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  To John F. Kennedy and Nancy Harding. While one was the thirty-fifth president of the United States and the other our African-American cleaning lady while I was growing up in Dayton, Ohio, during the 1960s, they both continue to inspire me. Which goes to show that if you look deep enough, you can usually find a connection.




  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS




  It takes a village—not of idiots, but of ideas—to create a book such as this. Thanks to the following for their invaluable assistance in providing information, documents, and photos. I could not have done it without you! Doug McCabe, Ohio University Archives; “Friends of Eugene,” Sabina, Ohio; John Zimkus, Golden Lamb chapter; Richard Cooper, National Underground Railroad Freedom Center; Randy McNutt, writer; Lindy M. Smith, Ohio State University archivist; Linda Deitch, librarian, Columbus Dispatch articles research; Lisa Jenkins, Underground Railroad chapter, suggestions for additional resources; David Meyers, Old Pen chapter; James Dailey, Old Pen chapter; Jerome Gels, Newport Gangland chapter; Marilyn Bardsley, Torso Killer chapter; James Badal, Torso Killer chapter; Lynne Sturtevant, Marietta chapter; Cheryl Ogden, Johnny Appleseed Center; Lily Birkhimer, photo assistance, Ohio Arts Council; and Diane Schoeller-Warren and Matt Kiernan, Victory/Victoria Theatre chapter.




  Many thanks to the following for their informative and insightful interviews (yes, I am thanking some of you twice): Cheryl Ogden, Johnny Appleseed Center; Lynne Sturtevant, Marietta chapter; “Friends of Eugene,” Sabina, Ohio; John Zimkus, Warren County History Center; David Meyers, Old Pen chapter; Brianna Yusko, Cuyahoga chapter; Justin Albaugh, Cuyahoga chapter; Tammy Rodhe, Cuyahoga chapter; and David Hastings, Victory/Victoria Theatre chapter.




  And a very special thanks to Donn and Laurie Kirschenbaum for their suggestions and company during my travels “up north”; Kelley Nichols and Elizabeth Cohen for their understanding and friendship; Courtney Oppel, a case study in patience and support; and, as always, my cats, my kids, and my granddaughter Hope, who provide mostly welcome distractions.




  PREFACE




  Whoever thinks history is boring should try rewriting it. Not changing the facts, but recasting people, places, and happenings so readers can put together different connections, gain new insights, or view distant events in the context of today. In Myths and Mysteries of Ohio, I take thirteen phenomena—from the vagaries of “Hell Town” in Boston Mills and aliens at Wright-Patterson AFB to the very real Underground Railroad and the horrors of the Ohio Pen in Columbus and Torso Killer in Cleveland —and try to make them fresh, relevant, and entertaining.




  This was a daunting task that at times made me want to tear my hair out. It’s a good thing I have plenty, and also some very understanding friends and family members. The amount of research that went into each chapter astounded even me, a grizzled veteran of sixteen books and hundreds of magazine and web articles. Hopefully the battle scars are internal; my beautician can only do so much, and plastic surgery is out of the question.




  But the end result—greater insights into the aforesaid people, places, and events—truly made the hard work worth it, at least for me. Although there were often conflicting accounts and, at times, even facts, as the stories evolved they began to resemble pieces of a puzzle that, if not fitting together neatly, at least formed their own weird logic. And there was plenty of the odd and still unexplained—who was Eugene of Sabina, and what was the deal with Johnny Appleseed? Yet as I immersed myself in various firsthand accounts, old newspaper clippings, and long-forgotten books, I reached a deeper understanding which will hopefully seep through on these pages.




  Throughout my various travels and interviews in researching this book, people asked me if I believed in ghosts, aliens, and/or the spirit world. The subject came up frequently in the chapters on Marietta, Athens and Ohio University, the Golden Lamb in Lebanon, and their ilk. As with many things in life, the answer is rarely clear-cut. Yet some individuals insist that everything real is in the here and now, and when you’re gone, that’s it. Others believe that whatever is unexplained is often due to machinations from the “other side.” I tried to avoid both extremes and concentrate on the facts, while keeping an open mind. It’s sort of like my opinion on heaven and hell and an all-seeing God in flowing white robes—we have a general idea that something more is going on, but haven’t quite evolved to the level where we can figure it out. At least not yet.




  Particularly disturbing were stories about murderers, slavery, and prisoners found in the chapters on the Torso Killer, the Underground Railroad, and the Old Pen. Other writers are far more adept at getting into the headspace of the evildoers. So I mostly focused on the victims and those who attempted to fix and resolve the problems: the detectives, abolitionists, and reformers. I also tried to inject humanity and humor into what can be very grim material.




  Anyone who writes a book on “myths and mysteries” is bound to step into some controversy. When you are researching a chapter on, say, a deeply entrenched golf course that happens to be sitting on an ancient Hopewell worship site, people are going to have very different opinions and may be reluctant to answer questions. Some folks on both sides of the abovementioned Moundbuilders Country Club/Newark Earthworks melee as well as those in Sabina and in Cuyahoga County still were angered and/or disturbed by events that unfolded decades ago. Even gangster history in the Newport/Cincinnati area, rendered amusing and lighthearted by a popular “infotainment tour,” can hit a nerve with those wishing to promote the region as a tourism destination. What people tend to gloss over—and I am guilty of this also—is that real criminals are less Pirates of the Caribbean and more Captain Phillips: desperate, confused, and often deeply frightened and therefore dangerous.




  Those who ignore history are doomed to repeat it, or so the saying goes. So the trick would be to make it lively, balanced, and informative so it can continue to engage, entertain, and enlighten. And I have worked toward those ends, warts and all.




  Sandra Gurvis




  Columbus, Ohio




  March 2014




  
CHAPTER 1


  Marietta: Hatchet Job





  It’s rather ironic that Marietta—originally called Adelphia, meaning “brotherhood”—was renamed after Queen Marie Antoinette in honor of France’s contributions to the American Revolution. Had the essence of the place remained Quakeresque, a boatload of fires, hauntings, and assorted grisly happenings, including an alleged son-father beheading and a documented attempted ax murder in the late 1800s, may have been avoided.




  But anything goes when alcohol is involved; initially, several tankards of ale and later on, an abundance of whiskey. The genesis of Ohio’s oldest city started in Boston, in 1786, a few years after the successful conclusion of the Revolutionary War. Several veterans met over drinks with their former leader, General Rufus Putnam, at the Bunch-of-Grapes Tavern to discuss payment for services rendered. Since a benefits package was out of the question for the new, cash-strapped country—at least we had a valid excuse back then—that meant remuneration in land, specifically in the Northwest Territory.




  So they formed the Ohio Company of Associates with the idea of going as far into the Wild West as possible, which meant what is now Ohio. And less than two years later, Putnam and about fifty others arrived at the mouth of the Muskingham River. These guys had big plans for the town that they hoped would be the capital of the Northwest Territory, if not the United States. They laid it out in a grid-like pattern “like a New England village, with an eye to grand public spaces, education and culture,” according to local historian and author of Haunted Marietta Lynne Sturtevant, who gives tours of the area and bills herself as a “certified” ghost hunter, although whether the designation was bestowed by the living or the dead was actually never made clear.




  But while the intent may have been lofty, the reality was quite different. Although Marietta did develop into a “pleasant and successful town,” according to Sturtevant—its river locale ideal for trading, including the flow of goods and slaves and travel back and forth from the various territories—it also had a seamy underbelly, spawning “con artists, child molesters, bank robbers, philanders, and men who drowned their wives in the Ohio River.” And it didn’t help that around the mid-1800s, some genius decided to open a tavern on Ohio Street, the main drag which also faces the river. He sold out of whiskey within two hours, and the demand was so great that it spawned not only a second tavern but several other drinking establishments as well. This added a Vegas-like ambiance to the mix of Native Americans, settlers, frontier types, fortune hunters, river captains, farmers, and more who frequented the shops, shipping interests, and trading posts. Not surprisingly, more vice—in the form of prostitution, gambling, and criminal activity—quickly followed.




  “The area became so seedy and dangerous that the merchants who wanted ‘nice people’ to patronize their businesses abandoned Ohio Street en masse,” said Sturtevant. Many relocated to Front Street, which still serves as a shopping area today, and Ohio Street became largely ignored by respectable society, at least on the surface.




  Here’s where the Shakespearian drama becomes predictably—or perhaps not so much—vague. Some might argue that, with no readily accessible newspaper accounts or documentation from that period, recollections of the following events might have been the product of one if not more lurid imaginations or, at the very least, grossly exaggerated (more on that later). At the time of the alleged decapitation—either the 1870s, 1880s, or just before the turn of the twentieth century, depending on the account—the town was flush with money from the discovery of oil and natural gas, a population boom, and its continued use as a commercial and manufacturing center for riverboats and ships. State capital honors went to Columbus, however, undoubtedly crushing the last hopes of Marietta’s founders.




  The nouveaux riches built grand Victorian mansions; shopped at fashionable stores “uptown” on Putnam, Second, and Front Streets; and dined at elegant hotels. Ohio Street prospered as well, three solid blocks along the riverfront “of beer joints, bordellos and flophouses serving the seemingly endless stream” of fellows who worked and traveled along the river, states Sturtevant. And, of course, certain locals as well.




  At the locus of Ohio Street stood La Belle Hotel, Marietta’s biggest and most notorious house of ill repute. One of the town’s oldest structures, located at what is now 127 Ohio Street, it was designed by Colonel Joseph Barker in 1826 and added onto throughout the years, although parts were destroyed by various fires and floods. It was also home to the town’s first business, a dry goods store owned by Dudley Woodbridge, which moved elsewhere as it expanded and prospered. Like an X-rated novel, La Belle’s exterior came in a plain wrapper, pretty much devoid of decoration. Inside, though, was a “wonderland of Chinese vases, floral wallpaper, tasseled drapes, velvet chaise lounges . . . potted palms and Oriental rugs,” Sturtevant goes on. Not to mention the most essential item of all: large brass beds.




  A man known as “Charlie” (that’s probably not his real name or, at the very most, is a variation of a nickname) wandered into this cauldron of Victorian excess. Once again accounts vary—some say he was a wealthy oil tycoon, while others describe him as an attorney or banker. He lived uptown in a gorgeous house with his wife and several children, a good-looking, well-dressed and -mannered gent considered to be a sort of frontier Brad Pitt or George Clooney. “Women gushed and fussed over him and young men drooled every time his gleaming carriage passed,” states Sturtevant.




  No specific reason was given as to exactly why Charlie fell prey to temptation, although there’s always the obvious “thinking with the wrong anatomical part” theory. But fall he did, slipping out after he believed his family was asleep, braving thugs, riverfront fights, and the curious glances of the seedy as he became a more and more frequent visitor to La Belle. In particular, he fixated on “Liz,” a beautiful young woman with porcelain skin, gleaming “chestnut hair . . . pulled up high on her head [and] a pale blue dress [that] perfectly matched the color of her eyes,” writes John Kachuba in Ghosthunting Ohio. While it may have started as a casual dalliance and carefully kept secret, the affair soon became a full-blown obsession and talk of the town. And while some accounts state that his family remained blissfully ignorant and others claim that they begged him to stop, all agree that Charlie’s oldest son, believed to be age fifteen or sixteen at the time, knew about the affair.




  One sultry summer night, while Charlie and Liz were upstairs doing their thing, his son, whose name has been lost to history (or perhaps just the myths of legend), went down to the basement of the family’s luxurious home, grabbed an ax, and headed toward La Belle. Back in those days, before gun control and rampant teenaged alienation, it was common to see men of all ages carrying various weapons of potential mutilation. After all, there were boats to build, trees to chop, and all manner of seedy lowlifes to ward off. So a young fellow wandering down Ohio Street late at night with an ax hardly seemed worth a second glance.




  Surely he must have stood outside La Belle for a while, contemplating what he was about to do. Full of fear, anger, and hormones, he no doubt considered his family’s honor and his mother’s disgrace. And although few say it out loud, perhaps he was just a teeny bit jealous that dear old dad was getting a little something-something from a beauty he himself might consider date-worthy. But then he gripped the ax and dashed up the stairs. Having scouted out the building earlier, he knew the exact location of the velvet-draped bedroom on the second floor. He threw open the door, saw his father and Liz in flagrante, swung the ax, and chopped Charlie’s head clean off. The head rolled on the floor, blood spewed everywhere, Liz started screaming, and the gore-soaked teenager fled downstairs, himself shouting in terror.




  Although “he tried to lose himself in the . . . confusion of Ohio Street,” it didn’t work, according to Sturtevant. Even in that crowd, someone covered with blood stood out, and there was the matter of a severed head and a freaked-out prostitute. “Within the hour he was behind bars, charged with first-degree murder.”




  Here’s the kicker, though: According to the various accounts, the young man was let off scot-free, acquitted by a jury of sympathetic townspeople. “It was a crime of passion, they said,” Harley Noland, local resident and former owner of what is now known as the Levee House restaurant, told author Kachuba. “Protecting the family name and all that.” No one knows exactly what became of the son, although theories range from him jumping on the first riverboat after the trial concluded and never being seen again to staying in town but keeping an understandably low profile.




  [image: Haunted staircase climbed by teenaged “Axe Murderer” who beheaded father “Charlie” in the late 1800s in a fit of rage because “Charlie” was stepping out (well actually more than that) with a young hottie, “Liz.” Or it could be just be an old staircase.]




  There are, however, newspaper articles to verify the details of a similar crime of passion by another ax-wielding youth on August 5, 1884. A young man named John B. Waters seemed to randomly attack another youth, Edward Meisenhelder, with an hatchet, “cutting a fearful gash on the back of the skull exposing the brain to view and . . . [an] ugly cut in his left arm below the elbow,” according to an article from the local newspaper, the Marietta Register.




  Apparently Waters, a grocer with a quick temper and penchant for alcohol, assaulted Meisenhelder, the marble cutter who owned the business next door, then headed for the harbor to murder Ed’s brother, who according to the article actually was named Charlie. Another man who accompanied Waters called out a warning to Charlie, saving his life, but no one could rescue the brothers’ store, which Waters proceeded to smash to smithereens with the aforesaid hatchet before the town constable finally arrived to “hustle him off to jail, or rather to the city jug,” which is Victorian-speak for drunk tank.




  Although Waters refused to talk after his arrest, the Register speculated that the brouhaha had something to do with repayment of a debt to Waters. Ed supposedly carved a tombstone that, once sold, could be used to settle the debt, and Waters was anxious for the money. Or, possibly more likely, it may have involved a young woman from whom Waters’s romantic attentions had supposedly been, um, blocked by the Meisenhelder boys. But regardless whether jealousy or money was a motive, according to the article, Meisenhelder survived the attack, while Waters went to lockup. The article ended, “The sad feature of the case is that it brings sorrow to two quiet unoffending families,” although John Waters hardly appeared to be a model citizen.




  Regardless of the veracity of the Charlie No. 1 beheading—or perhaps because of the lack thereof—the former La Belle has retained its mystique through good times and bad. By the early 1900s, with the addition of a one-story structure, it had devolved into the Golden Eagle Saloon but retained its seedy reputation as a flophouse, where patrons ate and drank on the first floor and then went upstairs to satisfy, er, other appetites. During Prohibition it was closed, although for a while Studebaker automobiles were assembled there. A flood in 1937 about did it in, and by the late 1960s Ohio Street was a veritable ghost avenue, the river having long been abandoned to roads and rail for transportation. Most of the original structures that had lined the busy boulevard had crumbled into oblivion, except for the former La Belle, and it too was deteriorating and seemed headed for the wrecking ball.




  But in 1980 Harley Noland, a longtime and well-respected Marietta resident, purchased the building, intending to open a restaurant, much to the dismay of family and friends, who questioned the feasibility of an eatery in a former whorehouse “down there.” Still, with the original Flemish brick pattern, room proportions, and window spacings, as well as lovely molded cornices, the former La Belle had what Realtors call “good bones” and was, and remains, a fine example of Federal-style architecture. Even bygone advertisements—faded paintings on exterior walls known as “ghost ads”—can be clearly seen on the building, and several others around town, on shady days. The former La Belle’s mural is particularly fitting: a single word, WHISKEY. And despite Noland’s family’s misgivings, the cafe was an almost instant hit with locals and tourists alike and remains that way after Noland sold it in 2010 to chef David Hearing and his wife, Kimberly. The rest of the building—including the site of Charlie’s alleged beheading—has been converted into apartments. It is now known as the Levee House.




  According to residents and even the occasional worker, Charlie and Liz are still hanging around, especially and not surprisingly on the second floor, although tales of candles being blown out or lighting themselves, cold drafts from nowhere, and a sense of unseen presences abound throughout the building. These events are mostly attributed to either Charlie and/or Liz looking for each other or Charlie’s lack of understanding that he had been separated from his head and was no longer among the living. But his allegedly murderous son also has a hand in it. According to Sturtevant, tenants complain that late at night they hear someone slowly and deliberately climbing the apartment stairs. “When the footsteps reach the second-floor landing, they stop. A few minutes later, the person runs wildly down the stairs and out the front door,” she adds. Should a daring soul venture out to find the cause of the commotion, “no one is ever there.” The event supposedly takes around five minutes.




  Sturtevant believes that the building is full of residual psychic energy, explaining it this way: “Energetic impulses from emotionally intense events explode into the atmosphere like the compression waves after a bomb blast. The energy remains, replaying over and over, an endlessly repeating tape loop.” Sort of like having to listen to airport announcements after multitudinous flight delays.




  In fact, the entire city seems to brim with spiritual upheaval. With dozens of unexplained fires throughout its history as well as several devastating floods, Ohio’s oldest town surely has a huge otherworldly backlog of murder victims, jealous spouses, alcoholics, unhappy college students, and frustrated thespians.




  For example, lodgers’ items are regularly misplaced at the Lafayette Hotel, although not during the night this author stayed there. Among the area’s oldest and most popular establishments and located at the confluence of the Ohio and Muskingham Rivers, the Lafayette consists of nearly eighty Victorian-style rooms and the Gun Room. The main and relatively young spirit here is longtime manager S. Durward Hoag, who passed in 1982. He is rather frisky, whispering words of advice to hotel employees, appearing as a wisp of light, and rearranging and moving things when supposedly bored. There are frequent reports of other unseen disturbances and presences at the Lafayette as well.




  The Anchorage, an elegant circa 1850s home built by Douglas Putnam, of the founding-father Putnams, and his second, status-conscious bride, Eliza, is one of many local manors laying claim to restless spirits. The Anchorage cost a whopping $65,000 to build, which by today’s standards would probably be close to a couple million dollars. Unfortunately, Eliza died of heart disease before she got to enjoy her mansion and impress her friends and social rivals. So her spirit allegedly hangs around, often seen at a window or a staircase, looking fairly depressed, possibly because Douglas married very quickly after her demise and wife No. 3, Sara Dimond of Massachusetts, got to enjoy the fruits of Eliza’s hard work, causing a stir with her exorbitant balls and formal dinners, and making regular appearances in the society pages. The house was also a frequent stopping point on Ohio’s active Underground Railroad (see Chapter 5).




  In fact, you can’t walk along Front Street without encountering a plethora of hauntings. A freak elevator decapitation at 258 Front during the early 1900s (thanks again, spirit of Marie Antoinette) resulted in subsequent claims of visitors hearing “whooshing noises and creaking sounds, like the pulleys of an old-fashioned elevator,” states Sturtevant. In the early 1940s an unhappy grocer and would-be artist became an unearthly visitor to 282 Front Street after a former classmate decided to display his paintings there against the artist’s deathbed wishes. Yet somehow a report revealing that the same address had, in fact, been the grocer’s art studio in the early twentieth century mysteriously appeared on the building owner’s desk. Today it is a gift shop that sells cute, sparkly bracelets for under $20, among other things; the current staff knows nothing of its shady past.




  And on the first floor of what are now the town’s fanciest condos at 220 Front used to be a restaurant and bar managed by a heavy drinker who enjoyed imbibing on the roof and disappeared on binges for days at time. When he finally was a no-show to a major party at his restaurant, a search revealed that he apparently drank himself into unconsciousness and fell backwards onto a terrace rather than over the edge, where he would have been immediately noticed, to say the least. According to Sturtevant, items in the building are constantly being rearranged; there have been sightings of a man wearing an old-fashioned suit; and dogs and cats living at the condos are freaked out by the place, acting jittery and uneasy.




  The list goes on. At the very least, visitors will see ghost ads on the walls of the aged buildings. And whether you believe in the spirit world or not, a visit to these storied sites can make for an entertaining and possibly spooky experience. Just don’t “axe” too many questions.




  
CHAPTER 2


  Athens and Ohio University: School Spirits





  To some, Ohio University (OU) represents the top party school in the nation, featuring, among other things, an annual Halloween bash that involves excessive revelry, flaming couches, and bottles being thrown at first responders (cause) and numerous citations for misbehavior and underage drinking (effect). This author can authenticate this, having participated in a vaguely recalled but rather epic bar hop during “Mom’s weekend” when her daughter attended back in the late 1990s.




  To others, OU ranks among the most haunted colleges in the United States, where one can hardly turn around without butting heads with a ghost, legend, or other creepy happening. In 2001 it was featured on the Fox network’s Scariest Places on Earth, which may or may not add credibility, depending on one’s opinion of these sources.




  But the real ghost beneath the machine is Athens, where OU is situated. It is the site of not only the former Athens Lunatic Asylum, but also Mount Nebo, the highest place in Athens County. The original inhabitants, the Shawnee Indians, considered Mount Nebo to be sacred and refrained from hunting and camping there. And although its precise location is a matter of some debate thanks to Hocking Hills’ roller coaster of serpentine roads and pathways, since the mid-1800s people have flocked to Athens to either talk to the dead or commune with other invisible friends. While the first and especially the second category could very easily end up in the aforementioned loony bin, the initial I-see-dead-people thing was a direct result of the Spiritualism movement. Popular among the Victorians, Spiritualism postulates that not only can you communicate with the deceased through séances and mediums, but they can also give you pointers.
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