather stout, late-middle-aged woman is at the same time frightening and saddening. She is wearing a bloodstained white apron over a flowered dress. Atop her head, her graying hair is piled in an old-fashioned bun. Her expression is one of anguish and regret. Her lips move soundlessly. She is washing bloody hands in an old, white-enameled tin basin that hovers, without visible support, in front of her at waist level. It is filled with blood. As the ghostly figure slowly advances, the basin precedes her.

This intriguing ghost is said to haunt the basement of an old building on Maiden Lane. The present owners prefer that the exact address not be revealed. Whether the street’s name was selected intentionally as an ironic reference to its history is not known, but it was once called Morton Street and was part of the notorious Barbary Coast district, a wide-open red-light area catering to sailors, transients, prostitutes, and criminals of all types. Morton Street at that time was lined with bordellos; it can be assumed that maidens were scarce on the future Maiden Lane. The Barbary Coast flourished from the late nineteenth century until 1917, when the city ended its tolerance of brothels, gambling houses, and predatory bars.
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